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orn in the 1980s and 1990s, Millennials are reshaping schools, ¢g and

businesses all over the couniry. They are folerant, confident, of
and ambitious, but also disengaged, narcissistic, distrustful, and anxious. And
these children of Baby Boomers are now feeling the effects of the changing job
market—even as they effect change the world over.

When this “fascinating” (Publishers Weekly} book was first published in 20006,
psychologist Dr. Jean Twenge made headlines with her findings from the largest
intergenerational study ever conducted—with data spanning six decades—about
the lives of the generation now in their 20s and 30s. In this newly revised and
wpdated edition of Generation Me, Dr. Twenge uses data from 11 million respon-
dents to show how profoundly different today’s young adults are from those
of the past and how “GenMe'ers” have fundamentally changed the American
character. With irony, humor, and sympathy, Dr. Twenge shows that American
culture raised the aspirations of today's young people just as the world became
more compelifive, creating an enormous clash between expeciations and reality.
Dr. Twenge makes controversial predictions about what the future holds for
GenMe and society as a whole. She also uncovers shocking truths about this
generation, including dramatic differences in sexual behavior and religious
practice. Engaging, controversial, prescriplive, and funny, Generation Me gives
Boomers and GenX'ers new and fascinating insights into their offspring and

helps Millennials find their road to happiness. / _—

State University, is the author of more than one hundred scientific
publications and two books based on her research, Generation Me
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2y and The Narcissism Epidemic {with W. Keith ,Cumpﬁell}, as well as
The Impatient Woman'’s Guide fo Gefting Pregnant. She lives in San Diego with
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grader scored at the 24th p‘ercéntlile,;or- lower than 76% of k

in the 1960s. This is an even larger change than for the colleg

students—you would be pretty upset if your child came homj

with a standardized-test score:in the 24th percentile: These resulf

suggested that the decline in social approval was.pervasive: ev T -
children: as youngas nine shiowed the generational ttend, wi An Army of One: Me

kids from GenMe scoring fower than kidsfrom earlier. generation
The Baby Boomers began this trend. The data show that t
- need for social approval reached an all-time low in the late 197
to the early :1980s. This. is not that surprising—the Boom
pract;cally invented youth rebellion in the 1960s. By the 197
the rebellion was mainstream, and the defiance of authority afj
accepted social value: Take the line yippie radical Jerry. Rub
used in the late 1970s—if someone called him on-the phone wh
he was, umm, otherwise occupied, he would say honestlv, “Ca
talk to you now—I"m masturbating.” :

. The:1980s returned society-t6.a somewhat more convention,
existence. Slowly, men ct their hair (except for Ponch and Jo
on CHiPs), pant legs went from flagrantly bell-bottom to norm:
(at leéast: until bell-bottoms’ ‘Tesurgence around 1996), and. P
smoking declined. It was not quite s necessary-to rebel to
in—which was always a rather ironic notion: GeAMe turned th
trend around to an.extent, no-longer thinking of social approv.
as something to be completely disdained. But the. need for so
approval did not even come close to the levels of the 1950s any
1960s-—those days.were gone forever. : :

A new movement dawned durmg the 19805, however, a tren
that GenMe would take to new. heights, 1eavmg Boemers in th
dust. Generation Me believes, with a conviction that approach:
boredom because it is so undtsputed that the mdlwdual comeg
first, It’s the trend that gives thegeneration its name, and I explon
itin the next two chapters, - T

ne day when my mother was driving me to school in 1986,
Whitney Houston’s hit song “Greatest Love of All" was
‘warbling out of the weak speakers. of our Buick station wagon
with wood -trim; I asked my mother what she thought the song
“was about: “The greatest love of all—it has to be about ch;ldren,
she said. S :
My mother was sweet, but wrong. The song does say that chil-
dren are the future (always good to begin with a strikingly original
thought) and that we should teach them well. About world peace,
maybe? Or great literature? Nope. Children should Be-educated
about the beatty “inside,” the song declares: We all need heroes,
Whitney sings, but she never found “anyone who fulfilled my
needs,” 5o she learned to depend on (wait for it) “me *The chorus
then declares, "leammg to love yourself is the greatest love of all.”
This i a stunning reversal in attltude from previous gener-
ations. Back thers-respect-for othets was more important than
respect for yourself. The term self asn't’ w1dely used until
the late 1960s' and didn’t become talk-show- and dinner-table
conversation uritil the 1980s. By the 1990s, it was everywhere. .
Take, for-exampte, the band Offspring’s rockingly: irreverent
1994 riff “Self-Esteem.” The song describes a guy whose girlfriend
“says she wants only me . . . Then I wonder why she sleeps with
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tion Me? It s aborit what you explore as a young adult Versus wh
you're born to and take for granited.-
For the Boomers, who grewupin the 19505 and. 19603, selfefoc
'wasa new concept; individualisin an unchatted territory. In his 19
book New Rules: Searching for Self-Fulfllment in.a World Turned:-U
side Down, Daniel Yankelovich describes young Boomers strugglir
with new questlons* How.do you make decisions in-a marriage wit
two equal partners! How do you focus on yourself when your paren
don’t-even know what that means? The Boomers in the book soun
like peoplé driving around.in circles in the dark, desperately search
ing for something. The world:was so new that no road signs ar
1o maps:pointed-the way to-this new fulfillment and individuali
That'’s probably why many Boomers talk about the self us
abstract language full of introspéction and. “growth " New. thin
call for this kind of meticulous thought and require time to proces
Thus Boomers talkabout “my ]oumev,” “my needto keep growing
r iy unfalfilled potenitials.” Sixties activist Todd Gitlin callé
the Boomer quest the “voyage to the interior.” Icky as they are
today_,_s _yom_mg people, these phrases thrum with ‘motion and tim
portraying self-focus as 4-continuous project that keeps-evolv
48 Boomers.look around for true. mean%’ng ‘As P.]. O'Rourke pu
it in The Baby Boom, “We're the generation-that created the self§
“made the firmament of the self, divided the light of the self fros
the darkness.of the self, aiid said let there be self. . ..-Before i
self-was without fofm and void, like our parents in their dumpy
clothes and vague ideas.” In a 1976 New York magazine. articl
Tom Wolfe described the “new dream” as “remaking, remodelin
elevaring and. pohshmg one’s vefy self cand observmg, studying;
and dotmg ori it.” Sixties radical Jen'y Rubin wrote that he trie
just about every fad of:the 1970s (Rolﬂng, ést, yoga, sex therap
ﬁndlng his inner Chlld), one of; the: Chapters iry his- book Grotir
{ Up) at Thirty-Seven is calted “Searching for Myself.” '
* Sich introspection primarily sutfaces today in the speech
New Agers; Rogerian therapists, ‘and -over-55 Boottiers. Whe

‘An Army of One: Me 61

asked whats néxt in her life, Kim Basinger (bor-ri in 1953).replies,
“Watching what the rest of my journey is going to be about.” In

answer to the same question, Sarah Ferguson, Duchess of York
{born in"1959); says, “My coming to stay in America for a few
months is like my blossoming into my true Sarah, into my true self.
And I'm just coming to learn about her myself.” Not all Boomers
talk this way, but enough dothat it’s an imimediately tecogmzable
generational tic. Its also a guaranteed way to get a young person
to roll her-eyes. .’ wo : Lo

In Boomer Nation, Steve G1llon argues that abstractlon and '

sp1r1t‘uahty are the primary hallmarks of the Boomer generation.

Gillon describes Boomers as having a “moralistic style” and de-

votes. a; chapter to. Boomets’ “new fundamentalism.” Whether
joining traditional: churches or exploring meditation or.yoga,

Boomers have been fascinated with the spiritual for four decades.

