
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

The elusive quantification of self-esteem: Current challenges and future directions

De Dominicis, Stefano; Molinario, Erica

Published in:
Quantifying Quality of Life

DOI:
10.1007/978-3-030-94212-0_11

Publication date:
2022

Document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Document license:
CC BY

Citation for published version (APA):
De Dominicis, S., & Molinario, E. (2022). The elusive quantification of self-esteem: Current challenges and future
directions. In K. Wac, & S. Wulfovich (Eds.), Quantifying Quality of Life: Incorporating Daily Life into Medicine
(pp. 269-290). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-94212-0_11

Download date: 23. maj. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-94212-0_11
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/stefano-de-dominicis(3c5a7ff1-1c2a-4ea8-ba1b-e095ebdf3521).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/the-elusive-quantification-of-selfesteem-current-challenges-and-future-directions(07b66b76-8009-46d2-adfb-0879dac9ebb4).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/the-elusive-quantification-of-selfesteem-current-challenges-and-future-directions(07b66b76-8009-46d2-adfb-0879dac9ebb4).html
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-94212-0_11


269© The Author(s) 2022
K. Wac, S. Wulfovich (eds.), Quantifying Quality of Life, Health Informatics, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-94212-0_11

Chapter 11
The Elusive Quantification of Self-Esteem: 
Current Challenges and Future Directions

Stefano De Dominicis and Erica Molinario

 Introduction

The concept of self-esteem has been central in the social-psychological literature 
since the late eighteenth century and it can be arguably considered one of the most 
important constructs in psychology. A quick database search of PsychINFO reveals 
a striking 52,126 results in March 2020, and 53,248 results in October 2020, show-
ing how central this topic was and still is (with an estimate increase of 2000 hits per 
year) for scientists and practitioners alike. William James introduced this topic more 
than one hundred years ago, and more recently Rhodewalt and Tragakis [1, p. 66] 
stated that self-esteem is one of the “top three covariates in personality and social 
psychology research”. Perhaps, the relevance of self-esteem can be easily under-
stood if we consider that this construct is linked to all levels of human existence, 
from mental illness to mental wellbeing: indeed, on the one hand, low self-esteem 
is related to various mental disorders, such as depression and anxiety (e.g., [2–5]); 
on the other hand, high self-esteem is related to various proxies of mental wellbe-
ing, such as success, happiness, agency, and motivation (e.g., [6–8]). It is therefore 
fundamental to understand what self-esteem is, how it is assessed, and why it is so 
important for people’s quality of life.

S. De Dominicis (*) 
Coaching Psychology Unit, Department of Nutrition, Exercise and Sports,  
University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark
e-mail: sdd@nexs.ku.dk 

E. Molinario 
Department of Psychology and The Water School, Florida Gulf Coast University,  
Fort Myers, FL, USA

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-94212-0_11&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-94212-0_11#DOI
mailto:sdd@nexs.ku.dk


270

 Definition of Self-Esteem

In a way, we all know what self-esteem “really is”: indeed, we can have a fairly 
good understanding of what is meant by self-esteem through introspection and 
observation of the behavior of others [9]. After all, self-esteem is a human phenom-
enon; yet, it is hard to put that understanding into precise words. In fact, as soon as 
we begin to examine self-esteem more closely, the understanding of this construct 
becomes quite problematic. The issue of defining self-esteem is crucial because 
definitions help shape what to focus on, which methods to choose and use, and what 
standards should be adopted to accept or reject evidence or conclusions [10]. 
Nevertheless, to find a concise and overarching definition of self-esteem is challeng-
ing because it encompasses different aspects and levels of analysis related to the 
context and its time stability or fluctuation. Self-esteem can be understood in terms 
of values (such as self-enhancement and openness to change values; [11]), feelings 
or affective dimensions (such as pride and shame; [12]), motivational (such as the 
desire to protect, maintain, and enhance feelings of self-worth; [13]), cognitive 
(such as evaluative components of self; [14]) and behavioral factors (such as being 
more independent or assertive, or more willing to exercise to gain fitness instead of 
reducing dissatisfaction with one’s body image; [6, 15, 16]).

Historically, self-esteem has been conceptualized in terms of (a) self- competence, 
or the ratio of a person’s successes over her failures in areas of life that are relevant 
to personal identity (dating back to William James work 1890/1983; James, 
Burkhardt, Bowers, Skrupskelis, and James, 1981; [17]) and (b) self-worth, or the 
affect concerning the degree to which one feels good about oneself [18]. Therefore, 
self-esteem is considered an evaluative psychological process that reflects both the 
extent to which people accept and like themselves, and believe they are competent 
(e.g., [19, 20]). Such evaluation can occur in relation of a specific point on time 
(state self-esteem) or as an overall and more stable evaluation of the self (global 
self-esteem). Scholars have suggested that this evaluation may involve the assess-
ment of several dimensions of the self. For instance, Tafarodi and Swann [20, 21] 
suggested that self-esteem involves perceptions of self-worth (i.e., self-liking) and 
personal efficacy and self-regard of one’s capabilities (i.e., self-competence); or as 
suggested by O’Brien and Epstein [22], it encompasses several dimensions related 
to worthiness, competence, and global self-esteem.

