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ABSTRACT

A STUDY OF THE ROLE OF SELF-ESTEEM IN THE

STATUS ATTAINMENT PROCESS

By

Ching-Miao Lan

This research examined the social psychological process through

which individuals come to acquire positions in the educational and

occupational hierarchies in a society. Utilizing a national representative

sample and improved measures of parental socioeconomic status and

educational aspiration, this study proposes a social psychological

elaboration of the Wisconsin model by incorporating ”self-esteem” to

improve the explanatory power.

The results indicate that the inclusion of self-esteem does not

significantly improve the explained variance of educational and

occupational attainment. If self-esteem affects status attainment at all, its

effect is indirect by way of its influence on academic performance.

However, self—esteem mediates a small portion of the effect of mental

ability on status attainment. Hence, the analysis helps to understand the

social psychological process of status attainment.

In the summary, some possible directions for further work are

suggested.
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CHAPTER I

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

This study addresses the social psychological process through which

individuals come to acquire positions in the educational and occupational

hierarchies in a society. In the past two decades, researchers have

undertaken numerous studies to develop a social psychological theory of

status attainment. The Wisconsin social psychological model (Sewell,

Haller and Portes, 1969; Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf, 1970; Sewell and

Hauser, 1972, 1975) has been the most prominent life-cycle model of

young men’s socioeconomic achievement. This model posits that the

effects of parental socioeconomic status and mental ability on an

individual’s educational and occupational status attainment are largely

mediated by such social psychological variables as academic performance,

significant others’ influence, and educational and occupational aspirations.

The Wisconsin model of status attainment has successfully accounted for a

substantial amount of the variance in status attainment and specified the

mechanism for educational and occupational status attainment.

The basic Wisconsin model has been widely criticized, replicated,

and elaborated. A number of replications of the model have been done

by utilizing improved measures (Jencks, Crouse, and Mueser, 1983) and

large representative national samples (Alexander, Eckland and Griff'm,

1975; Otto and Haller, 1979) to show the model’s applicability to national

samples. Numerous elaborations of the model have sought to establish

and interpret the roles of other social psychological variables that were

1
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not included in the initial formulations. These variables are such as self-

assessment of school ability and the evaluation of self-direction and

conformity (Wilson and Portes, 1975; Looker and Pineo, 1983). The

elaborations have attempted to make the model more powerful, but none

has improved the fit of the model. Moreover, some studies criticized that

while the model traces correlations between individual workers’ traits and

occupational rewards, it fails to address the uneven development of

segmented labor markets (Bowles and Gintis, 1975, 1976; Beck et al.,

1978). The model’s atheoretical assumption of a unitary labor market led

some critics to partition samples corresponding to different labor pools

and introduce vectors representing market and class segments (cf. Beck et

al., 1978; Wright and Perrone, 1977).

Utilizing a national representative sample and improved measures

of parental socioeconomic status and educational aspiration, this study

proposes a social psychological elaboration of the Wisconsin model by

incorporating ”self-esteem”, an achievement-related personality variable,

to improve the model’s explanatory power. The Sewell-Haller—Ohlendorf

(SHO) model will be treated as a baseline model and compared with an

elaborated model that includes self-esteem. Professional psychologists as

early as William James emphasized that a person’s beliefs about himself

will influence his decisions and actions. James viewed self-concept as

arising from the experience of self as object. The forefathers of

American social psychology, Cooley and Mead, described the self as a

social entity formed by appraisal reflected from other persons.

Following Mead and Cooley, symbolic interactionists hypothesized that a

positive self-concept will lead to constructive, socially desirable behavior,

and conversely that a distorted self-concept will lead to deviant, socially

inadequate behaviors. Thus, within the frameworks of several theorists,
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the role of self-esteem in initiating and guiding behavior has been equated

with motivation (e.g., Combs and Snygg, 1959; Gordon, 1968; Rogers,

1951; Sears and Sherman, 1964). Consequently, variations in human

behavior spanning a wide range of performance situations have been

attributed to individual differences in self-esteem.

As early as 1951, Rogers stated that the importance of a favorable

or positive attitude toward oneself has been regarded as a major factor in

all aspects of adjustment by a number of personality theorists. The

psychological studies on self-esteem provide strong evidence that the very

nature of one’s self-evaluation is significant to behavior and has a

profound effect on the individual’s emotions, desires, values and goals.

Norem-Hebeisen’s proposal that enhanced or positive self-concept should

function to support organismic functioning seems almost a truism. Thus,

people have a tendency to process information and to behave in a way that

is most enhancing to self-esteem. Some studies suggest that persons with

positive self-esteem seem to be superior in cognitive processing. This

enhances their personal effectiveness and competence.

Combs, Snygg, and Rogers believed that the maintenance and

enhancement of the perceived self is the motive behind all behavior. It

follows that there is only one basic kind of motivation, and that is the

personal motivation that each human being has when engaged in activities.

Given the cognitive and motivational aspects of self-esteem, we might

expect persons with positive self-esteem to be in a superior position to

exert control over their environment.

In addition to influencing mastery over the environment, self-

esteem may be positively linked to such achievement behaviors as

educational and occupational attainments. That self-esteem may

contribute directly to attainment is plausible. Positive self-esteem is
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likely to make individuals more highly ambitious, that is, they will set

relatively high levels of aspiration and make an effort to influence their

environment. Consequently their positive views of their own abilities and

competence will help them to have substantial control over their

environment and to get things accomplished. A number of studies have

found that self-esteem has a positive impact on educational and

occupational attainment (Coopersmith, 1967; Gergen, 1971; Luck and

Heiss, 1972; Purkey, 1970; Rosenberg, 1965; Rosenberg and Simmons,

1971). With respect to social antecedents of self-esteem, some studies

suggested that social class and race appear to have meaningful effects on

self-esteem. Most of the results show that blacks are more likely to have

higher self-esteem than whites, and higher-class individuals have

somewhat more positive self-images than those from less advantaged

backgrounds. However, other studies of class and self-esteem show no

relationship at all.

By virtue of the achievement-related characteristics of self-esteem,

this study proposes a status attainment model which argues that the degree

to which persons in general feel positive about themselves should affect

their socioeconomic status attainment. Furthermore, the manner in which

the effects of self-esteem operate in the status attainment process is

systematic. Self-esteem affects status attainment either directly or

indirectly through intervening variables in the model, including academic

performance, significant others, and educational and occupational

aspirations. The purpose of this study is to examine the role of self-

esteem in the socioeconomic status attainment process, to analyze social

psychological mechanisms of the socioeconomic status attainment process,

and to improve the explanatory power of the social psychological model

of socioeconomic status attainment.



CHAPTER II

THEORETICAL ARGUMENT

The Model

The social psychological model of socioeconomic status attainment

proposed by this study is displayed as a path diagram in Figure 1.

Several versions of the Wisconsin model (Sewell, Haller, and Portes,

1969; Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf, 1970, and Sewell and Hauser, 1972,

1975) have appeared in the literature; the above one is an elaboration of

the Sewell-Haller-Ohlendorf (1970) revised model. In their original

paper, Sewell, Haller and Portes (1969) provided a detailed rationale for

the incorporation of the social psychological intervening variables. The

hypothesized relationships between the nine variables are as follows.