Even Boomers who don’t adopt New Age language seek higher
meanirg ini the newreligion of consumer products—thus the yup-
pie-tévolution. In Bobos in Paradise, David Brooks. demonstrates
that upper-class Boomers have poured their wealth into. such

things as cooking equipment, which somehow. feels more-moral

and meaningful than previous money sinks such as jewelry or furs.
Even food becoimes “a barometer of virtue,” Brooks says, as 1960s
values are “selectively updated . . . Gone are the sixties-era things
that were fun and of interest to teendgets, like Free Love, and re-
tained are all the things that. mlght be of interest to mlddle aged
hypochondnacs, like whole grains.” = . . : - o

The Boomers’ interést in the abstract shows apin the Amet-
ican Freshman: nationally representative ‘survey of 9 million
enteting college students. In.1967, a whopping 86% of incoming

college students said that “developing a meaningful philosephy

of life” was an essential life goal. Only*46% of: GenMe freshmen
in 2012 agreed, cutting.the Boomer nutnber nearly in half. GenX
started this move away from the- abstract; and I'm definitely .a

-member of my genefation in‘this way. Despite being an academlc, _
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{lies, Those who adopted the ways of the self as young adults
ak the language with an accent: the accent of abstraction and
urneys.” They had to-reinvent their way of thinking when
[ready grown and thus see-self-focus as a “process.” In his book,
bin quotes-a friend who! says, “We are the ﬁrst generatxon to
Mncarnate ourselves in our own- 1lfet1me B -

Pm not sure I know what a “meaningful philosgphy of life” ev
is; Jerry Rubin does-—if you can understand him. “Instead of s
ing with the expectation of finding; I experiencé my seeking
an‘end in itself,” he writes. “I-become one with my seeking,
merge with the moment.’ Okay, Jerry. Let.us know: wheén you'y)
reentered the earth’s atmosphere. 3 -
~ While.up there, maybe Jetry met Aleta St ]ames, a 5?—Ye
o.ld woman. who:gave birth to:twins in 2004 She explained h
unusual actions by saying, “My whole world is about manifesti
50 I decided to manifest children.” It's not surprising that an e
terprising: GenMe er put together a list of books on amazon.co
tifled “Tiréd of Baby Boomer Self-R1ghteousness?’
Boomets display another unique: and somewhat ironic tra
a strong emphasis on group: meetings. Boomers followed in-¢
footsteps of their community-minded- elders—they just joine
the. Weathermen instead.of the Elks Lodge. This is one-of:.t]
many reasons why. Boomers. are not the true-Generation Me
almost everything they did happened in groups: Vietnam protes
matches for feminism, consciousness raising, assertiveness trai
ing, discos; and even seminars.such as est. Maybe it felt safer i
explore the self within. a g-roupw—-perliaps it felt less radical.
one seemed to catch the irony that it might be difficult to:fi
your unique direction: in a group of other peeple. Even Boome
trends and sayings belied their:reliance.on groups:-“Don't try
anyone over 30” groups people by age, as did the long hair ma
Boomer men adopted in the late 1960s and early 1970s to disti
_ guish themselves from older folks. In a 1970 song, Daﬁd-C’rbsby ‘
says he decided not to cut his hair so he could “let my freak fla
fly.” If you've got a flag, you're probably.a group. Boomers m:
. believe they invented individualism, but like any inventor;
were followed by those:who perfected thé.invention.
~ Bisomers took only the first tentative steps in the direction.
self—focus, rather than swallowing it wholeat birth, Mest Boome
never absorbed it-at all and settled:down early to matry and rat

. THE MATTER-OF FAC’I‘ SELF- F_ocus
~ OF GENEBATION ME

eneration - Me had no need to. reincarnate themselves, they
ere bomn into.a world: that already celebrated the individual.
he self-focus that blossomed in the 1970s became mundane and
pmmonplace over the next two decades, and GenMe accepts it
ike a fish accepts water, If Boomers were makmg théir way in the
ncharted world of the self, GenMe has its own GPS device-—and
ost of the time they don’t even néed it, since the culture of the
elf is their hometown. They don’t have to join groups or talk of !
ourneys because they’re. alteady there. They dorLt ru:ed to “pol-
- ish’ - granted that it’s
- alread shmy They don’t nee‘, ‘to look mward’ they already know
what they will find. Since they were small children, GenMe'ers
were taught to put. themselves fifst. That s'just the way the world
works———why dwell on it? Let’s go to the mall; : _
GenMeé’s focus on the needs of the mdwldual is not necessarily
self-absotbed-or isolatipnist; instead, it’s a way of moving through. -
the world ‘beholden to. few: social rules. and with the unshak‘-_
able belief that you're important. Tt’s also ot the same as being
spoiled, whmh implies that GenMe’ ers always get what they wang;
though: this does probably describe some kids, it’s not the essence
of the trend. (As 1 argue in- chapter. 4, GenMes expectations are
so great.ahd reahty so challenging that they will probably get less
of what they want than any previous generation.) GenMe szmply
takes it for granted that we should'all feel good about onrselves, we
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the incredible growth in such phrases. In American books be-
een 1960 and 2008, just be yourself became 8 times more fre-
fuent, learned about myself 4.6 times, believe in yourself 6.5 times,
press yourself 2 times, respect yourself 2.7 times, be honest with
ourself 3 times, love yourself 5.7 times, I love me 6.7 times, and
stand up for yourself 6 times. A recent study found that presidential
State of the Union addresses have become more individualistic
over time, with more mentions of the self (such as I and me) and
fewer mentions of others and friends. .
As you'll see later in. chapter 7 on equality, mdmduahsm
s a cultural system with many advantages. Yet tecent culture
seems to have crossed the line from individualism to hyperin-
dividualism. For example, the self-focused phrases are not just
individualistic—they're also, well, wrong. “Just be yourself”
sounds like good advice at first, but what if you're a jerk? What
if you're a serial killer! Maybe you should be someone else.
“Believe in yourself” is fine, but “anything is possible”? No, it’s
not. Expressing yourself, respecting yourself, and being honest
with youtself are somewhat tautological but not usually directly -
harmful. But “you have to love yourself first” has a crucial flaw: §
people who really love themselves are:called narcissists, and they i,
make horrible relationship partners. | ‘

Ameticans. use_ these phrases so often that we don’t even . .
notice them anymore. Dr. Phil, the ultimate in: plamspoken
. ho-nonsense advice; uttered both “respect yourself” and “stop
lying to yourself” within seconds of each other on a Today show
segment -on New Year's resolutions. One of his bestselling books
is entitled Self Matters. GenMe takes these phrases and ideas so
much for granted that it’s as if they learned them in their steep
as children, like the perfectly cond1t10ned citizens in Aldous
Huxley’s Brave New World. ' : S

. These aphonsms don't seem-absurd even when, sometitnes,
they are. We talk about self-improvement as if the self could be
given better drywall or a new coat of paint. We read self-help

are all special, and we all deserve to follow our dreatns: GenM
straightforwardand unapologetic about their self-focus. In Cong
ing Your Quarterlife Crisis; Jason, 25, relates how he went thro
some tough times and decided he needed to change. things
life. His- new motto was “Do-what’s best for Jason..1 had to m
me happy; I had to do what was best for myself in every situatior
“The mattet-of-fact. attitude of GenMe'ets appears in ever
- day language as well-—a language that still includes the abst
concept of self, but uses it in a simple way, perhaps because ¢
learned the language as children. They speak the language of t}
self as their native tongue. So much of the-“commonaense’.’ ad
that’s given these days includes some variation on “self™;

» Worried about-how to-act in a sb‘cial situation? “Just-be
yourself.” ‘ :
+ What's the good thmg about your alcoholtsm/drug addic
tion/murder conviction?“I learned a lot about niyself.”-
« Concerned about your petformance? “Believe in yourself:
_(Often followed by “and anything is possible.”):
o Should you buy the new pair of hoes or get the nose rmg
“Yes, express yourself.” S * .
-+ Why should you leave the unfulﬁllmg relatlonshlp/qul
the boring job/tell off your mothér-in-law? “You have to

respect yourself.” 5
¢ Trying to get rid of a bad hab1t? “Be honest wnth YOufSelf "
'+ Confused about the best time to date-or get married? “You
“have to love yourselffirst before you can love someone else.” :
'« Should you express. your opmlon7 “Yes, stand up for Vour

self.”