Favorable views of the self, vs. evaluations of the self that are either uncertain 
or negative would then be the manifestations of high vs. low self-esteem, respec-
tively [23]. It is relevant to note that self-esteem reflects subjective perceptions 
rather than objective reality, and therefore could be either accurate or not [24]. We 
suggest that, to fully understand self-esteem, it should be conceptualized in its 
social- psychological context. Therefore, we define self-esteem as the extent to 
which one person accepts and likes herself (in a specific point on time or overall) 
according to socially and personally defined standards, as well as believes of being 
competent in specific areas of life which are relevant to her personal and social 
identity.
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To further corroborate this perspective, we should highlight that our definition is 
in line with sociometer theory [25], which basically consider self-esteem as the 
output of a psychological meter, or instrument, that monitors the quality of people’s 
relationships with others [26]. This psychological instrument is used by the self to 
monitor and respond to threats to the basic need to belong—i.e., that innate human 
need to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity of interpersonal relation-
ships [25]. What follows, is that the degree to which a person perceives others to 
regard their relationship with herself as valuable, important, or close—i.e., her own 
relational evaluation—might change in specific situations or through the lifespan. 
Accordingly, when a person’s relational evaluation is changing, the sociometer puts 
her attention to the related social acceptance threat or reward and motivates her to 
deal with it. Thus, the sociometer output is the affectively-charged self-appraisal 
that we typically perceive as self-esteem [27]:

At its core, self-esteem is one’s subjective appraisal of how one is faring with regard to 
being a valuable, viable, and sought-after member of the groups and relationships to which 
one belongs and aspires to belong. [26, p. 2]

This understanding of self-esteem appears coherent and comprehensive, as it can 
indeed explain why self-esteem is a relatively stable, but by no means immutable, 
psychological trait, as well as why it appears that self-esteem trait might have a 
specific trajectory across the individual’s lifespan [28].

In light of the above-mentioned arguments, the assessment of self-esteem 
becomes a critical issue because it lies at the heart of empirical research. Accordingly, 
the focus of this chapter is to synthetize previous work detailing the assessment of 
self-esteem and to link this work with future possibilities, especially those arising 
from the beginning of the digital age.

 Assessing Self-Esteem

With more than 200 different scales that ostensibly assess self-esteem [29], the criti-
cal issue of assessing self-esteem is far from simple. One of the reasons of this 
enormous effort lies in a critical element of self-esteem, namely the fact that self- 
esteem is, by definition, a subjective construct which is not tied to objective stan-
dards [30]. Indeed, because its subjective nature, self-esteem has been assessed 
mostly by self-report scales [31], and to a smaller extent by implicit measures [32]. 
It is based on subjective, affective-laden evaluations of one’s own self, which how-
ever can occur with respect to specific domains (such as work, athletics or physical 
appearance) or to more broad and general level (such as overarching evaluation of 
the self as a whole).

A time specific self-evaluations represent the state self-esteem, which refers to 
the “feeling” aspect of self-esteem, that is an individual’s affectively loaded self- 
evaluation in a given, specific situation [26]. Whereas, evaluation of the self as a 
whole refers to global, general or trait self-esteem [31]: it is one’s long-term, 
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characteristic and somewhat stable affectively charged self-evaluation. Because of 
trait self-esteem is a person’s “summary” self-evaluation, it may or may not reflect 
her state self-esteem in a particular situation.

Finally, self-esteem may capture self-evaluations in specific domains: fluctua-
tions of state self-esteem around a person’s self-esteem typical level can be under-
stood in terms of contingencies of self-worth [33]. Central to this model is the 
controversy that the way events and circumstances impact self-esteem lies on the 
perceived relevance of those events and circumstances to one’s contingencies of 
self-worth: in other words, contingency self-worth represents a self-evaluation par-
ticularly vulnerable in which a failure or rejection is devastating to our sense of 
self-esteem [13, 34].

Historically, scholars involved in self-esteem research have focused mainly on 
individual differences in dispositional self-esteem [26]. However, from a practitio-
ner’s perspective, it is worth studying both stable self-esteem and its fluctuations, 
not only for the obvious advantage of better defining the construct itself, but also 
due to its possible applications. From the clinical perspective, measuring fluctuation 
of self-esteem allows to assess the efficacy of clinical interventions quantifying 
changes in self-esteem. Additionally, it can be used as a valid manipulation check in 
experimental design in which self-esteem is enhanced or diminished in a specific 
point in time. Finally, it can be used to understand confounded relations with other 
constructs. In the subsections below we discuss the assessment of both trait and 
state self-esteem (2.1), as well as situational self-esteem (2.2). In Table 11.1 we 
report the main characteristics of the reviewed scales measuring self-esteem.

 Trait, Global, and State Self-Esteem Measures

As James [37] argues self-esteem is open to momentary changes, thus it raises and 
falls as a function of one’s aspirations and success experiences. Within this frame-
work—developed from the wide body of research that supports self-esteem as an 
enduring yet flexible concept [18, 38–40]—state self-esteem refers to how we eval-
uate or feel about ourselves in a given situation or at a given point in time. State 
self-esteem is therefore considered as a series of transitory states, momentary fluc-
tuations, short-lived changes in one’s own global self-esteem [36]. However, 
although momentary self-evaluations may be context dependent, there is a self- 
feelings people have the tendency to maintain and a level of self-esteem that derives 
by averaging feelings about themselves at one time across a number of different 
social situations: trait or global self-esteem.

 Trait and Global Self-Esteem Measures

To assess trait self-esteem, scholars have developed several measures which differ 
in number of items and latent dimensionality. Here we discuss the Single-Item Self- 
Esteem Scale (SISE; [35]), the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE; [18]), and the 
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Self-Liking/Self-Competence Scale-Revised (SLSC-R; [20, 21]) which are among 
the most common tools used to assess trait self-esteem.

