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This study examines the determinants of personal self-esteem, racial 
self-esteem, and personal efficacy in a 1980 national sample of black 
Americans. The findings show that the three dimensions are inter- 
related and each is anchored in interpersonal relations with family 
and friends. However, the three dimensions are produced by funda- 
mentally different processes. Personal self-esteem is most strongly 
influenced by microsocial relations with family, friends, and com- 
munity, while personal efficacy is generated through experiences in 
social statuses embedded in macrosocial systems of social inequal- 
ity. We conclude that black self-esteem is insulated from systems of 
racial inequality, while personal efficacy is not, and suggest that this 
explains why black Americans have relatively high self-esteem but 
low personal efficacy. The belief that racial discrimination, rather 
than individual failure, accounts for low achievement among blacks 
is irrelevant to personal self-esteem and personal efficacy. In con- 
trast, racial self-esteem is produced by a combination of education, 
interracial contact, and ideological processes. 

Two major dimensions of self-perception known to be positively cor- 
related are self-esteem and personal efficacy. Somewhat surprisingly, 
black Americans have relatively high self-esteem but relatively low per- 
sonal efficacy. There is no widely accepted, empirically supported expla- 
nation for this apparent inconsistency. Most studies in this area have 
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Black Americans 

focused on the issue of racial differences in self-esteem, paying particular 
attention to why black Americans do not generally have lower self-esteem 
than white Americans in spite of the fact that blacks experience low social 
status and economic and social discrimination in American society (see 
Porter and Washington [1979] and Wylie [1979] for reviews of this litera- 
ture). These studies have also generated research questions about the 
processes involved in black self-concept development. In this article, we 
evaluate some of these questions by examining the determinants of black 
self-concept among respondents in a large national probability sample of 
black adults in the United States. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
It is widely acknowledged that global self-esteem consists of two separate 
dimensions, one representing an individual's belief in his or her own 
virtue or moral worth, and the other indicating a sense of competence, 
efficacy, or personal control (Franks and Marolla 1976; Gecas 1982; 
Gecas and Schwalbe 1983).2 Though conceptually distinct, these two 
dimensions are strongly related, so that those with high personal efficacy 
also have high self-esteem (Franks and Marolla 1976; Gecas and 
Schwalbe 1983). Studies comparing blacks with whites have shown that 
if we use whites as a standard, blacks have relatively high self-esteem but 
low personal efficacy. 

Self-Esteem 
Although studies of black self-esteem have concentrated on the issue of 
racial differences (black vs. white), interpretations of these studies have 
yielded arguments concerning the process of self-esteem development 
among blacks. Many empirical studies show that blacks have self-esteem 
equal to or greater than that of whites3 (see, e.g., Gordon 1969; Simmons 
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2 In this article, we will refer to the worth dimension of self-esteem as self-esteem (or as 
personal self-esteem where it must be clearly distinguished from racial self-esteem) and 
the efficacy dimension of self-esteem as personal efficacy. The studies of self-esteem 
cited here use the Rosenberg self-esteem scale or some comparable measure of self- 
worth, unless otherwise noted. As Gecas (1982) has pointed out, Rosenberg's scale 
measures essentially the worth dimension of self-esteem rather than the efficacy dimen- 
sion. 
3 Studies of race and self-esteem exhibit a somewhat contradictory pattern (Wylie 
1979; McCarthy and Yancey 1971; Rosenberg 1979; Porter and Washington 1979), 
with early studies arguing that being black is associated with poor self-esteem and later 
studies suggesting the opposite (for an analysis and debate over the meaning of these 
findings, see Adam [1978] and the commentaries by Simmons [1978] and Pettigrew 
[1978]). 
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et al. 1978; Taylor and Walsh 1979; Rosenberg and Simmons 1972). Such 
findings appear to contradict three accepted theoretical principles of self- 
esteem: reflected appraisals, social comparisons, and self-attribution. 

The principle of reflected appraisals (Cooley 1902; Rosenberg 1979), 
which indicates that a person's self-esteem is a product of how that person 
believes others see him, suggests that persons belonging to low-status 
groups will internalize the negative evaluation of society and as a conse- 
quence have low self-esteem. According to the social comparisons princi- 
ple (Festinger 1954), self-esteem is, in part, a consequence of individuals' 
comparing themselves with others and making positive or negative self- 
evaluations. If blacks experience low levels of social and economic 
achievement in American society and recognize their status in compari- 
son with whites, this should lead to low self-esteem. The principle of self- 
attribution (Bem 1967) indicates that self-esteem results from persons' 
observing their own overt behavior and characteristics, especially suc- 
cesses and failures. This principle suggests that as blacks pursue goals 
valued by the average American but are deterred by discrimination, their 
experience of themselves as failures produces low self-esteem. 