- Or, as Lena’ Dunhams character on Grrls puts it; managing.
focus on herself without usmg the word self “And then I am bu
trying to become who I am.”

Even a brief frolic through the Google Books database sho
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THE SELF ACROSS THE GENERATIONS

Baby Bdbmers ,

(Generation Me
Self-fulfillment: SFune
Journey, potentials, searchmg ‘Already there © -
Change the world FOHOW-YOUI dreams

Protests and group sesgions ~ - Watching TV, sui'ﬁng the Web, énd textd

Interest in' government - Interestin yourself and your fnends
Spirituality Things: . . .
Feeling good about yourself

Philosophy of life

books as if the self could receive tax-deductible donations. T
Self even has its own magazine. Psychologist Martin Seligm
says that the traditional self-—-—tespons1ble, hardworking, stern
has been replaced with the “California self,” “a self that choo
feels pleasure and pain, dictates action and even has things |
estee, efficacy, and confidence.” Media outlets promote the
relentlessly; ] was amazed at how often | heard the word self usé
in the popular media once I started looking for it.
Young people have learned thesg; self-lessons well. Twenty
yeat-old Maria says her mother often reminds her- to consids
what other people will think. “I¢ doesn’t matter what-other peg
ple think,” Maria insists. “What really matters is how I perce
myself. The real person Inecd to please .1smysel_ N :
Smart marketets have figured thiis out too. Ford tells us. “Ex;
erything We:Do Is Driven by You.” Honda touts “The Power g
Dreams.” The Toyota Scion, marketed to young drivers, says it
“Unired by Individuality,” promising it will help you “create.:
following by never following. Stand with us by standing'out. B
* theoriginal, not the copy- " The US Army, pérhaps the last organ
zation one might expect to focus on the individual instead of th .
group, followed suit. From 2001 to 2006, its standard recruitin
slogan was “An Army.of One” L
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In 2013,.the Oxford Enghsh Dictionary's word of the year was

ﬁel_;mned to describe the now-common practice of taking
picture of yourself and shating it online with the world. By
puary 2014, people were competing to take the best picture of

themselves in the Selfie Olympics.

Even the pronouns we use have changed: Between 1960 and

2008, ‘American books used first-petson singular pronouns (I,

me, mine, my, myself) 42% more often, and first-person plural
pronouns {we, us, our, ours, ourselves).10% less often. The big-
gest change: the use of second person (you, your, yours, yourself,
yourselves). quadrupled—most likely due to two interlocking,
individualistic trends: authors speaking directly to readers (so you
experience the book in 2 personal way) and the self-help genre
emphasizing “your best life,” “what you can do,” and so on. This.
shows how the cultural change reaches beyond just one genera- -
tion: even the language in the books we read has fundamentally
changed. : :

CHANGES IN SELF-ESTEEM: WHAT THE DATA SAY |

~ The data on changes in positive self-views over time mirror

the social trends almost exactly. In an initial study, W. Keith
Campbell and 1 examined the responses of 65,965 college-
students.to the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE), the most
popular measure of general self-esteem. I held my breath when
I analyzed these data for the first time, but I needn’t have wor-
ried: the change was enormous. By the mid-1990s, the average
college man had higher self-esteem than 86% of college men
in 1968. The average mid-1990s college woman had higher
self-esteem than 71% of Boomer college women. Between the
1960s and the-1990s, college students were increasingly likely -
to agree that “I take a positive attitude toward myself” and .
“On the whole, ] am satisfied with myself.” That's especially

interesting as GenX got a reputation for being depressed cynics;
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_ however, they weren’t depressed or- cymcal a
self—conﬁdence ' : -
. So what: happened o self—esteem in the ttansi
in the 2000s? For her master's thesis with me, Brittdh
" decided to find out. Among 28,918 college studet

GenMé college student in. 2008 had higher solf-esteem ‘-;an 63% '

of GenX students in 1988—~—and that's.after the alreadv large

ificrease between the 1960s and the 1980s. By 2008 -the.most fre-

' quentsélf-esteemscore for college students was. 40m—~the htghest
poss1ble score:and thus “perfect” self-esteem. . :

« Weithen: tumed 16 other data sources; The natlonally repre- '
‘sentative htgh school survey doesn't show.any changg in: the RSE'

itemns, probably because it mixed'the self-esteem” items together
with: those measiring hopelessness-and risk-taking and changed
thie ordér of the: -questions séveral times‘over the: Vearsr However,

it shows lots of other-evidenée of risifig self-views. GenMe high.

school stidents ‘anticipate ‘being awesome employees in. the fi-
ture: 68% of high school students in 2012 said they would be “very

good” as a wgtker {the htghest ‘tating), compared to onlv 37% of .

: Boomer high'school students i m 1976. thtyaelght percent 0f 2012
students beligvé: they will be a “very good” sgouse, up fror 41%
-in- 1976. Fifty-nine petcént are sure. they will be a “very good”
parent, compared to only: 38% who were that' certainin:1976.
And twice as mhany. high schiool studentsiin-2012 veisus those in
1976 'said they were. completely” sattsﬁed wn:h themselves (the

- htghest possible response).: -

- *Both high school:and college students are also more ltkely
to believe they'ré. superior to: thetr péers.’ When: dsked to com:
pare: thernselves to others theu' ape, 61%: of 2012, GenMe col-
- lege: students said they were above-avérage in- their: leadetshtp
ability, compated t6 41%: of ‘Booirer college students in 1966,
Seventy-six percent thought they were superior in their drive to
achieve, versus- 60%. in 1966. Fifty-eight percent: thought they

were above average in intellectual selfrconﬁdence, compared to -

it their own

toGenMe

T mtttgumg

. likels':-tfo' agre‘e,
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: nly 39% in 1966—‘~even though students in the 19605 earned

higher SAT scotes. The change wasn't dueto college selectivity,
either-~riore high school students .efiroll in college inithe 2010s
than in 1966, so the average GenMe college: student-is, objec-
tively, less: likely to be above average: compared t6 others theit
age; GenMe: ‘high- schiool students were also miore likely 'to see
t;hexnselves as'above average: 65%.0f 2012 students beheved they |
were-above average if. mtelhgence, compared £0-57% in 1976,
The nitiaber who described-themselves as “far above average” .

' n intelligeice: nearly doubled. Stxty—one percent beliéved they

were above average in: school ability;up from 56% in 1976. Yeton
objéctive tests-such-ds the:National Assesstent. of Educattonal

. Progress, 12th»gradets scored about the same. in the 1970s and _

20008 e e

Chlldren‘ 'selfvesteem scores tell a dtfferent but even more

Sty We exatmined the: responses of 39, 353 children,
1most ages 9 to 13, on the Coopersmtth Self-Esteemn Inventory,

scale wrltten sp ﬁcally for children. During the 1970s—when K
réd from the late Baby Boom to'the early-

' years of GeﬁX; .kids self esteem'deohned probablv,r because of-

Rampant’ dworce, a wobbly. economy, soaring . -
ngmg-smgles culture made the.1970s a diffi-
etage chlld in 1979 scoted lower than

ctime tat’es} '
cult ttme to

“I'm. pretty hap_ | more likely to-a

nixed U ity né indiv) _

ltdlx::azggers'ai adults inl -the 19703 dtdnt help lcldsw—vand f

their' parenits: suddenly dtscovered self-fulﬁllment, it mtght even

haVe hutt them
“But after 1980, thh the latet wave of GenX’ers, ch1ldrens

se1f~esteem took 4 sharp turn upward ‘More and more during the

- 19808 and 1990s; children were saying that they were happy with

thémselves: They agreed that “Pmy easy to like” and " always do
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thie right thmg » By the: mlcl—19903, chllelrens self—esteem scores

equaled, and often. exceeded;.children’s scores in. the: markedly
more. stable Boomer yeats ‘before 1970. The average kid'in the
mid- 19905———the first wave of. GenMe—-had h1ghet self-esteem