Single-Item Self-Esteem Scale (SISE). The simplest way to assess trait self- 
esteem is to ask individuals whether they have high self-esteem. In fact, this is the 
core of the Single Single-Item Self-Esteem Scale, which aims to assess the global 
self-worth or the overall attitude that one holds about oneself (SISE; [35]). The 
SISE was developed from the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (described in the next 
section of this chapter) to assess self-esteem in contexts where time or other con-
straints severely limit the possibility of using or administering more complex or 
comprehensive measures of self-esteem. The SISE, as suggested by its name, con-
sists of a single item and assesses a person’s explicit knowledge about her global 
self-evaluation. This very brief, standardized measure of global self-esteem is valid 

Table 11.1 Measures of self-esteem reviewed in this chapter

Name of the 
measure References

Number of 
items and 
Response 
scale

Definition and Components of 
self-esteem

Type of 
self- 
esteem

Single-Item 
Self-Esteem Scale 
(SISE)

[35] 1 item
5-point 
Likert scale

Global self-worth: Overall 
attitude that one holds about 
oneself

Trait/
Global

Rosenberg 
Self-Esteem Scale 
(RSE)

[18] 10 items
4-point 
Guttman 
scale or 
5-point 
Likert scale

Global self-worth: Overall 
attitude that one holds about 
oneself

Trait/
Global

Self-Liking/
Self-Competence 
Scale-Revised 
(SLSC-R)

[21] 16 items
5-point 
Likert scale

Self-esteem involves a personal 
sense of worth (self-liking) and a 
personal sense of efficacy 
(self-competence):
(a) Self-liking: feeling positive 
towards one’s own self;
(b) Self-competence: feeling 
capable and in control, and to 
believe that one will be successful 
in the future

Trait/
Global

State Self-Esteem 
Scale (SSES)

[36] 20 items
5-point 
Likert scale

Self-esteem is the overall 
evaluation of the self and 
comprises:
(a) Performance self-esteem: the 
extent to which a person feels her 
performance is worthy;
(b) Social self-esteem: the extent 
to which a person feels self- 
conscious, foolish, or embarrassed 
about her public image;
(c) Appearance self-esteem: the 
extent to which a person feels 
about her physical appearance.

State

(continued)

11 The Elusive Quantification of Self-Esteem: Current Challenges and Future Directions



274

and reliable [31] and asks participants to rate whether to have high self-esteem (“I 
have high self-esteem”) is true for them (on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from ‘not 
very true of me’ to ‘very true of me.’). Although very simple to use, single-items 
measures are often less reliable than other multi-items measures, especially when 
constructs are heterogeneous [41]. Specifically within the realm of self-esteem and 
compared to multi-item measures, single-item measures are more susceptible to a 

Table 11.1 (continued)

Name of the 
measure References

Number of 
items and 
Response 
scale

Definition and Components of 
self-esteem

Type of 
self- 
esteem

Multidimensional 
Self-Esteem 
Inventory (MSEI)

[22] 116 items
5-point 
Likert scale

Global self-esteem (satisfaction 
with the self and confidence); 
identity integration (the self’s 
internal integrity); and Defensive 
self-esteem (defensive reaction of 
changes in one’s own 
self-esteem).
Components of self-esteem:
(a) Lovability (ability to express 
and receive affection)
(b) Likeability (feeling accepted 
and liked by others)
(c) Moral self-approval 
(satisfaction with one’s moral 
values and acting accordingly)
(d) Body appearance/physical 
attractiveness (being satisfied with 
one’s body image)
(e) Competence (ability to master 
new tasks)
(f) Personal power (being 
assertive and able to influence 
others)
(g) Self-control (being 
disciplined, persistent, able to set, 
and reach one’s goals)
(h) Body functioning/vitality 
(motor coordination and the 
feeling of being fit)

Trait/
Global and 
Specific

Contingency of 
Self-Worth scale 
(CSWs)

[33] 35 items
7-point 
Likert scale

Seven domains of contingent 
self-worth:
1. Academic competence
2. Physical appearance
3. Virtue
4. Having God’s love
5. Having love and support from 
family
6. Outdoing others in competition
7. Obtaining others’ approval

Contingent
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person’s biased knowledge of her own explicit feelings of specific or global self- 
worth, and are also more vulnerable to acquiescence and social desirability [31, 35]. 
Yet, SISE demonstrated to have a high convergent validity with other measures of 
self-esteem [31, 36] and therefore can be used without reservations in situations and 
research contexts that would require a single-item measure of self-esteem.

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE). Perhaps the most commonly used scale to 
assess trait self-esteem is the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSE; [18]). The global 
self-esteem measured by the RSE is defined as the overall attitude one holds about 
oneself. This mono-dimensional definition of self-esteem implies the assumption 
that one might believe to be ‘good enough’ (high self-esteem) or not—meaning, to 
occur in self-rejection and to lack self-respect. This 10-item, easy-to-administer, 
self-esteem scale (example question: “I feel that I have a number of good quali-
ties”), is originally designed as a 4-point Guttman scale but is often measured on a 
5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from (1) Strongly disagree to (5) Strongly agree. 
It quickly became the “gold standard” for self-esteem research [20]. Although RSE 
is the most widely used assessment of self-esteem in research with a high reliability 
and validity [31], there has been discussions about its mono-factorial or multi- 
factorial structure [42]. However, it seems that a prominent global self-esteem fac-
tor consistently explains a considerable amount of variance in the RSE items 
[43–45], supporting the hypothesis of the mono-dimensionality of the RSE 
items [46].