SE\ > sor OCAP\

sW >OCAT

/ $EDAT/

EDAP/

  

 

    
 

 

MA

SES: Socioeconomic Status EDAP: Educational Aspiration

MA: Mental Ability OCAP: Occupational Aspiration

SE: Self-Esteem EDAT: Educational Attainmmt

SOI: Significant Others’ Influence

Figure l. The elaborated social psychological model of status attainment.
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The Wisconsin model posits that socioeconomic status of family of

origin is positively correlated with mental ability. Mental ability is

anticipated to have a substantial direct effect on academic performance as

well as an indirect effect through academic performance on significant

others’ influence. Parental socioeconomic status, mental ability, and

academic performance are assumed to have direct effects on significant

others’ influence. The higher a person’s socioeconomic status, the higher

will be the socioeconomic status of those with whom he interacts and the

greater likelihood that one’s significant others will encourage him to

 

achieve high-status oriented goals.

Furthermore, significant others base their expectations or

encouragement for educational attainment on the youth’s demonstrated

abilities, including mental ability and academic performance in high

school. Academic performance and significant others’ influence are

assumed to affect educational and occupational aspiration and educational

attainment. A person develops and adjusts his aspirations according to

both the encouragement he receives from his significant others and his

own perceived ability on the basis of objective information provided by

academic performance. Educational aspiration affects educational

attainment while occupational aspiration affects occupational attainment.

Both occupational aspiration and educational attainment are assumed to

affect occupational attainment. The early versions of the Wisconsin

model treated occupational attainment as an ultimate dependent variable.

Later, Sewell and Hauser (1972) extended the model to include earnings

as a final status attainment variable. However, the present model does not

use their finding that educational and occupational attainment are central

determinants of earnings.



7

The set of relationships hypothesized above has been well

established in previous studies (Sewell, Haller, and Portes, 1970; Sewell

and Hauser, 1972). The present model adds seven new paths to or from

self-esteem. Parental socioeconomic status and mental ability are assumed

to affect a person’s self-esteem. From an interactionist’s perspective, self-

esteem emerges in social situations and serves as an intervening variable

between social structure and individual behavior; then, it further

influences the individual’s behavior. According to Purkey’s argument,

although the emotional climate of the family is more important than its

economic status, personal success of parents seems likely to contribute to

the emotional climate. Thus, self-esteem should be positively related to

social class.

The correlation between mental ability and self-esteem has been

consistently found in the psychological literature on self—esteem.

However, the data do not provide clear-cut evidence about the nature or

causes of relationship between self-esteem and mental ability. An

achievement model proposed by Keith, Pottebaum, and Eberhart (1986)

provided evidence that parental socioeconomic status and mental ability

affect self-esteem, which in turn affects academic achievement.

In keeping with social learning theory, achievement can be viewed

as a behavioral as well as a motivational variable. Therefore, in the status

attainment model, self-esteem is assumed to affect not only achievement

behaviors such as academic performance, educational, and occupational

attainment, but also motivational factors such as educational and

occupational aspirations. Reitzes and Mutran (1980) found that self-

concept variables are directly associated with both academic performance

and aspiration, and also are major intervening variables that mediate the

effect of family background on academic performance and aspiration.
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The elaborated model argues that a person who holds a positive self-

image will have higher educational and occupational aspirations.

Educational attainment is an outcome of the earlier phases of the

life cycle. Meanwhile, it is a valuable and long-term human capital

investment and the benefits of educational attainment are distant. Because

each individual is striving to behave in ways which are consistent with his

self-interpretation, those who possess positive self-esteem would be more

likely to invest time and make long-term efforts to finish high school and

attend college. Consequently, they would acquire a higher social status

than would those with negative self-esteem. In addition to having a direct

effect on educational attainment, self-esteem would affect educational

attainment indirectly by way of academic performance and educational

aspiration.

The psychological literature provides strong evidence that

individuals with positive self-esteem are more competent, more highly

motivated, and more influential over their peers and environment.

Therefore, when educational attainment is controlled, positives are

expected to search more carefully for job opportunities and to utilize the

opportunities more efficiently when they arise. As a consequence of

diligent preparation, job search efforts, and the full utilization of their

potential, positives are expected to have higher occupational attainment

than negatives.

  



CHAPTER III

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Blau-Duncan and Wisconsin models are the two basic

theoretical models of status attainment. While the Blau-Duncan model

focuses on the social structure of status transmission, the Wisconsin model

focuses on social psychological dynamics that mediate the structural

impact of family socioeconomic status on youths’ socioeconomic status

attainment. During the past two decades, a number of studies have been

undertaken to replicate or elaborate the Blau-Duncan and Wisconsin

models. Since the present study begins with a social psychological

elaboration of the Wisconsin model, the following review will be

restricted to studies that attempted to develop a social psychological

model of status attainment.

Although the Blau-Duncan model of status attainment was not

intended to be social psychological, it has made a tremendous contribution

to the development of the social psychological model of status attainment.

Blau and Duncan’s (1967) analytic framework and research technology

helped to reconceptualize conventional mobility research and provoked

new work. The traditional concern with problems of mobility was the

distance of movement in a social status hierarchy within and between

generations. The Blau-Duncan analysis shifted from this traditional

conception of mobility to the causal sequences of status transmission and

attainment, intergenerationally and intragenerationally, on the basis of

structural variables. For example, instead of treating parental status as a

9
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starting point for mobility, Blau and Duncan treated it as one of the

causal factors leading to status attainment. The Blau-Duncan model, as

shown in Figure 2, begins with father’s educational and occupational

statuses, followed by son’s education, first job, and occupational status in

1962. Basically, this model indicates that parental status has an important

effect on son’s occupational attainment, but it is indirect through son’s

educational attainment. By using survey data from a 1962 national

sample of males aged 20 to 64, the Blau-Duncan model accounted for

about 26% of the variance in son’s education, 33% of the variance in first

job, and 42% of the variance in son’s occupational status in 1962 (Blau

and Duncan, 1967). Blau and Duncan’s most fundamental finding was

that educational attainment is an important mechanism that mediates the

effect of original socioeconomic status on occupational attainment. The

crucial question remaining unanswered was, by what mediating process

does parental status affect educational and occupational attainment?

 

 

$359

.310

) EDATFAED KV1,753

.516 .27 440 OCAT

.281

.224

FAOC +IOB1

T318

OCAT: Occupational Attainment FAOC: Father’s Occupation

1081: First Job FAED: Father’s Education

EDAT: Educational Attainment

Figure 2. The Blau-Duncan model of status attainment.
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The answer to this question suggested by Sewell, Haller, and Portes

requires examination of the status attainment processes at a specific social

psychological levell . Such an analysis could possibly add to the

explanation of variance in the dependent variables. Building upon the

influential Blau-Duncan model, they developed a social psychological

model of educational and occupational status attainment. The Sewell-

Haller-Portes (SHP) model, as shown in Figure 3, argued that

socioeconomic status and mental ability are positively correlated, and that

mental ability affects academic performance. Meanwhile, socioeconomic

status and academic performance affect significant others’ influence.