~ thian 73% of kids in 1979: Therise in self-estéenn: r:mlw,r continued

from there: In 2’ 1ater analysm of the self-esteem’ scores of 10,119,
taiddle schiool: students, 80% of GenMe tn*ZG_O? scored higher it

self-esteem than: their GenX counterpatts in 988 SR
“This is'a bit of 2 mystery;: however. The United States of the
1980s to 20005 never. approached the kid frtendly stabthty of the

19505 and early 19605' “violent crime rose; divorce was still at
eptdemtc Tevels, and the ‘economy-went: through'several reces-'
sions: Such: societal upheaVals usually bavé a negative effect on
self-esteem, So without the calm and prosperity of carlier decades; -

- whydid children’s self—esteem u'icrease 50 dtamattcally durlng the
19803, 19905, and 200057 o SRR

HE SELF ESTEEM CURRICULUM o

The short answer is that they were. taught 1t g
saw:a pervaslve, soc1etyw1de effort to’ mcre :
' esteem. o : L

- The Boomers- who now. ﬁlled the ranks of parents apparently- '

demded that chtldren should_: always feel good abotit th:‘_mselves,
and GenX’e ‘patenits. contifived that trend. Researchi ‘on. pré-
grams:to boost self-esteem’ first blossomied:int the 19805, /and the
nuimber of psychology and'education journial art
self—esteem doubléd bétiveen the 1970s and the " 1980s. Journal
articles on ‘self-esteem. increased another 52% durmg the 19905,

and the number of books on self'esteem dbubled ¢ over the same
t1me 'Generation Me'is the fiest genetatlon ralsed to belteVe that :

-everyone should have high self-esn:eem.

Magazmes television talk shows; and books all emphaswe the '

importance of hlgh self-eSteem for children, usually ptomotlng

e ears-ilaftet 1980:
"chlldren-s self».'

les: devoted to -
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feehngs that are a lot, closer to narctss1sm (a more negatwe trait

‘usually: defined as an‘inflated'; sense of self). One chlldrens ‘book,
first pubhshed in 1991, is ‘called The Lovables i’ the ngdom of
' Self-Estee

‘1 AM LOVABLE. Hi; lovable. friend! My riame is
Monkey T livé in the ngdom of Self-Esteem. along with
nds the Lovable Team,” the book begiris; © 'n thenext page,

m\]'

- childrén leath that the gates of the kmgdom will swmg ‘open | if. you

say these words three times wzth pnde- Pm lovable' I’m lovable‘
m lovablé"’ : p
Another example is the BE A WINNER Self-E‘ teem Colonng

. Parents ate encoutaged to raise thexr chlldren 5 self esteem even whefn
luds are smtply coloring, Even the.cat has }ugh self-esteem on this colormg
‘book cover. However, the dog lacks 2 self-esteem-boosting ribbon. He
probably has low self-esteem~after all, he drinks out of the toilet.”
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tivities and pictures designed to hoos’t their self-esteem,; including
coloring a “postet for your room” that reads YouU ‘ARE SPECIAL-in
yellow, orange, and red letters against a purple background. Ane

other page asks kids to fill in the blanks: “Accepty_ur_e_f. You're
aspecial person: Use p.si_iv._ thmkmg ” Asimilarcoloring book

is called We Are All Special (though this trtle seems to suggest that
being: specral isn't so SpﬁCIa].) o e

Many school dl.Stl‘lCtS across.

COLOR THe ﬁos'rmsua-mnsom the country have specific ‘pro-

 and nareissist, One. program is
called “Self- Scrence' The Sub-

biology? T'm so- much more in-
teresting!) Another program,
called “Pumsy in- Pursuit of Ex-
| - ellence,” uses: . dragon char-
kR £ to encpurage children to

‘escape the Mud Mind they ex-
perience when feehng bad about

Remember, everyone is speclal :
Maybe if you color the whole, - )
poster you can catch the irony.

ive to be in ‘the Sparkle Mind

The Magrc Cltcle exfercrse designates one-childa day to receivea
badge saying 1'M creat. Théother children then y good things
" about the chosen child, who latet Teceives a wr1tten list of all of
the praise. At the end.of the. exercnse, ‘the child must then say
something good about ‘hifn- or herself. Boomer children in the

19505 and 1960s gamed self-esteem naturally froma stable; child-

friendly society; GenMe s selfnesteem has been actively cultlvated
for its own sake. ' :
One Austin, Texas, father was startled to see his: 5—year—old

NN : grams designed to increase chil-
o NN/ K WELLAN L | dren's self-esteetn; most of which
NS seem'to promote self-tmportance -

~ject Is Me.” (Why bother with

themselves. Inst 'ad_ they should . ;

and feel good abOut themselves. |
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daughter wearing a shirt: that announced 1I'M LOVABLE AN AND Ca-
papLe: Allof the kindergatteriers, he learned, recited this | phrase

betore class, and they attwore the shirt t6 sehool on Fridays. It

seems the school started a bit-too young, however, because the
child then asked, “Daddy, all the klds are wondermg, what does

.capable mean!”,

. After school, afhen klds play sports, the self—esteem empha«

sis cotitinues. In most leagues, everyone gets a tfophy just for

playing—you sit oni the bench, you get the trophy; youdon't try,
you.get- the trophy; you suck; you still get & trophy. My nephew
hasa large: ttophy engtaved with' EXCELLENCE IV PARTICIPATION.
What does that mean—I'm: gooff at §how1ng up? In other leagues,
everyone gets the same-size tfophy. no matter who wins or loses.
In a-widely read op-ed in the New Yoik Times, Ashley Merryman

reported that trophy and award sales.are-ai$3-billion-a-year-in-..

dustry in’ the United States and Canada—even though, as she

summarizes the tesearch, “nomtqgre cognition does not not inspire

children o succeed. Instead, it can cause:them to underachieve.”
- Some-t ﬁeopTe have wondered if the self-esteem. trend. waned

after schools: began to put more. emphasis on. testing: during the

late 19903 A quiick Google'search suggests that’s not the case; with
many - schools mentioning self-esteem in their mission statements.
And 'in 2012, my. daughter Kate came home from kindergarten
w1th 4 self-portrait. wotksheet proclaiming “P'm very happy to be
me” and’ (worse) the same song I use in my talks to iltustrate how we
teach kids narcissism: “1-am special / I ar'special / Look at me .
Katé now knows what (as she pronounces it) “narcissisms” is. (Her
deﬁmtlon “Narcissism is when you fart and then say, “I rulel”)
Parentmg books and magazines stress self-esteem as much as
ever; and a latge number of schools contmue to use self-esteem

programs. - The ‘mission statements of many schools explicitly

annoutice that they aim to raise students’ self-esteem. A Google
seatch for elementary school mission statement self-esteem yielded
2.9 million Web' pages in February 2014. These schools ate lo-

{

E
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cated across ‘the: courtry, in.cities, suburbs, smiall towns, and rural
areas:: “Bmlding,” “improving,” “promoting,” or “developing”

‘self-esreem is a stated goal of (among many othets) Monteirey’

: Elementary School in Carlsbad New Mexico; Memorial Elemen-

tary | School in Milford, MaSSachuSetts, James McHenty Elemen-

- taty in. Prmce G‘eorges County, Maryland Sechrist Elementary
in Flagstaff Arlz()na, Ranclolphwlle Elementary in Piscataway,

New ]ersey, Rockhill Elementary in ‘Alliance, Ohio; Haynes El-

ementary in- Luabhock, Texas; and Hume Elementary in Nelson,
BC, Canada. Private religibus scheols are not immune: St. Francis
of Assisi: Catholrc School ity Loulsvrlle, Kentucky, atms to “help
the studerit: discover and’ develop a positive sense of self—esteem

