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As research on character strengths (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) progresses, it will increasingly need to examine how the various virtues are related to self-esteem.  For instance, on a common-sense understanding of these notions, it is plausible that acting courageously presupposes some minimal level of self-esteem, and even more plausible that having acted courageously will promote increased self-esteem.

Whatever common sense might say, specifying appropriate hypotheses for empirical research poses a considerable challenge.  It isn’t just that questions about courage and self-esteem are normative on both ends.  At the present time there is tremendous dissension among psychologists concerning the sort of self-evaluation that self-esteem is, and the kinds of values against which the self is typically being evaluated.

Some conceptions of self-esteem, which tend to be more prevalent among counselors and clinicians, emphasize its dependence on internal sources that notably include moral commitments.  For Branden (1994), responsibility, integrity, and purposeful living are key contributors to self-esteem; for Bednar and Peterson (1995), intrapsychic and interpersonal risk-taking as well as responsibility play a central role.

Conceptions more prevalent among personality and social psychology researchers claim that self-esteem is primarily dependent on external sources.  A particularly clear case is afforded by the “sociometer” hypothesis (Leary, 2004), which makes out self-esteem to be dependent on one’s perceived “relational value” with peers or significant others.

We will not try to resolve controversies over the sources of self-esteem here.  But whether or not one agrees with their insistence that it not be treated as a component of self-esteem, a recent theoretical treatment of self-respect (Roland & Foxx, 2003) should help researchers focus on what precisely they might expect to be related to courage.  Striking out in a different direction from most of the empirical literature in psychology, Roland and Foxx treat self-respect as a form of self-evaluation that depends on commitment to moral ideals and on living up to one’s principles.  Meanwhile, they reserve the term “self-esteem” for evaluations based on sources other than moral commitments.

The Roland and Foxx (2003) model of self-respect prominently includes such components as independence, tenacity, and dignity. In their model, the sources and constituents of self-respect are basically internal to the actor; among them are moral commitments to living a good life as an individual and to respect for others.

By contrast, Roland and Foxx’s model of self-esteem emphasizes one source that is plainly external and another that is partly internal and party external.  The obviously external source is acceptance or approval by others: self-esteem is said to include “feelings derived from perception of other’s opinions” and “feelings [that] provide feedback regarding inclusionary status” (p. 270).  The language about “inclusionary status” indicates Roland and Foxx’s endorsement of a model of self-esteem as dependent on “sociometer” readings (e.g., Leary, 2004).  The source that is partly internal and partly external—“feelings derived from evaluation of capacities and performance” (p. 270)—is a version of self-efficacy.

Although Roland and Foxx link confidence, pride, shame, and guilt with self-respect and not with self-esteem, a closer examination of their model has convinced us that such evaluative responses cannot be uniquely affiliated with self-respect.  Roland and Foxx’s conception of self-esteem, as partly based on sociometer readings and partly on assessments of self-efficacy, would provide for shame that results from devaluation by others (and shame that results from failure at an important task)—not just shame that stems  from lack of integrity.  Likewise, the model seems to allow confidence that one’s actions will elicit others’ approval (or that one’s efforts will succeed) alongside confidence that one will do the right thing.

Some forms of courage—specifically, moral courage, or standing up for what is right—seem to draw on pre-existing self-respect.  And taking a morally courageous action should, in turn, lead to increased self-respect. But moral courage normally involves a type of image risk (Pury & Kowalski, 2004)—specifically, the risk of disapproval by others.  Consequently, an act of moral courage will actually threaten to lower “sociometric” self-esteem.

Two studies from an ongoing research project on courage—neither of which was actually designed for this purpose—allow us to test whether how moral courage is positively related to self-respect and negatively related to sociometric self-esteem.

In a study conducted in Fall 2004, 155 Clemson students responded to an Internet survey asking them to describe three actions that they had performed in the past: (1) an example of kindness or generosity (“doing something nice for someone else”); (2) an instance of physical courage (“saving someone from a potentially dangerous situation”); and (3) an instance of moral courage (“standing up to others for what was right”).  The participants answered the same series of questions about each action, affording detailed within-subject comparisons.

We expect moral courage to involve self-respect and to work against sociometric self-esteem.  By contrast, physical courage and kindness can contribute positively to self-respect, but normally they will elicit approval rather than disapproval from others.

[image: image1..pict]As it turned out, there was a significant main effect of type of action on interpersonal difficulty, F(2, 300) = 27.0, p < . 001.  As seen in the figure, participants rated the interpersonal difficulty of standing up for what is right significantly higher, minimum t (152) = 6.22, p < .01.  There was no significant difference in rated interpersonal difficulty between saving someone from physical danger and doing something nice, t (152) = 0.25.