Self-Liking/Self-Competence Scale-Revised (SLSC-R). To solve the single- vs. 
multiple-factor composition of the measures of self-esteem, a specific scale measur-
ing two distinct components of global self-esteem was developed. Specifically, the 
Self-Liking/Self-Competence Scale (SLSC; and its Revised version SLSC-R) mea-
sures the two dimensions of self-esteem corresponding to a personal sense of worth 
(i.e., self-liking) and to a sense of personal efficacy (i.e., self-competence; [20, 21]). 
More specifically, the authors define self-liking as feeling positive towards one’s 
own self, while self-competence refers to feeling capable and in control, and to 
believe that one will be successful in the future. The SLSC is a 16-item self-report 
scale, measured on a 5-point Likert-type response scale, which encompasses two 
8-item subscales measuring each of the two components of self-esteem. The two 
dimensions (self-liking and self-competence) are related, but substantially distinct 
[31]. This scale has shown high reliability and convergent, discriminant and con-
struct validity.

 State Self-Esteem Measures

As mentioned, a momentary self-evaluation is represented by the state self-esteem, 
also called self-esteem feeling, which indicates a person’s affectively laden self- 
assessment in a given situation [26]. The development of a measure of state self- 
esteem stemmed by the need for an instrument designed exclusively for assessing 
the momentary self-evaluations and self-esteem fluctuation [36, 47]. Here we 
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discuss the State Self-Esteem Scale (SSES, [36]) and the Multidimensional Self-
Esteem Inventory (MSEI; [22]).

State Self-Esteem Scale (SSES). The State Self-Esteem Scale (SSES) is a 20-item 
Likert-type scale designed for measuring temporary changes in individual self- 
esteem and is composed by three subscales including performance, social, and 
appearance self-esteem [36]: the performance component measures the extent to 
which subjects feel their performance is worthy (example question: “I feel confident 
about my abilities”); the social factor assesses the extent to which people feel self- 
conscious, foolish, or embarrassed about their public image (example question: “I 
feel self-conscious” [reversed item]); finally, the appearance element is instead 
related to physical appearance (example question: “I feel good about myself”).

The Multidimensional Self-Esteem Inventory (MSEI; [22]) is an extensive self- 
report inventory which aims to define a respondent’s profile across eight categories: 
four categories related to worthiness (lovability, likability, moral self-approval, and 
body appearance) and four related to competence (competence, personal power, 
self-control, and body functioning)—which are understood to impact self-esteem. 
Additionally, the MSEI includes three dimensions related to global measures of 
self-esteem, sense of identity, and defensiveness—which are understood as overall 
characteristics of or related to self-esteem. This inventory, initially developed as a 
clinical test for measuring and treating self-esteem and self-esteem related issues 
[24], has been widely used and validated across a great variety of domains both in 
research and clinical work (e.g., abuse, substance abuse and harassment; positive 
psychology, adjustment and emotional intelligence; academic, work and sport per-
formance; goal attainment; childhood and adolescence wellbeing; emotional aware-
ness, expression, reactivity and regulation; health psychology and physical 
wellbeing; mood, eating and personality disorders; stress and coping, trauma, anxi-
ety; treatment, prevention, psychotherapy, self-help; for a complete list see [48]).

The MSEI consists of 116-item rated on a 5-point Likert scale: (‘strongly agree’ 
to ‘strongly disagree’; or, ‘hardly ever’ to ‘very often’) which profiles the respon-
dent’s self-esteem on the following 11 scales: lovability (ability to express and 
receive affection), likeability (feeling accepted and liked by others) moral self- 
approval (satisfaction with one’s moral values and acting accordingly), body appear-
ance/physical attractiveness (being satisfied with one’s body image), competence 
(ability to master new tasks), personal power (being assertive and able to influence 
others), self-control (being disciplined, persistent, able to set, and reach one’s 
goals), body functioning/vitality (motor coordination and the feeling of being fit), 
global self-esteem (satisfaction with the self and confidence), identity integration 
(the self’s internal integrity), and defensive self-esteem (defensive reaction of 
increasing one’s self-esteem). This instrument was developed by gathering and cat-
egorizing thousands of incidents that participants reported as impacting on their 
self-esteem [24]. Accordingly, the emerged eight areas of life impacting self-esteem 
can be considered the components of self-esteem. In addition, the global measures 
of self-esteem and of secure sense of identity provide information about the overall 
feelings of worthiness and sense of security in one’s identity; and the assessment of 
defensive self-enhancement differentiates between secure vs insecure self-esteem: 
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high scores express a biased self-presentation which denies weaknesses and claims 
strengths and which may not correspond to genuine self-evaluations [24].

The MSEI can be compared to other measures of self-esteem (especially with the 
SLSC-R) because the eight components can be construed as corresponding to the 
realms of worthiness or competence. Specifically, the categories of lovability, lik-
ability, moral self-approval, and body appearance imply that the source of self- 
esteem is more dependent on acceptance and worth, and in fact they are based in 
part on a judgment of acceptance and value (worthiness). Instead, the categories of 
competence, personal power, self-control, and body functioning imply that the 
source of self-esteem is more dependent on one’s own ability to proactively impact 
the world, and are in fact based in part of one’s own agency and efficacy (compe-
tence)—namely, the pillars of perceived self-efficacy [49]. However, despite the 
validity, applicability and the comprehensiveness of the MSEI [10, 24, 48, 50], it is 
not always possible to use such instrument out of clinical settings where time con-
strains or other impediments might hinder the likelihood of its usage [22].