Jahn World Latiguage- School in Chicago raises'the. bar,: adding
that students will “exhibit hlgh self-esteem.” So self—esteem must

not just be promoted by teachers, but must actrvely be exhlblted
by students. +
. - As }ohn Hewu;t points-out 'in The Myth of Self Esteem, the
-~ implicit message. is that: self-esteem can'be taught and should
be taught. When self-esteem programs:are used, Hewitt notes,
children ate “ericouraged to believe that it is accéptable and
desirable o be-preoccupled.WIth oneself [a_nd] praise oneself.”
In- many cases, he says, it's not just encouraged but required.
These-exercises make self-importance mandatory, demanding of
children that they love: themselves. “The child must be tatight

" to like himiself or herself. . ¢ The child must take the’ teacher’s
attltude hitmself or herself-— ‘I am somebody!* T-am- capable. and :

- lowng"—'*regardless of what:thé child thinks.”- s
©  Mostof these programs encourage children to feel gootl about
, ..themselves for no particular reason. In-ohe program, teachers are

told to drscourage children from saying things: like “I'ma good
soccer player or. “I'm-a good singer.”. This makes' self-esteem |

contmgent on performance, the program authots chide. Instead;
“we-want to anchor self-esteem firmly to the child . . . so that-no
matter what the petformance might be, the self-esteem remains
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‘high.” In other words, feeling good about yourself is more import- -

ant than good perfor’trlance. Children, the guide says, should be
taught “that it is who they are, not what they do, that is import-:
ant.” Many programs encoutage self-esteem even when things go_ -
wrong or the child does somethmg bad. In one activity, children:
are asked to ﬂmsh several sentences, mcludmg ones begmmng “I
love myself even though . ..” and “I forgive’ myself for . .

. Teacher training c0utses often emphasize that'a chllds self-
esteem must be preserved above all else, A sign on the wall of
one university’s- education department says WE GHOOSE TO FEEL
SPECIAL AND WORTHWHILE NO MATTER WHAT. Perhaps as a
result, 60% of teachers and 69% of school counselors agree that

“self-esteeni. should .be raised by “providing miore' unconditional

validation of students based: on who they ‘are rather than how
they perform or behave.” Unconditional validation, to translate
the educational mumbo. ]umbo, means feeling:good about your-
self no matter how you act or whether you learn anythirig or. not.
Although unconditional love from a-parent has many benefits,
unconditional validation of yourself may not be quite as positive.
A veteran second-grade teacherin Tennessee disagrees with this
practice but sees it everywhere. “Wehandle children much more
delicately,” she says. “They feel .good about themselves for no
reason. ‘We've given them thrs cotton'candy sense of self wrth,
no basis in reality.” : -

Although the self—esteem approach sounds as if it rmght be
especially popular. in liberal blue-state areas, it's common in red
states as well; perhaps because it’s similar to the ideas popularized
by fundamentalist Christian churches. For example, the popular
Christian children’s book You Are Special promiotes the samé un-
conditional self-esteem emphasized in secular school programs.
First published in 1997, the book notes, “The world tells kids,
“You're special if . .. you have the brains; the tooks, the talent.’
God tells them, ‘You're special just beciuse. No qualifications
necessary.’ Every child you know needs to hear this one, reassuring
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s so popular it feels good and requires little: work

truth " Tradttlonal rehglon, however, dld have quahﬁcatlons

and:tules for bebavior. Adults hear this message of self-esteem as -

well Inan arttcle i Ladxes Home ] ournaly Chrisuan author Riclc

Warren writes,. “You: can believe: what others say. about you, or
you can believe: irv yourself as does- God; who says you, are truly -

acceptable, lovable, valuable, and capable.”.. e
. Even programs not specifically focused on self—.esteem often

‘place the - utmost-value on. chtldtens self—feelmgs Chtldren in
some schools sing $ongs w1th Iytics like “Who 1 am makes adif-

=ference and all our dreams can come true” and “We aré beauttful
- magnificent,. courageous, cutrageous, and great!”. Other, students

.pen a “Me: Poem” or-write a mock ™ commermal -advertising.
themselves. and their, good: qualltles The: chlldrens fmuseum in. .
Laramie, Wyommg. has a selfaesteem exhibit wheré: chzldren are__-

told to. ‘deseribe themselves using posmve ad]ectwes,
 Parenits. often- continue “the: self—esteem dessons -their: clrul—
dren have. leamed in school perhaps becaﬂse mote chlldren are

 planned-and chierished. The debut of the birth: control pill in: the
early 19605 began the: trend toward wanted ch:ldren, whmh con- -
tinyed in: ‘the eatly-1970s as alaortton became. legal and cultursl -
values shtfted toward children as a chmce rather than aduty. In
the 19503, it was conmdered selﬁsh not 1o have kxds, but by the '
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- 1970s:it Was:ah individual decision. As a result, more and more
children were born. to people who really wanted to become par-
ents. Parents were able to lavish more attention on’ ‘each child as

the average number.of chlldten per family shrank fromfour to two,
This parental atténtion has:many benefits, but it may also have
resulted in a: hothouse environiment of specialness. Young people -
often say that: their parents believed in building self-esteem. “My
momm; constantly told me how special I was,” said Natalie, 19. “No

" matter how I d1d she would tell me I was:the:best:” Kristen, 22,

said her.parents had:a “wonderful” way of “telling me what a great
job:1-did-and repeatedly:telling me I was a verv special-person.”
The problem: “ think’l am a special person” is one of the 1tems‘] {
on:the: Narcissistic Petsonality Inventory.. .- =

.- Popular media has also promoted this idea endlessly, offering -
up: self—esteem as the cure for just about everythirig. I one episode
of the family dtama 7¢h Heaven, one: young chadracter asks: what .
can be dotie about war. The father or ‘the:show, a ministet, says, - '
“We catl take a good look in the mirror,. and when we see peace,. -
that’s when we'll have peace on'earth.” The rest of the. episode -
features each character smiling broadly. to: himself or herself in-
the mirfor.. In other words, if we all juse loved ourselves enough,
it would put an end to war.- (Not only is this tripe, but wars, if
anythmg, are usually rooted in too much love of self, land, and
nation——not too little.) But, as TV and movies have taught us,
lovmg yourself is more important than anything else.- .

These efforts have had their intended impact. In. Souls in
Transmon, Christian Smith concludes that the 18-t0+23-year-olds -

he mtewlewed in 2008 “are as a group some of the most optimistic

people we have ever encountered or hstened to—at least when
it comes to: their own personal lives and futures.” In a CBS News -
poll, the! high school graduates of 2000 (the first wave of GenMe)
were: asl(ed *What makes you feel positive about yourselfl” The

 most popular'answer, at 33%, was the tautological “self-esteem.”
Pop

School performance was a distant second at 18%, with popularity



. third at; 13% Yet this is not. surpnsing saying that havmg self-

) his sociology class. But once hie begins to question the validity of
' self-esteem, the students’ faces become glum arid interest. wanes:
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-esteern makes you feel positive about yourself—-—forget any actual

reason—is exactly- what: the self-esteem programs have taught '
today s young generanon since they were in kmdergarren

. Yet when everyone wears-a shirt that s says I'M SPECIAL, as sore

: of the programs: encourage. it is a. w1deaopen mvrtanon o par-

ody The 1997 premiér episode of MTV's" animated show.Daria
feamres a “character named ]a_ne, who cracks, *I like having low
self-esteem. It:makes me feel special.” Later in the episode, the

teacher of a “self-esteein class™ asks the students:to “make a list
of‘-te-n- ways the world would be a:sadder place if you werert't in -
t.”*Is that if we'd hever been born, or if we died suddenly and .
unexpectedly”’ asks one-of the students: Wanting to get out of-
the test of the class, Daria’and Jane recite the answers to’ the '
self-esteem “test”™ “The:next time 1 start to feelbad about myself
[1 will] stand before the:mirror, Jook myself in the' eye, and say,

o

“You are special. No one else is like you.

By the time GenMe gets.to college, these messages are Tote.