Sewell, Haller and Portes asserted that the higher a person’s

socioeconomic status, the higher would be the socioeconomic status of

those with whom he interacts and more likely they would encourage him

to achieve higher education signifying a high social status. Further, a

youth’s demonstrated ability (e.g. high school grades) would serve as a

basis on which significant others might form expectations about his

educational attainment. Thus, it is implied that mental ability will have a

potential indirect effect on significant others’ influence. In turn,

significant others’ influence transmits the effects of socioeconomic status,

mental ability, and academic performance to educational and occupational

aspirations, and then through them, to educational and occupational

attainment. It can be seen that significant others’ influence is identified as

a central mediating variable in the SHP model of status attainment.

Educational aspiration instead of occupational aspiration affects

 

1 They commented that the weakness of the Blau-Duncan model is the omission

of important psychological variables, such as mental ability, and social psychological

intervening variables, such as reference groups, significant others, self-concept, behavior

expectation, levels of educational and occupational aspiration, and experiences of success

or failure in school (Sewell, Haller, and Portes, 1969).
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educational attainment; likewise, occupational aspiration instead of

educational aspiration affects occupational attainment. There is no causal

link between educational and occupational aspirations. However, their

unmeasured causes (e3 and e4) are known to be highly correlated.

Meanwhile, educational attainment is not only an important status variable

in its own right, but also a profound determinant of occupational

attainment. In addition to these eight theoretically expected paths, two

possible paths, though theoretically doubtful, were also postulated in the

SHP model. One is from socioeconomic status to academic performance 2,

and the second is from significant others’ influence to educational

 

 

 

attainment.
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OCAT: Occupational Attainment SOI: Significant Others’ Influence

EDAT: Educational Attainment AP: Academic Performance

OCAP: Occupational Aspiration SES: Socioeconomic Status

EDAP: Educational Aspiration MA: Mental Ability

Figure 3. The Sewell-Haller-Portes model of status attainment.

 

2 There has been conflicting evidence regarding the direct effect of family’s SES

on youth’s academic performance (I-Iavighurst and Neugarten, 1957; Wilson, 1959).

Sewell, Haller, and Portes argued that in large high schools, often far removed from the

youths’ home and neighborhood, it is nevertheless possible that school grades are partly

determined by teachers’ desires to please prestigious parents or to reward ”middle-

class”behavior; therefore the path from SES to academic performance may not be as

direct as it seems (Sewell, Haller, and Portes, 1969).
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Using longitudinal data for farm boys who graduated from

Wisconsin high schools in 1957 and were followed up in 1964, Sewell,

Haller and Portes (1969) found substantial coefficients for the paths

hypothesized in the model, and that the effects of significant others’

influence were both theoretically and empirically ”far-reaching” in the

status attainment process. They pointed out that the effect of significant

others’ influence on educational attainment was unexpectedly large, and

that the path from socioeconomic background to academic performance

was negligible.

Although paths from academic performance to level of educational

and occupational aspirations were also possible, they did not analyze these

paths further. The SHP model accounted for 50% of the variance in

educational attainment and 34% of the variance in early occupational

attainment. The most encouraging finding of the Sewell-Haller—Portes

study was that their model successfully explained the complex process by

which social psychological mechanisms mediate the influence of status

origins and mental ability on educational and occupational attainments;

the model also added a great deal to the explanation of variance in

educational attainment.

The SHP Wisconsin model was first used to describe data about the

subsample in five different residential areas -- farm, village, small city,

medium city, and large city. Using the Wisconsin sample, Sewell, Haller

and Ohlendorf (1970) reestirnated the SHP model and modified it slightly.

In the Sewell-Haller-Ohlendorf (SHO) model, as shown in Figure 4, the

path from socioeconomic status to academic performance was deleted

because of its irrelevance. The path from significant others’ influence to

educational attainment, which seemed suspicious to Sewell, Haller, and
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Figure 4. The Sewell-Haller-Ohlendorf model of status attainment.

Portes, was retained because of its unexpectedly large path coefficient 3.

Three new direct paths were added to the SH0 model. The path from

ability to significant others’ influence was inserted because the coefficient

was unexpectedly too large to ignore in the urban sample. Sewell, Haller,

and Ohlendorf (1970) reasoned that significant others have access to

youth’s academic potential apart from their grades in school. In fact, the

SH0 model showed a fundamental reassessment of the effects of academic

performance, measured by rank in high school class, in the status

attainment process. As a result, although confirming the critical role of

significant others’ influence, Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf (1970) found

that academic performance has direct effects on educational and

occupational aspirations and indirect effects on educational and

 

3 A quite arbitrary criterion of standardized coefficient equal or greater than .15

was used for the retention of paths in the revised model (Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf,

1970).
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occupational attainment that are not mediated by significant others’

influence. Consequently, they concluded that ”individuals are not wholly

dependent upon their significant others for guidance in the status aspects

of their career decisions” (p.1025). The SHO model accounted for 57%

of the variance in educational attainment and 40% of the variance in

occupational attainment in the male Wisconsin sample.

Most of the replications and elaborations of the Wisconsin model

are based on the original Wisconsin model (Sewell, Haller, and Portes,

1969; Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf, 1970), rather than on the

disaggregated model (Sewell and Hauser, 1972, 1975). These replications

have often been incomplete because data have been missing for some

variables, especially intellectual ability and occupational attainment. In

some instances, educational and occupational aspirations were treated as

the ultimate dependent variables. For instance, the Wisconsin model has

been used to study youths’ aspiration formation process (Haller and

Woelfel, 1972, Williams, 1972; Kerckhoff and Huf, 1974; Spencer, 1976;

Davis and Kandel, 1980). But in general, the results of the replications --

using various measures, methods of data collection, and national and

international samples -- have been remarkably consistent with those of the

Wisconsin model (Kerckhoff, 1974; Porter, 1976; Williams, 1972;

Nachmias, 1977; Otto, and Haller, 1979; Looker and Pineo, 1983).

Nevertheless, one challenging finding has appeared. Wilson and

Portes (1975) found that major social psychological intervening variables,

such as significant others’ influence, self-assessment of abilities, and

aspirations, are not as important as they appeared in the SH0 model;

mental ability and socioeconomic background are more important.

Educational aspiration still shows a strong effect on educational

attainment, but it fails to mediate the direct effects of ability and
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background variables on educational attainment. Significant others’

influence does not directly affect attainment and emerges as a less

important variable in the status attainment process. Socioeconomic

background has a significant direct effect on educational attainment, a fact

confirming the predictions of the SH0 model. Academic performance

and mental ability emerge as major predictor variables.

Wilson and Portes (1975) argued that variables such as

socioeconomic background, mental ability, and academic performance

have ”social psychological” effects as well as ”structural” effects in the

status attainment process. On the one hand, when the social psychological

function is dominant, the effects of socioeconomic background and mental

ability will be largely mediated by social psychological intervening

variables; on the other hand, to the extent that the effects are not mediated

by the social psychological intervening variables, socioeconomic status

and mental ability can be assumed to be exercising their ”structural”

effects (Wilson and Portes, 1975).