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that MSEI is able to provide important insights 
that other instruments cannot grasp. First, global measures of self-esteem may not 
provide sufficient information specificity on which facet or dimension of self- 
esteem is particularly problematic (or functional) for a given person. Measures that 
are too specific or contingent are also problematic since a particular domain (e.g., 
athletic performance) may be relevant for someone but not for others [26]. Therefore, 
the mid-level components of self-esteem identified by the MSEI represent a level of 
analysis useful for effective applied interventions: on the one hand, these compo-
nents are general enough to be related to a general trait measure of self-esteem (to 
which they have strong correlations; [24]) and thus changes in these component can 
have an impact on overall self-esteem; on the other hand, they are specific enough 
to provide a deeper, idiosyncratic understanding about how to build on one’s own 
strengths and overcome weaknesses in the likelihood of an intervention for increas-
ing self-esteem [24].

Second, the dimension of defensiveness assessed by the MSEI is a critical ele-
ment in assessing self-esteem: it represents a person’s social desirability bias, 
namely a bias in self-appraisal, in which she claims rare virtues and denies common 
human weaknesses (e.g., gladly accepting criticism vs. never trying to avoid 
unpleasant responsibilities). Evaluating defensiveness scores on the MSEI allows 
insight into self-presentation and projection to others of an overly positive image of 
themselves, or in other words of a false self-esteem.

 Contingency of Self-Esteem

Expanding upon James’ [37] idea that individuals differ in the domains on which 
they base their self-esteem, scholars have proposed several measures that capture 
domain-specific self-worth. The domains represent the context in which we are not 
only most likely to pursue self-esteem, but also are most vulnerable—in which a 
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failure or rejection is devastating to our sense of self-worth [34]. Based on the work 
carried out by Crocker, Luhtanen, Cooper, and Bouvrette [51], which we discuss 
next, researchers have developed measures of contingent self-worth in several 
domains, such as friendships [52], romantic relationships [53, 54], and body 
weight [55].

Contingency of Self-Worth scale (CSWs). According to Crocker and Wolfe [33], 
individuals differ in the areas on which they base their self-worth and they proposed 
a model that examined self-worth in specific domains. CSWs is a 35-item measure 
divided into seven domains of contingent self-worth: academic competence, physi-
cal appearance, virtue, having God’s love, having love and support from family, 
outdoing others in competition, and obtaining others’ approval [51]. A key predic-
tion of the CSWs model is that the impact of life events on self-esteem and affect is 
proportionate to the relevance of such events to one’s contingency of self-worth. In 
other words, our self-esteem is more affected (positively or negatively) by events 
that occur in areas of life that are relevant for us—and for our identity. For example, 
students who strongly based their self-worth on academic competence experienced 
lower state self-esteem when they performed poorly on academic tasks, received 
lower-than-expected grades, or were rejected from graduate schools, compared to 
those whose self-worth was less based on this domain or did not experience self- 
threat [56, 57].

 The Motivational Force of Self-Esteem

It is clear, at this point, that self-esteem is a complex psychological variable and thus 
there is not a unique way to assess it. In order to effectively operationalize self- 
esteem, it is important to have clear what aspect of self-esteem is important to a 
given research question and be aware of the objective limits of the measures avail-
able in the literature.

Perhaps, one of the most worrisome issues related to the abovementioned mea-
sures is their self-report nature, which is also a wider issue in psychological research. 
Self-report measures entangle several advantages but limitations too, such as mem-
ory limitations, recall biases, and social desirability sensitiveness, as in the case of 
the SISE which was found susceptible to acquiescence and social desirability [31, 
35]. To overcome these measurement problems, some researchers have assessed 
implicit self-esteem (Implicit Association Test-IAT; [58]) by assessing automatic 
associations of self (through reaction times) with positive or negative valence [59]. 
However, the studies revealed unclear results, as construct divergence between 
implicit and explicit measures of self-esteem emerged. This result might seem con-
tradictory, yet it highlights that the self-report measures of self-esteem developed to 
this point, although reliable, valid and all somehow different from each other, have 
all a common limitation. The operationalization of self-esteem so far developed 
takes into consideration its cognitive (evaluation of oneself, e.g., RSE), affective 
(emotional responses, e.g., SSES), behavioral (competence, e.g., SLSC-R), and 
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value components (domain important to the individual, e.g. CSWs), yet they neglect 
an important aspect of self-esteem: namely, its motivational component. 
Understanding self-esteem as a fundamental psychological need implies that people 
are motivated to gain and maintain high levels of self-esteem: in other words, self- 
esteem is a goal in and of itself [60]. According to this conceptualization, self- 
esteem is a self-motive: it provides both a standard and a direction for behavior.

However, although the idea that this motive underlies human behavior has been 
a central theme in psychological theorizing (e.g., [33, 37, 61–65]), self-esteem has 
been traditionally assessed as a status (situational or stable) that characterizes the 
individual and does not capture the desire for a high self-esteem. In defining self- 
esteem, Crocker and Wolfe [33] recognize the motivational component of such psy-
chological construct; yet, their operationalization of self-esteem does not capture 
whether the individual is striving to increase the level of self-esteem. Indeed, this 
operationalization of self-esteem as a motivational concept is, perhaps, the missing 
link to understand the behavioral strategies with which the individual might decide 
to engage to pursue or regain optimal levels of self-esteem.