]ohn Hewlltt,| who teaches at the University of Massachusetts; says.
his students are-excited when they begin discussing sélf-esteem in
B

Hewitt compares it to what might happen in-churchi’if a priest

:_-suddenly began questioning the existence of God: After all; we

worship at the altar of self-esteem:and self-focus. “Whenthé i impor- ©
. tance of self-esteem is: challenged, a major partof the contemporary '

American view- of the world is challenged Hewrtt Wwrites,

- ; GIRLS ARE GREAT

It is no- comcrdence that t.he Da'rfa eplsode parodymg self»esteem :

programs fea__l:ures two gitls. Femlms_t. Gloria Steiriemn, who spent

. the 1970s and 1980s fighting for practical rights such as equal pay -

and maternity leave, spent the-early. 1990s prometing her book
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; Revolunon from Within:' A Book of Self-Esteem In 1991, a study-

by the Amencan Assocratlon of: Umversrty Women (AAUW)

~anhiounced that: girls “lose their self-esteem on the way to adoles-

cence.” This studywas covered-in-countless national news outlets

and 1gn1ted a natlonal conversation about teenage girls and how
thiey feel about themselves: Reviving Ophelia, a bestselling book on’
‘adolescent: grrls popularized this idea further, documenting the -
feslings of self-doubt grrls experience as theyr move through junior
- high and high:school. ‘Apparently, girls” self«esteem was suffering
.2 severe blow when they became teenagers and we. needed to do
somethinig about it. : ' S

Before long, ‘programs. such as the Grrl Soouts began to focus

o1t self-esteemi through their “Girls. Arg. Great”-program, Girls
,could earn. badges like. “Being My Best™ and” “Understanding
-~ Yourself and Others.™ Amanda, 22, says that her Girl Scout troop

spent;a {ot of time on self-esteem. “We did: workshops and: eamed'

* badges based around self-esteem-building projects;” she says “We.

leatned:that we could do anvthmg ‘we wanted, that it was good
to express yourself and bemg different is good » (I spent 10 years -
as a Girl Scoiit rnyself but what 1 remember ‘most is getting good

* and dirty on campitig trips, whrch may have been more beneﬁc1al o

than ANy self—esteem program.} -
T 2002, the Girl Scout Counell parred wrth cotporate spon-

sor Unilevet to launch “Uniquel§: ME!"-~a self-esteern: program
L 10. “address the crirical nauonwrde problem: of low self-esteem

among adolescent and preadolescent girls.” The program includes

' three booklets for girls ages 8 to 14, each mcludmg exercises on -

recogmzmg one's strengths and best. attnbures “and “1dentlfymg '
'core valuesand personal interests.” AR T

- However, there is little ev1dence that. glrls self«-esteem dlves,

at adoleSCence The AAUW study was seriously flawed, relying

on unstandardlzed measures and exaggeratihg small dlfferences -

In 1999, a carefully researched comprehensive study of sex dif- .
ferences in self—esteem was published in Psychological Bulletm,
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the most prestigious journal in the field. The study statistically
surnmarized 216 previous studies .on more than 97,000 people’
and concluded that the sex difference in self-esteem was fairly .

smallgaeebout{.ﬁﬁ%,of men hav_e_-higher self-esteem than the av-
erage womian. Exaggerating this difference might be unwise, “We

may créqte_a?selfé'ftilfal'lihglp"robhe’cty*f@r girls by telling them theyll ; '

have low: 'selfaeSteem, said University .of Wisconsin profess’ot
Janet Hyde, one of the study authors.

When Keith Campbell and I did a d1fferent analysts of 355.
studies .of 105,318 people, we also. found that girls’ selfaesteem.
does not fall precipitously at adolescence; it just doesn’t rise asfast -
‘as boys’ self-esteem. duting the teen. years. By college, the differ--
ence between men’s and womiery’s self-esteem was small: Another. -
meta-analysrs, by my former student Brenda Dolan-Pascoe, found .
that girls did have significantly lower appearance self-esteem, but
that girls and boys scored about the same in academic self-esteern,. -
Gitls also scored higher than boys in- behavior self-esteem and

moral-ethical self-esteem.- The achievements of adolescent girls

also- contradtct the idea that they retreat into.self-doubt: gitls.
carn higher grades than boys at all school Ievels, and more earn-

- college degrees.. : g
- In other words, adolescent g1rls don’t: have a self—esteem

. problem—there is no “critical nationwide ptoblem of low:self-’
~ esteem among adolescent .and. preadolescent; girls” as the Girl
Scouts claimed. But in'a culture obsessed with feeling good about -

ourselvés, even the hint of a self-esteem deficit is enough to

prompt a nationwide outcry. The Girl:Scout program premiered

three years after the 1999 comprehensive study found a minuscule
sex difference in self-esteem. Why let an overwhelming mass of
data getin the wayr ofa program that sounded good?
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AN EDUCATION IN SELF ESTEEM

“ Ef"has also been 2 movement agamst “crmcmng chrldren
uc r..Some schools and teachers don t'Gorrect chrldrens

ar'method tells teachers hot to. correct students spellmg or
granmar, argumg that kids shouid be “mdependent spellers” §

they can b’ eated ds mdmduals ? (Imagine readmg a Web paj
:that ﬁlosofy) Teacher—edu::atlon coutses empha—
thiit feating a positive atmesphere is'more. 1mportant than
takes A Brittsh teacher proposed elimmatmg the

1 __It also Wasn 't due to mcreased study

students show the same trend 50% gtaduated hlgh school with

an A average, compared | to only 19% m 1966. “Each year we.

thmk [che: number with an A’ average] can’t. inflate. any more.

And then it does-again. The C: grade is ‘almost -a'thing of the

mproved performanc:e, as standardnzed—test scores -

past,” ‘noted Alexander Astm, the former head of the American -

Freshman study. College students report studying. for fewer hours

in recent years: only 38% of American college freshmen in 2012 -

reported studying six or more hours a-week during their last year
of high school, compared to.47% in. 1987. So why. are_they.still
getting better grades? “Teachers want to taise the self-esteem and
feel-good attitudes of students,” explains Howard Everson of the
College Board. We have become a Lake Wobegon nation: afl of
our children are above average.
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The restilts of these policies have played out in schools around |
the country, Emily, 8, came home from schiool. one day proud that
she got halfofithe w()rds rlght on'her spellirig test (in other Words,' ;
aprade of 50) Whers her mother pointed _-out-_that_- this:wasn't
good, Emily replied that her teacher had said it was just fine, At

11-year-old Kayla’s school near Dallas, Texas, she was invited to

the math-class pizza party as a reward for making a good grade, -
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‘even though she had man-
~ aged only a'barely passing 1.
.. The pizia patues used 1o be
only.for chlldren who made
A, but in’ ‘recent vears the
school has invited every chﬁd
_who slmply passed.~ - :
- As -edutation . professor
Mauteen Stout, notes; many
' educal;mnal psychologwts be-
lieve that schools should be
. “places m'whlch children are
s msulated from - the outsmle
world" and--emotlonallv~not
mtellectuallv»—nounshed '
il My colleagues always refe
i~ to the importance of: makmg
kids feel: good about:, them'
selves but rately, if every spmke
| of achievement, ideals, goals;
iy character. or. decency.” The
futuire teachers whom, Stout
L "~ was educating believed: that -
“chtldren shouldn t be challenged to try things that others in the
class are not ready for; since that would premote competztlon,
arid compeutwn is bad for self-gsteem. Sécond, grading. should
be. avmded if at &}l possible, but, if: absolutely hecessary;: should be:
“done in‘a way that ayoids any mdlcatlon that ]ohnny is anythmg
. less thar a stellar pupil.” ' : :
Grade mﬂatlon and lack of competltmn may be backﬁrmg in
38% of college freshmen reported that they were frequently
bored in.class during their last year. of high school,-up from 29%in
1985 This is not surprising: How interesting could school possibly
be when there’s little réward for stellar performance? If ohe-third
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. oflthe'students al‘e gettlng A Wh‘p .