Furthermore, rather than replicating the Wisconsin model, a

number of studies have attempted to construct a more powerful model by

incorporating other relevant social-psychological variables into it (Porter,

1976; Otto and Alwin, 1977; Looker and Pineo, 1983). Using a five-year

longitudinal study of a national sample of white males, Porter (1976)

examined the roles of two mental ability domains (creativity and

intelligence) and two aspects of personality (conformity and ambition) in

the educational and early occupational attainment processes. Porter

(1976) found that intellectual ability and significant others’ influence have

important indirect effects on occupational attainment. The effect of

intelligence on occupational attainment is mediated by educational

attainment, while the effect of significant others’ influence on educational
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and occupational attainment is mediated by personality attributes,

especially ambition. In addition, ambition was found to have important

effects on both occupational expectation and aspiration. Generally

speaking, the roles of creativity and conformity were found to be less

important than those of intelligence and ambition in the status attainment

process (Porter, 1976).

Otto and Alwin (1977) found that participation in athletics has

positive effects on educational and occupational aspirations, educational

and occupational attainment. Significant others’ influence, as expected,

has a strong mediating effect on aspirations and attainments. However,

they found no support for the hypothesis that the perception of acceptance

by peers functions as an intervening mechanism in the socioeconomic

status attainment process.

Looker and Pineo (1983) found that while the values of self-

direction and conformity do not appear to have mediating effects on

status attainment, the teenager’s self-concept of ability is an important

intervening variable, particularly as a predictor of parental aspirations.

Parental aspirations are affected in youths’ perceptions. Both self-concept

of ability and parental aspirations affect educational and occupational

aspirations and through them, educational attainment (Looker and Pineo,

1983).

All of these studies presented so far employ path analytic

techniques to test the theoretical model of status attainment. Using a

more powerful statistical technique--LISREL—-Hauser, Tsai, and Sewell

(1983) evaluated the Sewell-Haller-Portes and Sewell-Haller—Ohlendorf

specifications by taking measurement error into account. Hauser, Tsai,

and Sewell (1983) found that the Sewell-Haller-Portes model substantially

underestimated the importance of mental ability and academic
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performance in the status attainment process, but the Sewell-Haller-

Ohlendorf model did not. Also, they found that it is necessary to posit a

direct path from socioeconomic background to early occupational

attainment. They found no support for the argument that youths’ reports

of significant others’ encouragement are only a reflection of their own

goals. While the major features of the early version of the Wisconsin

model have persisted in their analysis, the Sewell-Haller—Ohlendorf model

was found to be more powerful in explaining the process of educational

and occupational attainment (Hauser, Tsai, and Sewell, 1983).

However, none of the social psychological elaborations of the

Wisconsin model of status attainment significantly improve the model in

terms of the explained variance or its ability to explain the process of

status attainment. Hauser, Tsai and Sewell (1983) suggested an analytic

framework (the SHP model) for further model development. One

alternative is to extend the model by incorporating other variables. The

present study attempts to do this by including self-esteem to improve the

model’s explanatory power of status attainment.

A substantial number of studies have been conducted to examine the

relationships between self-esteem and other important individual

psychological states and social behaviors in a wide variety of settings.

This section will review studies on the relation between self-esteem and

achievement-related behaviors in education and occupation, as well as the

social antecedents of self-esteem.

Self—Esteem and Academic Achievement

Academic performance is one set of achievement-related behaviors

affected by self-esteem which has received most extensive concern in the
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self-esteem literature. Numerous studies have provided persistent support

for the positive relation between self-esteem and academic achievement.

According to Fitts (1972), the two most common academic

achievement criteria were standardized achievement tests and grade point

average (GPA). Gay (1966) reported the highest correlations from

studies involving the Tennessee Self-Concept Scale (TSCS), a

self-administering scale comprised of 100 statements concerning self-

concept and achievement tests. Positive relationships were also found

between scores on the TSCS and mathematical and reading tests of the

California Achievement Test battery for a group of students in a study by

Williams and Cole (1968).

Studies conducted by Delisle (1953), Sterens (1956), and Fink

(1962) revealed a positive correlation between a favorable self-concept

and academic success. This finding was supported by Coopersmith

(1959) who reported that the child possessing a positive self-concept was

more likely to succeed academically than the child with a negative self-

concept.

The Iowa Test of Basic Skills, an instrument which measures

vocabulary, reading, language, work-study, and arithmetic skills for each

grade level from three through nine, was utilized as a measure of

academic achievement in a study by Caplin (1968). In support of

Coopersmith’s findings, Caplin’s study revealed that children having

more positive self-concepts and higher levels of aspiration had higher I

academic achievement. Results of a study by Primavera, Simon and

Primavera (1974) investigating the relationship between academic

achievement and self-esteem with reference to possible sex differences,

utilized standardized achievement scores which the researchers considered

to be unbiased measures of academic achievement for both males and
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females. Results indicated that self-esteem was related significantly to

academic achievement.

Self-concept was found to relate significantly to achievement when

an individual’s own capabilities were considered. Brookover and Gottlieb

(1964) stated that individuals develop a self-concept of ability which

functionally limits one’s school achievement. Fitts (1972) reviewed this

as a logical relationship indicating that an individual’s course grades are

more a product of his total self than are standardized test results. In

essence, a student’s school performance may have a greater significance

for his total self-concept than a score on a nationally standardized test.

Studies by Jenson, Demetrardes, Haynes, and Parker supported the

premise that self-concept correlates more highly with achievement based

upon potential than with achievement on an absolute basis.

Several recent studies have attempted to explore directly the causal

relations between self-esteem and achievement. Bachman and O’Malley

(1977) analyzed longitudinal data employing an a priori ”causal” model

relating self-esteem and achievement that focused on the influence of self-

esteem at high school age on the educational and occupational attainment

of young men. High school self-esteem was found to exert no significant

causal influence on either educational or occupational attainment; instead

the positive zero-order relations between self-esteem and attainment

appeared to result from shared antecedents.

The views of Clark and Coleman et al. (1966) suggested that

improving self-esteem will result in improved academic achievement.

That is, they presupposed a positive relation between self-esteem and

achievement, and place self-esteem causally prior to, or at least as

reciprocally related to, achievement. Further, they suggested that self-
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esteem mediates the relation between background variables and academic

achievement.

Having analyzed the results of numerous studies on the relationship

between self-concept and academic achievement, Purkey (1970)

concluded that the literature indicates a strong reciprocal relationship and

gives us reason to assume that enhancing the self-concept is a vital

influence in improving academic performance.

Self-Esteem and Occupational Attainment

It is often assumed that work experience has broad impacts on the

personality, influencing the individual’s attitudes, values, and perceptions

of self. As a result, successes and failures in work will have important

psychological consequences. There is considerable evidence that persons

choose their work on the basis of already-formed psychological

characteristics (Rosenberg, 1957; Davis, 1965; Holland, 1976).

Korman (1966, 1967) found that individuals of high self-esteem

were more likely to have chosen occupations where they thought they had

high abilities than individuals of low self-esteem. Another consistent

finding is Katz’s (1964) findings in his research program relating to

achievement of blacks that the performance of blacks is directly related to

their expectancy of success in the situation.

Hall (1971) hypothesized that high self-esteem and confidence

engender information search and risk-taking, activities that facilitate the

mastery of occupational tasks. Morrison’s (1977) cross-sectional data

support this position; managers who had adapted successfully to changing

role demands had higher self-esteem and risk-taking propensity than those

who did not. Furthermore, Bachman and his colleagues (Bachman and

O’Malley, 1977; Bachman et al., 1978) have reported a small but positive



22

relationship between self-esteem, measured during high school, and

occupational status five years following graduation.