As mentioned, many scholars have indeed assumed that people possess a motive 
or need to maintain self-esteem (e.g., [27]). The abovementioned sociometer theory 
grasps very well this idea, by conceptualizing the motivational force of self-esteem 
(namely, the self-esteem motive) as the human impulse of minimizing the likeli-
hood of relational devaluation, or in other words, of rejection [25, 26]. This, in turn, 
leads to the pursue and preservation of high self-esteem. In fact, people typically act 
in ways that they believe will be of help in increasing their social acceptance by 
increasing their relational value: when this process is achieved, the individual’s self- 
esteem will be enhanced. On the contrary, when a given situation, a behavior, or 
even an anticipated, potential, or irrational consequence of a behavior, might hinder 
the social or relational value of a person, her self-esteem is reduced or, at least, per-
ceived to be threatened. Indeed, events that are known (or potentially known) to be 
“public”, and therefore are more socially laden, have great effects on self-esteem; 
rather, “private” events, that are lived (or perceived to be lived) only by the indi-
vidual, are usually less influential on self-esteem: if self-esteem was determined 
exclusively by private self-judgments, socially laden events should have no greater 
impact on self-esteem than private ones [27].

The Dark Side of Self-Esteem
Perhaps, one of the most significant and influential consequence of this conceptual-
ization lies in the understanding of the crucial role of self-esteem in undesirable 
behaviors. Indeed, although self-esteem has been historically associated with desir-
able outcomes (e.g., better performance; [6]), it also recognized that high self- 
esteem can be associated with certain dysfunctional psychological processes and 
undesirable behaviors, such as egotism, narcissism, and violence: the dark side of 
self-esteem [66].

Within this conceptualization, the defensive aspect of self-enhancement grasped 
by the MSEI gains significant relevance. As mentioned, this inventory differentiates 
between secure vs insecure self-esteem, with high scores expressing a biased 
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self- presentation which tends to always denies weaknesses and claims strengths. 
This biased self-presentation may correspond to a non-genuine self-evaluation [24]. 
Therefore, this non-authentic self-assessment (being conscious or not) might cover 
other negative patterns of self-evaluations, such as those related to negative, insta-
ble, contingent or narcissistic self-appraisals. In this conceptualization, the defini-
tion of self-esteem as a motive potentially could explain the heterogeneity of 
individuals with high self-esteem, encompassing people who honestly acknowledge 
their good (and bad) qualities along with narcissistic, defensive, and arrogant indi-
viduals [6]. Simply put, the definition of self-esteem as a motive would presuppose 
that people would strive for high self-esteem, no matter if it is non-genuine or 
authentic.

Indeed, high scores in overall self-esteem coupled with high variability in the 
worthiness dimensions of the MSEI are often associated with high scores of narcis-
sism and aggression [67]. What follows, is that high and optimal self-esteem actu-
ally are two distinct constructs: the former can be fragile or secure, while the latter 
is characterized by genuine, true, stable, and congruent (with implicit self-esteem) 
high self-esteem [67, 68]. Likewise, contingent self-esteem studies (e.g., [13, 69]) 
have also argued for the existence of the dark side of positive self-appraisal, in 
which individuals become psychologically vulnerable due to their dependence on 
external validation for their self-esteem.

General principles from this work may be useful for clinical and non-clinical 
consideration alike. Yet, no specific implications have been developed or tested for 
assessing or intervening to address contingent self-esteem in a way that could con-
sider positive authentic and dark self-esteem simultaneously, as well as its motiva-
tional component.

 Future Directions in Assessing Self-Esteem

As we described beforehand, researchers have developed several kinds of measures 
targeting different features of self-esteem. To sum up, the literature provides mea-
sures to assess the state self-esteem, trait self-esteem, and domain-specific self- 
esteem. However, the quantitative psychological studies carried out to develop such 
measures relied heavily on surveys and laboratory experiments, which have well- 
known and long-endured limitations. In fact, on the one hand, surveys require peo-
ple to make retrospective and often generalized judgments, which tend to be affected 
by memory limitations and recall biases [70, 71]. On the other hand, laboratory 
experiments do not take into account the context of a person’s daily life which can 
influence her states and responses [72, 73]. Taken together, these considerations 
raise questions about the ecological validity of theoretical and methodological con-
clusions if not coupled with field data [74].

Furthermore, it seems that among several possible theorizations and measures of 
self-esteem, there is still a lack of consensus upon the most adequate ones. Obviously, 
it would be too simplistic and trivial to presuppose a priori which theoretical model 
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and measure should be considered the finest to grasp the most precise definition and 
operationalization of self-esteem. We suggest that the best possible way to over-
come such limitations—at least in part—and therefore to select the most efficient 
and accurate measure of self-esteem, is threefold: (a) to consider carefully the 
aspects of the psychological process under scrutiny; (b) to understand which facets 
of self-esteem would be relevant to the main research question; and (c) to take into 
account which scientific method (e.g., correlational, experimental, etc.) will be most 
suitable and effective in a given setting.