' m e 1mp,ortant."’:'[hls echoes a student']. .
campus + “I think he maki , :
: e makes. the tests hard $0. he ean fe

| - Students also expect Als—o §-—OF else When [ gave one-stud.ent
an A- on her class: presentatlon, she 1mmed1ately went to rate -
) myprofessors com’and posted the comiment“worst professor I've -

ever had'” Another, who recelved an A— in the class, wrote a Iong .

. was rnarked down for.thmgs on both my paper: and rny presentaa

o fion that [ do. not feel I'should have been.” She demanded that _
.. we meet-in’ person o discuss’ changmg her grade. Aftet much L

: _backeand—forth about thie university grade—change pollcy, T rephed

 that Isvould not: change thié grade; ‘but would be happy fo provrde )

further feedback on het. paper. After writing back 12 previous -
times, she riever replied to_.that_;offer. {And this was four years

‘ GenMe ers. rake: for. granted- that_the self comies firs
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after the first edition: of Gsnemnon Me was publ1shed~—-students

clearly don’t getthe irony.) - SET PR OY PR SR E L
- I'mmnetalone. Lrppman quotes an. e—mml from an undergradu»
ate: unhappy with the B+ she. received: “To me, if a student does/

_ 'ahand_, ‘ln 1] assignments, misses “class no more than two times;

'partlctpates during . lecture, takes ‘Notes; ; attentwely watches
videos;. and obvrously observes/notes sociology in his[her life,”
she wrote, “it would make sense.for ¢ that student to receive ate: :
spectabl grade-——an A2 Notrce. that good performance is never .

~mentioned-—instead, the student is asking for an A-for showmg .

up::She. has company—in a- 2008 survey, 66%.of college students ;
agreed that “if I have explamed to my professor that'] am trying: "
-hard 1 thmk he/she should give me-some- consrderanon with

TeSpect to- My Coutse grade.” One—thrrd agreed that “if have -

attended most classes for a course; T deserve at least.a grade of B n o
Thﬂ‘ty percent said ! professors whio won'tJet me. take an exam at -
a-differerit time. because of my personal plans (e.g., @ vacation or
other trip that is’ 1mportant to me!) are o0 strict,’ ’ and 32% com-
plamed that: “teachers often give e lower grades than I deserve
on paper assignments.” A LexisNexis search of print. medra shows _
a sleold increase from: 1996 to: 2006 in ‘the Jomt appearance of _—

'_ the teriris sense; of entitlement and students. - -

. None: of this should: sutprise:us. Students “look and act, hke .
whi elf-esteem] theories say: they should look and act like,”
notes: Hewrtt “They tend to act as: though they believe t:hev,I have

B worthy and ggod inner essences, regardless of what. people say or
' how they behave, that they deserve recoghition and attention
_ .from othets,-and theit unigue mdrvrdual needs ‘should be con-

stdered first and foremost.” This:is exactly what has- happened

‘Eeheve e exactly w what thev were SO careﬁ.llly ta‘—lght-m— thet f_l.l...w :
sheciali e 0 caretully (augn” -
B mTlmemfﬂgg@wabeled Mdlenmals the “Me Me Me .

generation,” ane of the most common. reactrons"W“ﬁs, s, “But
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we-are. awesome"’ A USA Today art1cle conc[uded “Guess what?
Twentysomethlngs aren’t apologizmg They say.it's a good thing.”
Matt Prince, 29, said, 1. think:it's true what they're’ saymg——l just
don’t think: it’s:as negatrve asit m:trally sounds, Ourg generation is

 sosuccessful, there’ svafeeling: of You know what? [ do'desetve: thrs
and should be able to do somethmg to make me happy e

\

SELF —ESTEEM AND PERF ORMANCE

But thrs must have an- upsrde, surely krds who have high self—
‘esteein’go On 10 fake better grades and achieve miore-in school;

i self-estéern” and grades However, self-esteem does not. cause
f high' grades-—mstead high' grades cause higher self—esteem So
 self-estéem programs. clearly put the :cart before: the horse: in
trying to increase:self-esteem; Even much of the small link from
high gtades to. hrgh self-esteern can be explained by: other factors

such as income: rich. kids, for example; have higher seif—esteem _.

and get better grades, but that's because comirig fiom an affluent
home causes both of ‘these things, and not because they ‘cause
each other., This resembles. the horse and- the cart belng towed

ona ﬂatbed truck—neither the carc nor the horsé | is causmg the
" motion in the other even though they ate moving. together. As

- self-esteem programs aren’t going to make all klds nch thev won’t
raise self-esteem this way:either. -

Here’s an example that illustrates this ﬁndmg Whrch ethmc

group in the United States has the lowest self—esteem? It’s Asian -
Americang; arid Asian, American young people have the hrghest .
- acadetnic performance of any. ethlc group. Asian Amencan adults
haVe the lowest: unemployment rate and the highest medlan in-
come. Instead of focusing on self-esteem, Asran cultures tend to.
emphasize bard work——probably the reason their’ performance is

better. This: strongly suggests that the modem Amencan idea that
self—behef is crucral for success is not correct. _

I Actualiy, they dont There is’ a small correlatlon between‘

- of-a mrlhon dollars trying: to: rdise
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Yet.try convmcmg GenMe of this. When [ first: began giving -

: talks 10, undergraduates suggesting that:their generation was more

self—conﬁdent ‘éven more narcissistic, than their predecessors,

Towas: afraid. they. wouldnt buy it: Instead, their reaction was'a

collectwe shrug-,——yeah we. know;. thev would say. But- ‘when 1
told them that self-esteem. does not cause success, suddenly they
were skepncal It was as if I'd told them the world was: flat; In one
classroom at Southern Connecticut State- University, ong young

WO sard 4 At the erid -of the day [ love me and I'don’t think*
that’s wrong Tdontthink.it’sa problem, having most people love

themselves. [oveme.” Another said, “l.ama naroxssrst—uand that.
helps me suoceed I m mtervrewmg for }obs right now, and it helps

me stand out _ . ci ful
Except it doesnt Narc1ssrsts are not any more success

'beaunful or mtelhgent than anyone elsew——they ]ust thirk they
are: Inflated selfsbelief; in. the enid, is:a bust. SR

- Nor does: hrgh self-esteem ‘protect.agajnst. teen. pregnancv, ;
]uvemle .delinquency,. alcoholismi: drug abuse;: :or. chtonic-
welfare. dependency. .Several comprehenswe reviews, of the .
research literature by different authets have all concluded that
‘selfiesteem doesn’t -cause much: «of anything. Even.the. book -

: sponsored by:ithe Califorhia Task Force to Promote Self‘Esteem

and, Personal. and Social Responsrb ty, which spent.a quarter
Cahformans ‘self-esteem,. -
found that: ‘self-esteem-doesn't cause. acadermc achievement,.
‘good ] behav1or, or any. other outcome the Task Force was formed

' toaddress. e

Perhaps thxs emphasrs on mdwrdualism and unrqueness has

| other beneﬁts. though—say, in more creativity. However, Kyung

‘Hee Kim' of the College. of William & Mary found. that the,

| opposxte was the case~<younger generatlons aré-actually. srgmﬁ'
' cantly less creative; Drawing from 272,599 children; teens, and:

adults' who completéd the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking;
the- standard objective measure. of creativrty, she found. that
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c‘reative'-th-iﬁki.ng' scores. declined between -1.966.“ anid:2008; and

egpe_ci__ally since 1990 She-cbncludt;d;}-.“@ver' the last 30 years,
(1) people of all ages, kindergarteniets through adults; have been

steadily losinig their abiliey to elaborate upon ideas and detailed
g and-.r_‘éﬂe'ctiveigthi_ﬁk'i.ng; (2) people ate:less motivated to be cre:
ative; and (3) creativity.is less encoutagedifby-hom’é',-.S'choal,‘ and -
society overall.” How can this be when uniqﬁ'eneés is emphasized -

so much? Perhaps people want to be unique; but cannot trans-
late that desire into-actual creative thinking. Kim points to the

, increasedzemphasis‘*‘on'fs'tandatdiz_ed.t:'esti:n'g'.;ahdﬂtheiincfeas'ed use

 of “electronic entertainiment devices” as possiblé causes for the
declinein;creativit?.?' : T

ARE SELF-ESTEEM PROGRAMS GOOD OR BAD?.