Luck and Heiss (1972) reported that self-esteem is positively

related to a number ofjob dimensions, including income, prestige,

upward mobility, and personal satisfaction with occupational

achievement. Wylie’s earlier review of the self-concept literature (Wylie,

1961) was consistent with the positive relationships noted above;

however, Wylie’s recent (1979) review of a much larger number of

studies has not revealed a clear and strong pattern of positive associations

between self-esteem and socioeconomic level.

The conventional wisdom regarding work and self-esteem is that

the former is a major determinant of the latter. While it is commonly

assumed that occupational attainment necessarily affects self-esteem, the

research evidence does not support this assumption totally. Faunce (1989)

argued that the more often we think about our level of occupational

achievement, the greater will be the effect of work-related values on self-

esteem. Then, he suggested the assumption that work necessarily affects

self-esteem should be rejected and directs attention to variables that may

influence this relationship. Thus we must conclude that, although the

empirical evidence to date has not been entirely persuasive, there are

theoretical bases for expecting a positive association between self-esteem

and occupational attainment under specific conditions.

Social Class of Origin and Self-Esteem

The relationship between parental social class and children’s self—

esteem has received less attention. Nevertheless, some studies have found

that individuals of higher socioeconomic status do actually reflect the

more positive image society holds of them (Rosenberg, 1965;
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Coopersmith, 1967; Rosenberg and Pearlin, 1978; Demo and Savin-

Williams, 1983). However, other studies show little or no relationship.

Rosenberg (1967) studied child’s self-esteem and found that there is

a weak, nonsignificant relationship between self-esteem and social class.

He indicated that children in the upper middle class are more likely to

have high esteem and those in the lower middle class low or medium

esteem, but the effects of differing social position are not very striking.

Discussing Rosenberg’s previous study, Coopersmith suggested that

Rosenberg’s study result may be due to the smaller sample size. Two

studies examining this relationship are compared in Rosenberg and

Pearlin’s study, one, a sample of children aged 8-18; the other, a sample

of adults aged 18-65. The results indicate virtually no association for

younger children, a modest association for early adolescents, and a

considerably stronger relationship among adults. They deduced that one

reason social class has little effect on the self-esteem of children is that

children are not yet exposed to the class-related occupational conditions

that help to shape self-esteem; the other reason they suggested is that the

SES of his interpersonal environment is more homogeneous. Demo and

Savin-Williams (1983) reported that the ascribed nature of social class

among young adolescents makes it a weak determinant of their self-

esteem, but that with increasing age socioeconomic position becomes

more meaningful and thus more consequential for self-esteem. They

found that data reveal a stronger association between social class and self-

esteem among eighth grades than among fifth graders.

Some investigations appear to challenge the relationship between

self-concept and socioeconomic status. Zirkel and Moses (1971) argued

that reasons for the inconsistencies seem to be varied and diverse. Some

of these may be attributed to differences in definitions, instruments,
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research designs, age groups, regions, times, and the individuality of

human beings which defies categorization.

In sum, while self-esteem has been found to be an important

psychological state affecting academic achievement in many previous

studies, studies undertaken to investigate the relationship between self-

esteem and work experience show equivocal findings. Some indicate that

self-esteem is positively related to occupational attainment while others

show no relationship. Where a relationship has been found, the causality

seems to be reciprocal. Since these results are not conclusive, a

determination of the impact of self-esteem on occupational attainment

awaits further empirical support.



CHAPTER IV

METHOD

Data Source

The data utilized for this study come from the National Center for

Education Statistics’ High School and Beyond (HSB) six-year longitudinal

study. The base year, first, second, and third follow-up surveys were

conducted in 1980, 1982, 1984, and 1986, respectively. The High School

and Beyond (HSB) survey is a nationally representative, two-stage

probability sample of approximately 30,000 high school sophomores and

28,000 seniors in U.S. public and private high schools 4. Only the senior

cohort’s base year (1980) and third follow-up (1986) data for white male

are used.

The base—year survey employed a two-stage stratified sample design

with schools as the first stage units and students within schools as the

second stage units. There were 1,122 schools selected in relation to their

estimated enrollment and other demographic features from a frame of

24,725 schools in the US. Within each school, 36 seniors were randomly

selected. In schools with fewer than 36 seniors, all eligible students were

selected. Questionnaires and cognitive tests were administered to each

senior student in the HSB sample. Most of the questions in the Senior

Cohort Base Year Questionnaire focused on students’ behavior and

experiences in the secondary school setting. Also included were questions

 

4 For more information concerning HSB, see High School and Beyond 1980

Senior Cohort Third Follow-up (1986) Volume II: Data File User’s Manual.
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about family background, post secondary educational and occupational

aspirations, and personal attitudes and beliefs. There were 28,240 seniors

who actually participated in the base year survey.

All senior students selected for the base year sample had a known,

non-zero chance of being selected for all subsequent follow-up surveys.

The third follow-up sample consists of 11,995 students selected from the

base year probability sample. In the Senior Cohort Third Follow-Up

Questionnaire, respondents were asked to update background information

and to provide information about their work experience, employment

history, and educational attainment. The total number of participants in

the third follow-up survey is 10,536.

Subjects

There are 2,319 white males who participated in both the base and

third follow-up survey. Only those white males who held one full-time

job at the time of the third follow-up survey in 1986 were selected as

subjects for this study. A full-time job is defined as working thirty-five

hours or more per week Thus, those white males who were in military

service, unemployed, or part-time employed are excluded from this

study. As a result, the sample consists of 1,031 white males.

easures

The variables used in this study were measured as follows:

Socioeconomic Status (SE8): The HSB data are rich in measures

involving parental characteristics and family environment. A measure of

socioeconomic status (SES) has been already scaled on the HSB base year

(1980) data tape. The socioeconomic status composite was constructed

from five components: father’s occupation, father’s education, mother’s
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education, family income, and material possessions in the household.

Father and mother’s education include nine categories: ”less than high

school;” ”high school grade;” ”less than 2 years vocational school;” ”2 or

more years vocational school;” ”less than two years college;” ”two or

more years college;” ”four or five years college degree;” ”Master’s

degree;” ”Ph.D., M.D., or advanced degree.” Father’s occupation is

coded by the HSB occupational categoriesS. Family income was reported

in the Base Year Parent Questionnaire. If not available, it was taken

from the Base Year Student Questionnaire. It includes seven categories

which ranged from ”$6,999 or less” to ”$38,000 or more.” With regard

to material possessions in the household, students were asked if they had

 

each of the following home possessions: a place to study, a newspaper, an

encyclopedia, a typewriter, a dishwasher, two or more cars, more than

fifty books, their own room, and a calculator. The composite score is the

simple average of the non-missing components after each component

score has been standardized. This composite measures general family

status, and, perhaps more importantly, it taps the quality of the home

environment available to the respondent.