Rosenberg (1981, pp. 604-7; 1979, pp. 157-75), however, argues that 
the straightforward application of these principles to predicting low self- 
esteem for black Americans involves the following erroneous assump- 
tions: (1) the reflected appraisals important to black self-esteem are those 
of the wider, largely white society rather than those of family, friends, 
teachers, and classmates in the black community; (2) blacks use whites as 
the standard in social comparisons; and (3) blacks attribute individual 
responsibility for the low status accorded black people in American soci- 
ety to themselves instead of blaming systematic racial discrimination. 

Reflected appraisals, social comparisons, and black self-esteem.-For 
negative attitudes of whites toward blacks to affect black self-esteem, 
blacks must be aware of these attitudes, accept them, consider them 
significant, and believe them to be personally relevant. Rosenberg (1979, 
pp. 157-70) suggests that in most cases these conditions are not met and 
thus black self-esteem is unaffected by the attitudes of whites. Instead, 
among black and white students, self-esteem is strongly related to the 
reflected appraisals of parents, friends, and teachers (Rosenberg and Sim- 
mons 1972), and these sources of self-esteem are more important for 
blacks than for whites (Hoelter 1982).4 

For similar reasons, comparisons with whites do not contribute 
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4 Further, because people selectively interact with others whom they perceive as hav- 
ing favorable attitudes toward them (Backman and Secord 1959, 1962; Dittes 1959), 
blacks who choose white friends are likely to choose those who hold more racially 
tolerant attitudes, and this should protect self-esteem. 
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significantly to black self-esteem. Rosenberg and Simmons (1972) argue 
that because adolescents compare themselves with others in their own 
immediate interpersonal environments, black high school students, who 
are usually surrounded by other blacks, not whites, tend to compare 
themselves with other blacks. Krause's (1983) study supports this conclu- 
sion, showing that interracial contact among students is irrelevant to 
black self-esteem. 

Studies that support the principles of reflected appraisals and social 
comparisons have used children and adolescents as subjects. However, 
the social contexts in which reflected appraisals and social comparisons 
occur are different for children than they are for adults. For example, 
Rosenberg and Pearlin (1978) demonstrate that during the adult years 
social class has an important influence on self-esteem because reflected 
appraisals and social comparisons are generated in social relations con- 
ditioned by institutional inequality.5 Although whites dominate in social 
class and socioeconomic relations, black adults, particularly those who 
participate in the labor force, may play roles in institutional settings 
where reflected appraisals of the dominant white society and social com- 
parisons with whites may be important for black self-esteem. 

Self-attribution and black self-esteem.-In the late 1960s and early 
1970s sociologists argued that black Americans were keenly aware that 
discrimination and the structure of opportunities were responsible for the 
failure of the average black person to enjoy a life comparable with those 
of typical whites (see, e.g., Gurin et al. 1969). Presumably, this belief 
protected black self-esteem by enabling blacks to attribute blame for 
failure to the social system rather than to themselves as individuals 
(McCarthy and Yancey 1971; Porter and Washington 1979). 

However, there is little empirical support for this mechanism of self- 
esteem enhancement. Taylor and Walsh (1979) found that while blacks 
blamed the system more than whites, controlling for system-blame did 
not affect the relationship between race and self-esteem. More important, 
they found that system-blame was not related to positive self-esteem for 
either blacks or whites and, in fact, was weakly associated with poor self- 
esteem. However, sampling limitations make it unclear how relevant 
these findings are to an understanding of the experience of most blacks. 