Nevertheless, as Baumeister et al. [75] argued, more attention should be given to 
how individuals actually behave in various situations rather than rely on what they 
claim, recall having done, or believe they would do in hypothetical situations. In 
addition, more attention should be given to the interaction between individual and 
social idiosyncrasies of self-esteem [26], as a growing amount of evidence shows 
that different constructs related to the self should indeed incorporate individual, 
social and cultural components (e.g., [76]).

Within this perspective, the widespread use of mobile technologies opens up new 
opportunities of collecting (social-) psychological data in specific contexts and situ-
ations. For example, mobile technology is already widely used to optimize health 
behavior change interventions (e.g., [77]). More specifically, the use of new digital 
technologies can help to overcome the limitations of the existing measures of self- 
esteem, giving the opportunity of looking at changes in self-esteem that occur in a 
field setting and therefore within the daily life moments. Such new data could not 
only be relevant to the understanding of self-esteem per sè, but could be coupled 
with other types of data collected through various types of sensors (e.g., global 
positioning systems-GPS, microphones, cameras, activity and sleep monitors, heart 
rate monitors, etc.) or software (e.g., social networks activity, mobile apps, etc.). 
Therefore, thanks to the means provided by new digital and wearables technologies, 
for the first time self-reported measures of self-esteem can be combined (above and 
beyond other psychological measures) to physiological and behavioral measures.

Along this line of research, Quantified Self-enabled data collection procedures 
could be advantageous. The quantification of the self (Quantified Self—QS) is a 
form of self-tracking an one’s own daily life activities and behaviors, which eventu-
ally allow for the analysis of behavioral trends and patterns across a variety of life 
domains (e.g., physical activity, nutrition, weight; [78]). Generally, QS helps the 
individual to reflect upon such patterns and trends, and potentially leads to the appli-
cation of behavior change strategies built upon these data. Theoretically, the process 
of self-monitoring and self-tracking one’s own data could be useful to kick-start a 
process of behavior change across different life domains by enabling the person to 
change her relation to her own body and health, and to better control health-related 
decisions [79]. However, although some evidence seems to corroborate these 
hypotheses (e.g., [80, 81]), caution should be used in implementing interventions 
based on QS. First, recent research shows that an excessive quantification of one’s 
own actions and behaviors could lead to psychological distress [82, 83]. Second, 
and perhaps most importantly, an enormous amount of research shows that in order 
to promote long-lasting behavior change one will need to detach from the 
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monitoring of external objects and data, and rather should “monitor” his/her own 
internal physiological and psychological states and processes: in fact, by focusing 
on internal rather than external rewards and therefore by increasing intrinsic motiva-
tion in the new behavior (e.g., [84]), the person will in turn develop to greater self- 
awareness, presence in the moment, values and meanings, and perhaps identity 
change in the long term [85–87].

 New Technologies and Social-Psychological Processes 
and Constructs

However, as mentioned before, the opportunities arising from the digital era 
should not be overlooked. In the last couple of decades, plenty of research has 
shown the link between various technological tools (both hardware and software) 
and a plethora of psychological processes and characteristics. Since the spread of 
mobile phones and smartphone, one track of research aimed to study the relation-
ship between the (mis)use of technology and psychological processes (e.g., [88–
90]). For instance, Andreassen et al. [88] examined the effect of personality traits 
such as narcissism, socio-demographic characteristics, and self-esteem on addic-
tive social media. Among the others, and accordingly to previous research [91–
93], they found that positive self-concept (i.e., high self-esteem) was negatively 
related to social media addiction, indicating that the Internet may provide a differ-
ent social arena from the in the face-to-face life to enhance self-esteem. This track 
of research is extremely useful and much needed, since it helps clarifying (and 
will continue to do so) the psychological processes which can cause, be related, or 
be caused by the functional or dysfunctional use of different technology-based 
tools. For example, personality traits can predict Facebook use [94], while tech-
nology-based self-help therapies—which relies on minimal contact with an actual 
therapist—have proven effective, low-cost interventions at least for anxiety and 
mood disorders [95].

Furthermore, together with the development of social media, wearable devices, 
machine learning, big data, data mining technologies, internet of things, etc., another 
track of research has been consistently growing and aims to leverage these new 
technologies and related digital tools in various healthcare-related domains [96, 97]. 
More specifically within the social-psychological domain, this track of research is 
extremely interesting since it could unveil a totally new research filed which will 
transform the way we measure social-psychological constructs and processes: it is 
indeed possible to leverage new technologies to measure such constructs and pro-
cesses—which have been historically assessed by self-reported measures exclu-
sively—through behavioral data collected in a unobtrusively and longitudinally 
manner (via wearables, smartphone use, smart home and smart office, smart meters, 
etc.; e.g., [98]). Some research has already succeeded in this goal. For example, 
aggregated smartphone usage features can predict the Big-Five personality traits 
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[99]; Facebook likes can predict, among other sensitive personal attributes, person-
ality traits, intelligence, happiness and addictions [100]; and, the combination of 
mobile phone usage and sensor data can predict with 75% accuracy low and high 
perceived stress [101]. It is therefore clear that the relationship between automati-
cally extracted physiological and behavioral characteristics derived from rich data, 
and self-reported measures of social-psychological constructs and processes, could 
be disentangled eventually, and could potentially lead to new, behavior-based, eco-
logically valid measures of such facets. For example, Sun et al. [102], correlated 
gait patterns with self-reported self-esteem measured via the RSS: first, all partici-
pants completed the RSS; then they walked for 2 min on a rectangular carpet, while 
their gait data were recorded using a Kinect sensor. Based on machine learning, the 
authors were able to build predicting models to recognize self-esteem, with signifi-
cant results (r = 0.45 for males; r = 0.59 for females; both p < 0.001.)