 

5 The HSB occupational categories are: (l) CLERICAL: banker teller,

bookkeeper, secretary, typist, mail carrier, ticket agent; (2) CRAFTSMAN: baker,

automobile mechanic, machinist, painter, plumber, telephone installer, carpenter;

(3)FARMER, FARMER MANAGER; (4) HOME MAKER OR HOUSEWIFE ONLY;

(5) LABOR: construction worker, car washer, sanitary worker, farm labor; (6)

MANAGER, ADMINISTRATOR: sales manager, office manager, school administrator,

buyer, restaurant manager, government official; (7) MILITARY; (8) OPERATIVE: meat

cutter, assembler, machine operator, welder, taxicab, bus or truck driver; (9)

PROFESSIONAL: accountant, artist, registered nurse, engineer, librarian, writer, social

worker, actor, actress. athlete, politician, but not including school teacher, (10)

PROFESSIONAL: clergyman, dentist, physician, lawyer, scientists, college teacher; (11)

PROPRIETOR OR OWNER: owner of a small business, contractor, restaurant owner;

(12) PROTECTIVE SERVICE: decisive, police officer or guard, sheriff, fire fighter; (13)

SALES: salesperson, advertising or insurance agent, real broker; (14) SCHOOL

TEACHER: elementary or secondary; (15) SERVICE: barber, beautician, practical nurse,

private household worker, janitor, waiter; (16) TECHNICAL: draftsman, medical or

dental technician, computer programmer; (17) NOT WORKING .
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Mental Ability (MA): Mental ability is a weighted composite score

derived from factor analysis of six HSB vocabulary and nonverbal mental

tests: Vocabulary Part I, Vocabulary Part II, Mosaic Comparison Part I,

Mosaic Comparison Part II, Picture-Number and Visualization in Three

Dimensions. The factor score coefficients for the unrotated first principal

factor were used to create an ability factor score for each subject in the

present analysis. The specific measurement of ability used in this study is

developed by Page and Keith (1981) 6.

Self-Esteem (SE): A psychological scale of self-esteem was

constructed on the HSB base year (1980) data tape. The self-esteem is

measured by four items: ”I take a positive attitude toward myself;” ”I

feel I am a person of worth, on an equal plane with others;” ” I am able

to do things as well as most other people;” on the whole, I am satisfied

with myself.” The composite scale is the average of the standardized

scores of the four question items. Although the self-esteem composite is

quite short, there is evidence to support the reliability and validity of the

psychological scale of self-esteem derived from these items. The

Cronbach’s alpha value for the self-esteem scale is .85. (Keith,

Pottebaum, and Eberhart, 1986).

Academic Performance (AP): Academic performance is measured

by respondents’ self-reported grade point average received in high

school. It was divided into the following eight categories: ”mostly A”;

 

6 The HSB senior cohort completed a battery of cognitive tests: Vocabulary (I and

II), Reading Mathematics (1 and II),Picture Number, Mosaic Comparisons (I and II), and

Visualization in Three Dimensions. Using the HSB data, Page and Keith (1981) argued

that the best measure of ”general” ability is to use the ability tests without school effects.

Vocabulary, Reading, and Mathematics tests are considered as the relatively

school-related tests, yet, vocabulary has a special status in intelligence testing. Therefore,

two vocabulary tests are incorporated with the other four mental non-Verbal tests as

measure of general ability. This measurement of ability has been used in several published

studies based on HSB data (Page and Keith, 1981; Roberson, Keith, and Page, 1983;

Keith and Page, 1985; and Keith, Pottebaum and Eberhart, 1986).
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”half A and B”; ”mostly B”; ”half B and C”; ”mostly C”; ”half C and D”;

”mostly D”; and ”below D”. Those categories are coded from eight to

one respectively.

Significant Others’ Influence (SOI): Significant others’ influence is

an unweighted composite score of four questions from the base year

survey: ”what do the following people (father, mother, teacher, and

friends) think you ought to do after high school?” It is coded 1 if

respondent reported college attendance and 0 for other plans for each

question. The score of the composite variable varies from zero to four.

Mycational Aspiration (EDAP): The level of educational

aspiration is measured by the question from the base year survey; ”what

is the lowest schooling you will be satisfied with?” It consists of nine

categories: ”less than high school graduation;” ”high school graduation

only;” ” less than two years vocational school;” ”two years of vocational

II II II II

school;” ”less than two years college; two or greater years college;

finish college;” ”Master’s degree;” and ”Ph.D. or MD.” These categories

are coded from one to nine respectively.

Occupational Aspiration (OCAP): The level of occupational

aspiration is measured by the question from the base year survey: ”what

kind ofjob or occupation will you expect or plan to have when your are

thirty years old?” It was originally coded by the HSB occupational

categories. For the purpose of this study, it was recoded by the mean

Duncan’s SEI score computed for each HSB occupational category.

Educational Attainment (EDAT): Educational attainment is a

composite variable created in the third follow-up survey by searching the

first, second, and third follow-up data to determine the highest level of

education respondent attained. It consists of seven categories: ”less than

high school diploma;” ”high school diploma;” ”license or certificate;”
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”two-three years vocational program degree;” ”four years BA. degree;”

”Master’s degree;” and ”Ph. D. or M. D.” These categories are coded

from one to seven respectively.

Occupational Attainment (OCAT): Occupational attainment is

measured by Duncan’s SE1 score of the job or occupation the respondent

had at the time of the third follow-up survey in 1986 7.

Data Analysis

Path analysis is the statistical technique used in the analysis. The

data are analyzed according to the path model shown in Figure 1, a

recursive, over-identified path model with two exogenous variables. One

of the most important stages in constructing a causal model is the

empirical test of the theoretically postulated relationships. In an over-

identified model, testing is done in two steps: (1) testing for the

significance of postulated paths and (2) testing for the non-significance of

omitted paths. Every direct effect omitted from a model implicitly

asserts that the total association between the causally prior variable and

the dependent one is entirely mediated by other variables in the system.

The procedure of the analysis is: (l) to estimate the path

coefficients and coefficients of determination of the baseline model (the

Wisconsin model without the inclusion of self-esteem), (2) to estimate the

path coefficients and coefficients of determination of the elaborated

model (the status model with the incorporation of self-esteem); (3) to

calculate the direct and indirect effects of independent variables on

dependent variables by path multiplication according to the specification

 

7 The means and standard deviation of the occupational attainment are 44.508 and

24.042 respectively. Thus, it indicated that, among the young men, there was an

adequate variation for this measure.
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of the model with self-esteem; (4) to estimate the fully specified model.

Since the large sample size would result in a higher probability of

rejecting the null hypothesis, the level of significance test is set to .01.



CHAPTER IV

RESULT

The zero-order correlation coefficients, means, and standard

deviations of the nine variables are presented in Table 1. Path

coefficients for the baseline model (SHO) are presented in Figure 5 and

those for the elaborated model in Figure 6. By multiplication of the

hypothesized paths, direct, indirect, and total causal effects (i.e. the sum

of direct and indirect effects) are computed and presented in Table 2.

Standardized regression coefficients of reduced-form and full structural

equations for the elaborated model are displayed in Table 3. Table 3

provides one basis for estimating the extent to which the effects of

socioeconomic background and mental ability on socioeconomic status

attainment are mediated by the intervening variables in the model. The

results of the present analysis are presented as they relate to the baseline

(SHO) and elaborated model. Table 4 compares the path coefficients and

variance explained in the two models.