As seen in the figure below, possibility of others thinking less of the actor was rated significantly higher for moral courage than for physical courage or kindness, F(2,302) = 67.0, p <.001. The possibility that the actor would discover something negative about himself or herself was also rated significantly higher for moral courage than for physical courage or kindness, F(2,302) = 40.9, p <.001; however, the rated likelihood of others thinking less of the actor was significantly higher overall than the rated likelihood of a negative discovery about the self, F(1,151) = 26.5, p < .001.

[image: image2..pict][image: image3..pict][image: image4..pict]Participants were asked to rate their self-confidence before, during, and after the action (since the survey items included the phrase “I can do it,” this could also reasonably be identified as a self-efficacy rating).  Our interpretation of Roland and Foxx’s model leads us to expect both self-respect and the efficacy component of self-esteem to give rise to feelings of confidence, so we do not expect morally courageous acts to behave differently from physically courageous or kind acts.  There was no overall effect of type of action on confidence rating, F(2, 302) = 0.45, p =.63.  But there was a significant overall effect of time, with rated self-confidence was highest after the action, F(2,302) = 35.0, p < .001.  There was a marginally significant interaction effect: whether rated self-confidence during the action was higher than self-confidence before the action depended on the type of action, F(4,604) = 2.04, p = .09.  The lack of a main effect for the type of action is as we predicted.

We also found Roland and Foxx’s model of value in predicting the rankings of several of the character strengths in the Values in Action model (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) for morally courageous acts as opposed to other kinds of courageous acts.  In a data set collected in Spring 2004, 298 Clemson students responded to an electronic survey on which they identified and described a courageous action that they had performed, then answered a series of questions about it.  Among these were questions pertaining to the virtues or character strengths in the VIA classification.


Out of the 298 courageous acts, content analysis led to 51 being classified as involving moral courage (standing up for what is right); the other 247 were identified as instances of other varieties of courage.  Roland and Foxx’s models of self-respect and self-esteem lead us to predict differences in the ranked importance of several character strengths, depending on whether the action was morally courageous.


Since the VIA conception of bravery (assessed with 5 different questions on the survey) tilts strongly in the direction of moral courage, we actually expected bravery “in taking this courageous action” to be ranked higher in comparison to the other virtues for morally courageous acts.  Ranked bravery was indeed significantly higher for morally courageous acts (M=4.39, s = 3.63) than for other courageous acts (M=10.51, s = 5.96), t(296) = -7.07, p < .001.


The survey also included a second block of 5 questions about bravery “to make yourself more courageous.”  Here bravery was also ranked significantly higher for morally courageous actions (M = 4.29, s = 3.79) than for other acts of courage (M = 10.36, s = 6.18), t(296) = -6.76, p < .001.


The VIA conception of integrity assesses a central component of self-respect; consequently, we expected a higher ranking for integrity (averaged across 4 questions) for morally courageous actions.  The average ranking for integrity was significantly higher for morally courageous actions (M=7.00, s = 4.46) than for other courageous actions (M= 8.80, s = 5.30), t(296) = -2.26, p =.024.


The second group of questions about integrity “to make yourself more courageous” continued to show integrity being ranked significantly more highly for morally courageous actions (M = 5.57, s = 3.83) than for other courageous acts (M = 8.70, s = 5.63), t(296) = -3.79, p < .001.


Citizenship, in the VIA classification, is a character strength that involves loyalty to the group.  On Roland and Foxx’s model, actions that increase self-esteem may involve putting a high value on citizenship (because they are done to increase “inclusionary status”).  But actions that increase self-respect can pit the actor against the group, requiring, at least by implication, that citizenship be devalued.  Citizenship (assessed with 3 survey questions) was not ranked highly overall by the participants, but the mean ranking for morally courageous actions (M = 13.28, s = 7.51) was indeed significantly lower than for other courageous actions (M = 10.59, s = 7.39), t(296) = 2.35, p = .019.  The second cluster of citizenship questions also yielded a significantly lower ranking in connection with morally courageous actions (M = 12.71, s = 7.40) than other courageous actions (M = 10.28, s = 7.30), t(296) = 2.15, p = .032.


A further implication of Roland and Foxx’s model is that actions done to increase self-respect should be more reflective and less impulsive than actions done to increase self-esteem.  Roland and Foxx believe that some actions whose primary goal is to improve the actor’s inclusionary status may be quite impulsive.  In the VIA classification, a high ranking given to Self-Regulation (assessed by 5 questions on this survey) should indicate a reduced propensity to impulsive behavior.  Conversely, acts of moral courage, which are generally not done to increase the actor’s inclusionary status, should be the products of a higher degree of self-regulation.  It turns out, however, that the average rank accorded to self-regulation by  participants in the study was low, and the ranking associated with morally courageous acts (M = 12.30, s = 6.60) was nonsignificantly lower than the ranking associated with other courageous actions (M=11.37, s = 5.78), t(296) = 1.01, p = .31.  On the second cluster of self-regulation questions, there was no difference at all between moral courage (M = 11.10, s = 6.74) and other forms of courage (M = 11.00, s = 6.13), t(296) = 0.11, p =.92.