 Toward New Methods of Quantifying and Conceptualizing 
Self-Esteem

Based on the abovementioned considerations, and specifically in relation to self- 
esteem, we propose a new approach to measuring such construct which could shed 
light, on the one side, on its theoretical understanding and definition and, on the 
other side, on its applied implications and applications to promote greater psycho-
logical wellbeing and to enhance quality of life. Drawing upon recent developments 
in applied social psychology (e.g., [98]) the suggested approach would combine 
both self-reported and digital technology-based tools. Specifically in the context of 
Quality of Life Technologies (QoLT)—technologies for assessment or improve-
ment of a person’s quality of life [103]—we believe that the contingent measure-
ment of self-esteem via self-report and digital technology-based tools, could 
potentially shed light on its facets and processes above and beyond what has been 
understood so far through the standalone implementation of self-report measures. In 
turn, this could potentially expand the goals of QoLT above and beyond its already 
defined aims [103]: QoLT could aim at clarifying and expanding the theoretical 
understating of latent variables included in the WHO definition of QoL, such as 
self-esteem.

In our view, the combination of self-reported and digital technology-based tools 
would allow researchers and practitioners to take into account the two missing fac-
tors that seem important to assess self-esteem, namely, the momentary experience 
and the social context. With reference to the former, we suggest that future research 
should investigate via digital tools the momentary experience of self-esteem, namely 
its daily fluctuations. Indeed, past research has shown that self-esteem: (a) is most 
closely connected to a specific class of emotions—rather than to the whole spec-
trum of emotions—that relate to how people feel about themselves in a specific 
moment [12]; (b) that self-esteem indeed is open to momentary changes, raising 
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and falling as a function of one’s aspirations and failure/success experiences [36]; 
and that (c) one of the simplest way to measure state self-esteem is directly to ask 
individuals how they feel about themselves at that given moment via a single-item, 
valid and reliable measure [26]. In this vein, new technologies may be used to 
monitor the momentary experience of self-esteem, through collecting visual data 
(e.g., posture, clothes worn, facial expression and or posture in ‘selfies’ etc.), audio 
data (e.g., voice volume/pitch, etc.), text data for content analysis (e.g., text, social 
media posts, etc.), emoticon usage for sentimental analysis (e.g., number/type/of 
emoticon).

With reference to the latter, the social context, we believe that longitudinal infor-
mation derived from new technologies usage (such as behavior shown on social 
media—likes, comments, selfies posted, etc.; data gathered from GPS enabled 
devices; physiological data such as heart rate variability, etc.), if combined with 
validated measures of self-esteem, can be indeed used to indirectly measure both 
the affective (e.g., self-liking) and behavioral (e.g., competence) components of 
self-esteem and to couple such components to the specific social context in which 
self-esteem components are assessed. In fact, previous research shows that: (a) self- 
esteem can be considered a monitor of social acceptance and therefore it motivates 
people to behave in ways that would make them valuable in specific social context 
which is perceived to be relevant by the individual [26, 27]; (b) the self-esteem 
motive, functioning as a tool to avoid social devaluation and rejection, should be 
measured in-context by contingent measures of such construct [51]; and (c) in- 
context measures of self-esteem can shed light on how self-esteem is implicated in 
affect, cognition, self-regulation of behavior and social processes, and can possibly 
unveil solutions to debates about the nature and functioning of self-esteem [34, 
69]—and, in turn, suggest how self-esteem is causally related to mental health, 
wellbeing, performance and quality of life [6].

According to the abovementioned evidence, we believe that it would be possi-
ble to leverage new technologies specifically in two (or, arguably, one) methods of 
research: the Experience-Sampling Method [104] also known as the Ecological 
Momentary Assessment [74, 105]. Certain technology-based applications of such 
methods are already in use and show important mechanisms and processes that are 
relevant to the assessment and treatment of mental health—e.g., PsyMate™ [106, 
107]—, such as the use of machine learning in predicting therapeutic outcomes in 
depression [108]. Along the same line of research, initial evidence reveals the 
efficacy of passive sensors for predicting self-esteem: by using machine learning 
techniques, it has been possible to relate performance, social and appearance self-
esteem to several mobile-based digital behavior categories (such as calls, texts, 
conversations, and physical activity; [109]); furthermore, preliminary data indi-
cate that is could be possible to correlate gait data to self-esteem with a fairly good 
criterion validity [102], suggesting that posture and perhaps other body-language 
characteristics could be taken as a good supplementary method to measure 
self-esteem.

S. De Dominicis and E. Molinario



285

 Conclusion

In conclusion, the present chapter shows that far more research is needed to really 
uncover the potential of a variety of digital and technological tools in the broader 
field of applied psychology—such as mobile and wearable technologies used in dif-
ferent contexts of applications for the promotion of better quality of life [110–112]. 
Within this realm, new measures and conceptualizations of self-esteem should 
likely depend on both intrapersonal and interpersonal/social factors. We suggest 
that academics and practitioners alike should try to take advantage of the opportuni-
ties provided by the digital age in trying to further understand and measure the 
concept of self-esteem, by specifically capturing the level of self-esteem in context 
and anchoring such level to specific behaviors. Such new methods might make both 
the intrapersonal and social influence of self-esteem salient and decipherable.
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