The Wisconsin Model of Status Attainment

The standardized regression coefficients of the hypothesized paths

of the baseline Wisconsin model (SHO) of status attainment are shown in

Figure 5. An initial comparison between the present results using HSB

data and the result of previous studies (Sewell, Haller, and Portes, 1969;

Sewell, Haller and Ohlendorf, 1970; Sewell and Hauser, 1972, 1975)

indicates a basic similarity in terms of overall structure. All standardized

32
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regression coefficients for the causal model of the baseline model (SHO)

are significant and similar to those of previous studies. Major trends in

the present result are comparable to the results of past studies.
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Figure 5. Standardized path coefficients for the Baseline (SHO) model.

First, earlier research on status attainment identified significant

others’ influence as a pivotal variable. In both the SHP and SHO models

and subsequent replications, significant others’ influence mediated sizable

portions of the effects of parental socioeconomic status and of mental

ability on educational and occupational attainment. In addition,

significant others’ influence had the strongest effects on both educational

and occupational aspirations and a direct effect on educational attainment

(Sewell, Haller, Portes, 1969; Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf, 1970). The

HSB data support previous findings that significant others’ influence is a

crucial factor in the process of aspiration formation and educational

attainment and a major mediator of the effects of parental socioeconomic

status on educational and occupational aspirations, and educational and

occupational attainment.

Second, besides confirming the importance of significant others’

influence, the data also support Wilson and Portes’ (1975) finding of the
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emergent importance of academic performance in the status attainment

process. Wilson and Portes (1975) found that neither educational nor

occupational aspirations are capable of largely mediating the effect of

academic performance on educational attainment. The present results

indicate that academic performance is the major mediator of the effects of

mental ability on aspirations and attainment variables. Furthermore,

academic performance is the most important determinant of educational

attainment in terms of its direct effect on educational attainment (Figure

5).

Third, with regard to the paths which were not hypothesized in the

SHP model, the present findings are consistent with those of the previous

studies in showing that socioeconomic status has an independent direct

effect on educational attainment. Moreover, one unexpected finding is

that academic performance has a significant direct effect on occupational

attainment when all other variables are controlled.

Fourth, using the HSB data, the baseline model (SHO) accounts for

23% of the variance in educational attainment, and 24% of the variance in

occupational attainment, which is similar to that of previous studies

(Sewell, Haller, and Portes, 1969; Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf, 1970).

The Elaborated Model of Status Attainment

The purpose of the present study is to scrutinize the impact of self-

esteem on the process of status attainment. As in most replications of

status attainment models, the model estimated here does not result in any

appreciable increase in explained variance. It does enhance our

understanding of the social psychological process through which parental

socioeconomic status and mental ability affect young white men’s

socioeconomic status attainment. The effects of self-esteem on the
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process of status attainment are presented in detail as they relate to other

attainment antecedents, educational attainment, and occupational

attainment.

Causal Structure Among Attainment Antecedents

Table 1 shows that socioeconomic status and mental ability are

positively correlated with self-esteem. However, when included in the

model of status attainment, neither variable has a significant direct effect

on self-esteem. Mental ability has a sizable direct effect on academic

performance net of self-esteem (Beta=.445). Self-esteem also has a weak

direct effect on academic performance net of mental ability with regard

to the paths which are not hypothesized in the SHO model. The data

indicate that socioeconomic status has no direct effect on academic

performance independent of mental ability and self-esteem (Table 3).

Socioeconomic status, mental ability, and academic performance

are found to have significant direct effects on significant others’

. encouragement of college attendance. In turn, significant others’

influence has the strongest direct effects on educational and occupational

aspirations (Figure 6). Significant others’ influence is the most important

determinant of educational and occupational aspirations in terms of its

direct effects (Table 2). Self-esteem has a positive direct effect on

educational aspirations but a negative direct effect on occupational

aspirations. Academic performance has significant direct effects on

educational and occupational aspirations. Approximately half of the

causal effects of academic performance on aspirations are indirect by

way of significant others’ influence. The elaborated model accounts for

47% of the variance of educational aspiration and 23% of the variance of

occupational aspiration.
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Figure 6. Standardized path coefficients for the elaborated model.

In the elaborated model, about half of the effects of socioeconomic

status and of mental ability on educational and occupational aspirations

are mediated by self-esteem, academic performance, and significant

others’ influence (Table 3). About 45% of the effects of socioeconomic

status on educational and occupational aspirations are mediated by

significant others’ influence and almost none by self-esteem. About half

of the effect of mental ability on educational aspiration is mediated by

significant others’ influence, 30% by academic performance, and 1% by

self-esteem. In sum, the data indicate that self-esteem has very slight

direct effects on educational and occupational aspirations. Note that the

direct effect of self-esteem on occupational aspirations tends to be

negative, but it is not significant. However, significant others’ influence

plays the most important role on both aspirations in this research.

Although the addition of self-esteem does not significantly improve the

explained variance in aspirations, it mediates the effects of socioeconomic

status and mental ability on educational and occupational aspirations.
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Educational Attainment

As shown in Table 1, self-esteem is positively correlated with

educational attainment. When introduced into the status attainment

model, however, self-esteem fails to play the crucial role assigned to it by

the hypothesis. Self-esteem fails to exercise a significant direct effect on

educational attainment net of academic performance, significant others’

influence, and educational aspiration. The effect of self-esteem on

educational attainment is mainly indirect by way of academic

performance. Academic performance is the most influential determinant

of educational attainment in terms of its direct effect in the elaborated

model. The direct effect of academic performance on educational

attainment represents about 63% of the correlation of academic

performance with educational attainment. Significant others’ influence

and educational aspiration are found to have direct effects on education

attainment. The elaborated model accounts for 23% of the variance of

educational attainment. With respect to the paths which are not

hypothesized in the SHO model, the data indicate that parental

socioeconomic status has a significant direct effect on education

attainment when all other variables are controlled.

With the reduced form and fully specified equations, as shown in

Table 3, all intervening variables, as a group, account for about 43% of

the causal effect of socioeconomic status and 88% of the causal effect of

mental ability on educational attainment. Among these intervening

variables, significant others’ influence and academic performance are

major mediators of socioeconomic status and mental ability, respectively.

Self-esteem does not mediate the effect of socioeconomic status and

mental ability on educational attainment.
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Occupational Attainment

Table 1 shows that self-esteem is positively correlated with

occupational attainment. When included in the status attainment model,

self-esteem has no direct effect on occupational attainment.

The data show that educational attainment is the most important

determinant of occupational attainment in terms of its direct effect on

occupational attainment. The direct effect of educational attainment on

occupational attainment represents 85 % of the correlation of educational

attainment with occupational attainment. Occupational aspiration also has

a significant direct effect on occupational attainment. The elaborated

model accounts for 24% of the variance in occupational attainment.

All intervening variables, as a group, mediate about 70% of the

effect of socioeconomic status and 74% of the effect of mental ability on

occupational status attainment. Just as in the case of educational

attainment, academic performance and significant others’ influence are

major intervening variables for mental ability and socioeconomic status,

respectively. Self-esteem almost does not mediate the effect of

socioeconomic status and mental ability on occupational attainment.