Since the VIA classification does not include Pride or Self-Esteem as a strength—instead it incorporates Humility—we looked at rated humility “in taking this courageous action” (which was assessed by 3 questions).  Now humility is the obverse of self-esteem in Roland and Foxx’s model, but not of self-respect, we might expect rated humility to be higher for morally courageous actions.  In fact, humility was ranked lower (M = 12.55, s = 5.03) for the morally courageous actions than for the others (M = 11.25, s = 6.29), but the difference was not significant, t(296) = 1.384, p = .17.  Humility was also ranked nonsignificantly lower on the second cluster of questions; M = 10.51, s = 5.32 vs. M = 9. 36, s = 6.48, t(296) = 1.19, p = .24.


Like the Fall 2004 survey, the Spring 2004 data survey included questions about the possibility that others would think less of the actor and the possibility that the actor would have to accept something negative about himself or herself.  There was a [image: image5..pict]significant interaction of type of action and source of negative opinion, F (1, 296) = 14.62, p < .01.  Those who reported morally courageous acts reported a significantly higher risk that others would think less of them compared to those who reported other kinds of courageous acts, t(298) = 4.75, p < .001.  By contrast, morally courageous acts did not bring a significantly higher risk of having to accept something negative about the self than other courageous acts did, t(296) = 0.52, p = .60.
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Like the Fall 2004 survey, the Spring 2004 survey also included questions about self-confidence (or self-efficacy) before, during, and after the courageous act.  Rated self-confidence increased somewhat over time and the increase was significant, F(2, 592) = 3.90, p = .021.  But overall self-confidence was not significantly greater for morally courageous act as opposed to other kinds of courageous acts, F(1, 296) = 0.27, p = .61. Nor was there a significant interaction between the type of courageous act and the time at which self-confidence was evaluated, F(2, 592) = 1.73, p = .18.  The results are consistent with the interpretation of Roland and Foxx’s model according to which both self-respect and self-esteem incorporate possibly different forms of self-confidence.

Conclusion


Neither of the two sets of survey data on courageous acts incorporates a self-esteem inventory; neither contains questions designed to assess self-respect.  Nonetheless, both data sets enable us to test a number of hypotheses about the relations between moral courage, self-respect, and “sociometric” self-esteem.  As Roland and Foxx’s models of self-esteem and self-respect lead us to predict, rated interpersonal difficulty (in the Fall 2004 data) and the risk of thought less of by others (Spring and Fall 2004 data) were much higher for morally courageous actions than for other kinds of courageous actions.  The models do not lead us to predict reported self-confidence to be higher for morally courageous acts—and in fact it was not, in either the Spring 2004 or the Fall 2004 data set.  In addition, thee models make predictions about certain character strengths in the VIA classification, which were assessed in the Spring 2004 data set.  As predicted, Bravery was ranked much higher; Integrity was ranked significantly higher; and Citizenship was ranked significantly lower for morally courageous acts than for other courageous acts.  How Humility, in the VIA classification, relates to Roland and Foxx’s (2003) self-respect and self-esteem is not terribly clear; in any case, there was no significant difference in its ranking for morally courageous acts vs. other courageous acts.  The only implication of Roland and Foxx’s models that was not borne out was a secondary one, to the effect that actions that enhance self-respect will show higher Self-Regulation; Self-Regulation was not in fact ranked higher for morally courageous acts.


These preliminary results suggest that Roland and Foxx’s distinction between internally based self-respect and (largely) externally based self-esteem is at least heuristically applicable to the study of courage.  It may also be helpful to theoreticians seeking improved accounts of the various ways in which human beings evaluate themselves.  We plan to make use of it in designing future empirical studies, and recommend it to other researchers who are investigating courage, self-respect, and self-esteem.

References

Bednar, R., & Peterson, S. (1995). Self-esteem: Paradoxes and innovations in clinical theory and practice. (2nd ed.) Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Branden, N. (1994). The six pillars of self-esteem. New York: Bantam.

Leary, M. R. (2004). The sociometer, self-esteem, and the regulation of interpersonal behavior.  In R. F. Baumeister & K. D. Vohs (Eds.), Handbook of self-regulation: Research, theory, and applications (pp. 373-391). New York: Guilford.

Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. E. P. (Eds.) (2004). Character strengths and virtues: A handbook and classification.  New York: Oxford University Press.

Pury, C. L. S., & Kowalski, R. M. (2004, October). Prototypes of courage. Poster presented at the 3rd International Positive Psychology Summit, Washington, DC.

Roland, C. E., &  Foxx, R. M. (2003). Self-respect: A neglected concept. Philosophical Psychology, 16, 247-287.