Religion and black self-esteem. -Religion has not been mentioned in 
the literature as an important institutional source of self-esteem; most 
discussions focus on family, friendship, school, and work. However, be- 
cause the black church is a central institution in a community that is 
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5 Wylie (1979) has suggested that social class has a weak and inconsistent relationship 
with self-esteem. However, because race is a suppressor variable in the class/self- 
esteem relationship (Rosenberg and Pearlin 1978, p. 55), class may appear to be a 
weak predictor of self-esteem unless race is controlled. 
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isolated from the larger society (Nelsen and Nelson 1975; Blackwell 
1985), the social relationships emanating from the church and associated 
with religion may be an important source of black self-esteem, just as 
they are a source of psychological well-being (Ortega, Crutchfield, and 
Rushing 1983). Mays and Nicholson's ([1933] 1971) empirical study of the 
black church illustrates the role of this institution in generating reflected 
appraisals, social comparisons, and self-attributions that enhance black 
self-esteem. 

The opportunity found in the Negro church to be recognized, and to be 
"somebody," has stimulated the pride and preserved the self-respect of 
many Negroes who would have been entirely beaten by life, and possibly 
completely submerged. Everyone wants to receive recognition and feel that 
he is appreciated. The Negro Church has supplied this need. A truck driver 
of average or more than ordinary qualities becomes the chairman of the 
deacon board. A hotel man of some ability is the superintendent of the 
Sunday church school of a rather important church. A woman who would 
be hardly noticed, socially or otherwise, becomes a leading woman in the 
missionary society.... [Mays and Nicholson 1971, p. 289] 

Summary: Self-esteem.-In sum, the literature suggests the following 
should be true for black adults: (1) quality of relationships with family 
and friends is positively related to self-esteem, (2) social contact with 
whites is generally unimportant to self-esteem, and (3) religious involve- 
ment is an important source of self-esteem. It is unclear how social class 
and system-blame are related to self-esteem. 

Racial Self-Esteem 
Another factor prominently mentioned in the literature as being impor- 
tant in black self-esteem is ethnic pride, or what Porter and Washington 
(1979) call racial self-esteem. While studies done before 1970, most in- 
volving children, consistently reported that blacks generally had low ra- 
cial self-esteem, studies done in the past two decades report an increasing 
tendency for black children to prefer their own racial group (Hraba and 
Grant 1970; Katz and Zalk 1974). This trend suggests a subcultural ex- 
planation for racial self-esteem-that the black-consciousness movement 
socialized black children and young adults into accepting new norms and 
values (Porter and Washington 1979) and identifying more strongly with 
their group (Krystall et al. 1970; Toomer 1975). 

This trend is also consistent with relative-deprivation theory (Pettigrew 
1964, 1967). According to this view, when the rising expectations of 
blacks in the 1950s and 1960s were not fulfilled, feelings of fraternal 
deprivation led to militancy and an associated ideology involving high 
racial self-esteem (Porter and Washington 1979). Empirical studies report 
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that the most militant attitudes and highest ethnic pride are found in 
groups that combine high expectations and awareness of discrimination: 
the young, male, and middle class (Kronus 1971; Sampson and Milam 
1975). 

Though racial self-esteem is clearly important in its own right, most 
investigators predict that as racial self-esteem increases, personal self- 
esteem increases (Porter and Washington 1979, pp. 67-68), although 
estimates of the strength of this relationship vary (Rosenberg and Sim- 
mons 1972; Porter 1971; Gurin and Epps 1975). The most comprehensive 
study is Rosenberg's (1979, pp. 177-90) analysis of children and adoles- 
cents showing that group identification and pride have little bearing on 
personal self-esteem for racial or religious groups in contemporary 
America. This occurs largely because racial or religious identity is not as 
important as other identities. Unfortunately, the correlates of racial self- 
esteem have not been systematically examined among black adults. 

Summary: Racial self-esteem.-In sum, the relatively small body of 
research on racial self-esteem suggests that the following should be true 
among black adults: (1) age and racial self-esteem are inversely related, 
(2) racial self-esteem is related to being male and being middle class, and 
(3) racial self-esteem has a positive relationship with personal self-esteem. 

Personal Efficacy 

Studies of race differences in personal efficacy find that blacks tend to 
score lower than whites (Coleman et al. 1966; Gordon 1969; Hunt and 
Hunt 1977). Evidence from surveys conducted in various years from 1958 
to 1976 indicates that there was no change in the race difference in 
personal efficacy over this 18-year period, which included the civil rights 
movement and improvement in the social status of black Americans 
(Converse et al. 1980, pp. 7-19). As noted above, given that personal 
efficacy and self-esteem are positively correlated, and given that blacks 
have relatively high self-esteem, the fact that blacks have relatively low 
personal efficacy is something of an anomaly. Two possible explanations 
have been prominently mentioned. 