In summary, the important findings of the present analysis are the

following: first, the data support previous findings that the effects of

socioeconomic status and mental ability on young men’s socioeconomic

status attainment are largely mediated by the social psychological

mechanisms in the model. Among the intervening variables, significant

others’ influence plays an important role in the process of educational

aspiration formation. Furthermore it is the central mediating variable of

the effect of socioeconomic status on young men’s socioeconomic

achievement. Academic performance is the major mediator of the effect
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of mental ability on young men’s socioeconomic attainment. Educational

attainment is a principal mechanism for occupational attainment.

Second, the data show that while self-esteem has a significant direct

effect on academic performance, it has no direct effects on educational

and occupational attainment. Thus, the manner in which self-esteem

affects the status attainment process is indirect through the other

intervening variables in the model. Moreover, except for its effect on

academic performance, self-esteem does not mediate the effects of

socioeconomic status and mental ability on status attainment. There is

little or no difference between the basic and elaborated models in the path

coefficients between independent and dependent variables (Table 4).

Third, with regard to paths which are not hypothesized in the SHO

model, the data indicate that although socioeconomic status has no effect

on academic performance, it does have a direct effect on educational

attainment when all other variables are controlled.
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Table 4. Standardized pathcoefficient forthe baseline! and the elaborated model

on aspirations and attainmwts.

 

 

 

Dependent Variables

Independent

Variables EDAP OCAP EDAT OCAT

AP .166* .145* .243*

(.167)* (.141)* (.240)*

SOI 595* .403* .167*

(.596)* (.399)* (.165)*

EDAP
.181*

(. 180)*

OCAP 233*

(.233)*

EDAT
.373*

(.373)*

R2 .469 .230 .229 .243

(.469) (.227) (.228) (.241)

 

aStandardized path coefficient ofthe baseline model in parenthesis

*p<.01



CHAPTER V

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Bimini;

Using the HSB data, this study estimates a path model that tests

hypotheses concerning the effects of self-esteem on the status attainment

process. The study extends previous research by incorporating self-

esteem as a social psychological mechanism that mediates the effects of

socioeconomic status and mental ability on aspirations and status

attainment. Furthermore, it provides estimates for the effects of self-

esteem on academic performance, educational and occupational

aspirations, and educational and occupational attainment.

The hypothesis that self-esteem affects academic performance is

supported by the HSB data. However, the hypotheses that self-esteem is

affected by socioeconomic status and mental ability, and that it, in turn,

affects aspirations and status attainment are not supported. The data

indicate that self-esteem mediates a tiny portion of the effects of

socioeconomic status and of mental ability on aspirations and status

attainment, and it does not improve the explained variance of educational

and occupational attainment.

One possible reason that self-esteem fails to have direct effects on

educational and occupational attainment is that an individual’s status

attainment is subject to structural and situational constraints. In other

words, self—esteem is likely to have greater explanatory power in

situations where an individual can move relatively freely within the

47
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system. The findings of this analysis--that socioeconomic status directly

affects educational attainment, and that academic performance directly

affects educational and occupational attainment--suggest that a structural

effect (parental socioeconomic status) and an objective criterion

(academic performance) seem to exercise a substantial amount of effect

on status attainment. These constraints reduce the effects and explanatory

power of self-esteem on the status attainment process.

The data show that parental socioeconomic status has an

independent effect on educational attainment in addition to its indirect

effects through the intervening variables in the model. The direct effect

of socioeconomic status on educational attainment suggests the importance

of actual economic, social, and emotional support net of psychological

influences. A high socioeconomic background provides not only a set of

important interpersonal influences, but also economic support for higher

education. Thus, youth from high socioeconomic status families tend to

obtain higher levels of education than their low socioeconomic status

counterparts, and their advanced education benefits them in the labor

market.

Academic performance is also found to have substantial

independent effects on youths’ educational and occupational attainments.

The results suggest that the importance of academic performance for the

status attainment process does not depend entirely on how the individual

and his significant others interpret it; academic performance is also used

as an objective criterion by the educational and occupational ”gate

keepers” who decide whether youths shall be admitted to a university or

hired for a job. It is plausible that academic performance signifies

”ability to perform occupational roles”; hence, youth could obtain the
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occupational bureaucracies’ favor by providing records of superior

academic performance.

Furthermore, the results show that the effect of academic

performance on educational attainment is mainly direct. In keeping with

Wilson and Portes’ argument, the result reveals that the ”structural”

effect rather than the ”social psychological” effect of academic

performance seems to be dominant in the process of educational and

occupational attainment for the HSB data. Under the constraints imposed

by parental socioeconomic status on educational attainment and by

academic performance on educational and occupational attainment, the

importance of self-esteem in the process of status attainment seems to be

in its psychological effects on academic performance and educational and

occupational aspirations, which lead to status attainment.

The data also confirm previous findings that significant others’

influence is a critical factor in the status attainment process. It plays an

important role in modeling youths’ aspirations, substantially increasing

the variance accounted for in both educational and occupational

aspirations. Moreover, significant others’ influence has a direct effect on

educational attainment; if significant others encourage youth to attend

college, they will be more likely to provide tangible social support as well

as mental and emotional support to help youths complete higher

education.

Conclusion

This study attempted to examine further the social psychological

process of socioeconomic status attainment for white young men. The

study provided a social psychological elaboration of the Wisconsin model

of status attainment by incorporating self-esteem into the model. The
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elaborated model argues that socioeconomic status and mental ability

affect self-esteem and in turn, self-esteem affects academic performance,

educational and occupational aspirations, educational and occupational

attainment. The results indicate that, if self-esteem affects status

attainment at all, its effect is indirect by way of its influence on academic

performance which, in turn, affects educational and occupational

aspirations. Self—esteem, based on this study, does not appear to be an

important social psychological mechanism in the status attainment

process. Self-esteem does not have direct effects on status attainment due,

in part, to the social constraints imposed by socioeconomic status and

academic performance on educational and occupational attainment.

Overall, while the inclusion of self-esteem does not significantly

improve the explained variance of educational and occupational

attainment, self-esteem mediates a small portion of the effect of mental

ability on status attainment. Hence, the analysis helps to understand the

social psychological process of status attainment.

Analysis of the HSB data did not support the hypotheses that self-

esteem has direct effects on white young men’s status attainment and that

it would improve the explanatory power of the model. However, these

findings regarding the effect of self-esteem and the explanatory power of

the elaborated model of status attainment are tentative. Further work

might improve the capacity of the present study to assess the effect of self-

esteem on status attainment, and strengthen the explanatory power of the

social psychological model of status attainment. Some possible directions

for further work are the following: first, the effects of self-esteem on

status attainment could be reduced by structural constraints such as

economic, labor market, and organizational segmentation. For instance,

self-esteem may be a more important factor in occupational attainment in
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core sector and primary labor markets; on the other hand, the effect of

self-esteem on occupational attainment may diminish in the peripheral

sector and secondary labor markets. Therefore, it is important that

further work takes these structural effects into account.

Second, the HSB sample consists of individuals in early adulthood

who experience the transition from school to work. Previous studies

suggested that socioeconomic status should be measured at the time of

maximum status differentiation for a cohort. In contemporary US.

society this would be about age 25 for educational status and perhaps age

35 for occupational prestige (Haller and Portes, 1973). Further work

which uses a more adequate data set is suggested.

Third, past studies which used the status attainment model

suggested that the social psychological model works differently for whites

and blacks. Further work on assessing the effects of self-esteem on status

attainment across etlmic groups is suggested.
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