Psychiologist Martin Seligman has criticized self-estect programs

as’empty and shortsighted. He argues :thétiéélf'ieStEEm based oni . -

nothing does not serve children wellin the long run; it’s better; he

says, for i:h'iIgi_re;n todevelop skills and feel good-about accomplish-

ing something. Roy E Baumeister; the lead authot of an extenisive

e ¥ . . T . . 7_;’_ - .
teview of the research on self-ésteen, found thac self-esteem does -

not lead tobetter gfades;.'impfov;:d work: performance; decreased
. violence, or less cheating. In fact; people with high-self-esteetn are

_ often more violent and more likely to cheat. “It isivery question- - .

" able whether [the few benefits] justify the effort and expenise that
schools, parents and therapists have put into rﬂ’_isinQ:sélféStéem-,’.-"

Baumeister writes. “After all thf_é'sé years, I'm sorry to say, my recs

ommendation is this:: forget about self-esteeni and concentrate
more on'self-control and self-discipline.” | R

- Self-ésteer ‘is an outcome, hiot a-cause: It doesn’t do’much
good to-encourage a child to feel gogd:about himself just to feel
good; this doesn’t mean anything. Childr‘en'dévélop-trﬁélself'—
esteem from behaving well and"accomplishing: things: “What

the self-esteem movement really says to studetits is that their -
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achievement is not important and their tninds are not worth de-
veloping;” writes Matireen Stout It's clearly better for children to
value learning rather than simply feeling good. R
'So should kids feel bad about themielves if they’re not good
at school ot sports? No. They should feel bad if they didn’t work
hatd and try: Bven if they don’t succeed, sometimes negative
feelings can be a motivator. Trying something challenging and
learning from the experierice is better than feeling good about
oneself for no reason: It's:also importantnot to confuse self-esteem
or overconfidence with self-efficacy, the belief that you can do

-something, That's very -different -from simply- thinking you're

great. Self-efficacy is mote external—-it’s about trying something
and- seizing'6pportdnities+and; unlike self-esteem, it is-actually «

liniked to'sucoess. o T T ,
- Also, everyone can do: something well. Kids w-hq are not
~ athletic-or whio'struggle with schiool might have .another talent,

such as music of att. Almost all children'can take pride inbeinga

good friénd’.br:helping‘ someone. Kids can do many thingsto-feel

sood about themselves, 50 self_»‘eSteén_i- can be based on'something.
Ifa child“fe't?l‘s:' great’ about himself'even when he does nothing, -
why'do anything? Self-esteem. without basis encourages’ laziness

- rather than hard work. On the othet hand, we shouldn’t go-too |

far and hitige our self-worth entirely on one external goal, such
as gettinigz ‘good grades. As psychologist Jennifer Crocker docu-
ments; ‘thie seesaw of ‘self-esteenn this produces can lead to poor
physical ‘and mental health. A happy medium is what's called for
here; don't feel that you are'a complete failure because of one bad

* giade—just don’t feel good abo_ut"y‘?duféelf if you didn’t even study.

Use your hegative feelings as a motivator to do betger niext time. .
True self-confidence comes from honing your talents and learning
things, not from being told you're great just because you exist.

" Don Forsyth and his colleagues decided to directly test the
effects of self-esteem boosting. College students whie made low
grades on their first exam in a psychology class were randomly
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" assigned- to recewe: study t1ps {the control greup) or study tips -
- phisa selffesteem oostsuch as “Hold yourhead-—and your self: -
t1mental group) Se dtd the self-esteem_'- :

' esteem—-——hlg " (the exXpé

hure, their perf@tmance——- : e-selffesteem—boostmg group scored .
: mgmﬁcant'l OWeT o_n the ﬁnal than the contrel group They d1de' :

and dlscouragmg compention is-also. misguaded Competmon

-can help make fearning fun; as Stout points out; look at how. the -

- disabled kids in the. Spectal Olympics: beneﬁt frorh ‘competing:

- Many. schools now don’t pubhsh the horiprroll of children whado

well inschooland generally downplay grades because; they falsely "

~ believe; competition isn’t good for self-esteem (as some kids won't N
‘miaké the: hoviet roll; and some kids:will inake (). But.canyou . -
imagine not. publzshmg the scores of 4 basketball game because' ’

“itamight:not be good: for the Iosing team’s self-esteem? Can. you '

~imagine not keeping score in the game? What ﬁm would that be?

. "The self-esteem movement; Stout: atgues; s, populat]because it

s sweetly: addictive: teathers don't. have toeriticize; kids-don’t

~* have to’be criticized, and everyone goes-home feeling happy:

:‘ --‘_ . The problem.is they also go heme Wlth an’ unreahstmally mﬂated

e Kids who' den t: excel in'3 certain area should stlll be encour
o aged to keep ‘trying. ‘This isn’t; Self—esteem, howeVet?;ts self-

- control. Self—centrol, or: the ablllty to persevere. andkeep. going,.
isamuch: better predmtor of: lifé outcomes than selfvesteem Chils -

dren highvin selfacontrol make better grades and finish: mote yeats

_ of educanon, andhey’ ré less. hkelv touse: dmgs orhavéa teenage o "
pregnancys: Selfwcontrol predxcts all of those thmgs tesearehers had o

. ‘hoped self-esteem woald, but hasn’e:!

.+ Cyoss-cultural studies provide a.good- example of the beneﬁts |

of self-contrel.over self-esteem.. When Asian students find out

; '-ef not correctmg mlstakes, avmdmg letter grades, .

leaves-kids: il prepared for ‘the-inevitable: criticis
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they dtd badly an something, they. want to keep \mtkmg onjtso
they cari improve their performance Whlte Ametlcan studﬂnts, _
in contrast, prefer togive up and work on something elsei pteserv-
ing: their self-esteem at-the expense of. doing-better at a: d;fﬁcult
task, This goes:a 10ng way, toward. explammg why Asian ehlkdten
perforen better:at math and at school in genera Lot
= ‘-_Yo-ung people:who have hlgh self-esteem built'on; sha efoun—

dettons ‘might run into trouble when they encounter-the. hatsh

realities of the real world. Kids who -are given meanmgle&s Als.
angd: ptomoted when they. haven't: 1eamed the matetial-will later

find out in ¢ollege or the working world that,they don’t kiiow

mu;:h atall, What' will that do'te their selffesteem, Or; mOre im-
porant; their areers? Your: boss ish’t going tocare: mueh about
preserving ,your ‘high selfresteem The self'esteem emphasts

sional fallure thiatis real life-“There isnios Selfiestéem movement -
in the wotk: werld ‘points Out:one fach ou present abad
report at the ofﬁce, your boss isn’t going o say, ‘Hey, I: llke the _
colorpaper you choses” Settlng klds up' ke th;s is: domg them _a.

ttemendous dtsservlce

. Invany educational. program;. one.has 1o censxder the trade-off L

between benefit and.risk:. Valuing. self—e Lover’ learnmg and.
accomphshment is-clearly Harmful;;as:children feel great: about

‘themselves but are cheated ‘out of ithe z-edueatxon they: need to .
“succeeds Self-«esteem programs mlght beneﬁt the small- mmorlty _
of kids whe really do- feel worthless, but those kids are likely to

“have blgger pteblems that self-esteemy beostmg wor't fix. The -

risk in these programs is in. inflating:the self-conicept of. children

- whi already think the. world revolves around them. Building up

the self-esteem. and. importance of kids. who are already egocens '
tric-can bnng ttouble, as it can lead o narmsslsm—-—and maybe i

already has ‘