First, personal efficacy and self-esteem may be uncorrelated or only 
weakly related among blacks (Hulbary 1975, p. 113; Crain and Weisman 
1972, p. 81). If this were true, it would suggest that among blacks global 
self-esteem lacks an efficacy component and is largely a function of self- 
worth. 

Second, low personal efficacy (i.e., high external control) among blacks 
may be a psychological reflection of low status resources and a recognition 
of widespread discrimination. "Feelings of external control may thus rep- 
resent not a passive belief in chance or fate but instead system-blame, 
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which indicates a healthy sensitivity to the real world" (Porter and Wash- 
ington 1979, p. 65; see also Hulbary 1975, p. 113). Researchers have 
argued that blaming the system, a reflection of external control, may 
contribute to high personal self-esteem (Pettigrew 1967; Porter and Wash- 
ington 1979), thus explaining why blacks have both relatively high self- 
esteem and relatively low personal efficacy. A serious problem with this 
argument is that personal efficacy is distinguishable from, and unrelated 
to, system-blame (Gurin et al. 1969, pp. 36-41; Hulbary 1975, p. 113), 
which is, in turn, unrelated to self-esteem (Taylor and Walsh 1979). 

Nonetheless, personal efficacy among blacks could be a product of 
social and economic inequality, quite independent of system-blame. 
Gecas and Schwalbe (1983; Gecas 1982; Schwalbe 1985) persuasively 
argue that the experience of effective performance is the most important 
factor in the development of a sense of personal efficacy. Because the 
social contexts that are particularly conducive to efficacious activity are 
institutional in nature-part of the macrostructure of society-indicators 
of an individual's location in that macrostructure (specifically, social class 
and work) should be strong predictors of personal efficacy. 

Summary: Personal efficacy. -The literature suggests that the follow- 
ing should be true among black adults: (1) personal efficacy and self- 
esteem are positively related, and (2) social class is a strong predictor of 
personal efficacy. 

THE PROBLEM 

The literature on self-concept among black Americans offers no unam- 
biguous answer to why blacks have relatively high self-esteem but low 
personal efficacy. A serious problem with previous studies is that their 
data are largely from samples of children and adolescents or restricted 
samples of adults. Because these samples are not representative of black 
adults and because some important variables (e.g., work and social class 
variables) may not have much effect until adulthood, it is unclear how the 
generalizations derived from these samples apply to the adult black popu- 
lation of the United States. 

Our purposes in this study are to evaluate the generalizations presented 
in the summary sections above, using a national sample of black Ameri- 
cans, and to apply our findings about how social processes influence black 
self-perceptions toward understanding why black Americans have rela- 
tively high self-esteem but low personal efficacy. 

We hypothesize that black self-esteem is largely a product of interper- 
sonal relations in the family and community and is not strongly affected 
by dimensions of institutional inequality. This would explain why black 
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self-esteem is relatively high in spite of the fact that blacks experience 
discrimination and low social and economic status. An alternative hy- 
pothesis is that black self-esteem is dependent mostly on racial self-esteem 
or on blaming the system for low socioeconomic achievement. 

We also hypothesize that personal efficacy among blacks is dependent 
on the experience of efficacious activity and is therefore strongly related to 
dimensions of institutional inequality such as occupational prestige, edu- 
cation, and income. Given the history of discrimination against blacks, 
this would explain why blacks have relatively low personal efficacy. The 
competing hypothesis is that personal efficacy is dependent on the degree 
of external control as reflected in perceptions of discrimination (i.e., sys- 
tem-blame). 

DATA AND METHODS 

The Sample 

Data for this study come from the National Survey of Black Americans 
(NSBA) (Jackson and Gurin 1987). Jackson and Gurin (1987, p. i) pro- 
vide the following sampling information: "The NSBA is a national proba- 
bility household survey of 2,107 black Americans, 18 years of age and 
older, conducted in 1979 and 1980.... The 2,107 face to face household 
interviews were conducted by an all black, male and female professional 
interviewing staff, trained and supervised by the Survey Research Cen- 
ter, Institute for Social Research, The University of Michigan." The 
response rate was approximately 69%. The sample contains a "disparity 
in the proportion of women to men and a slight tendency to underrepre- 
sent younger people of both sexes and to overrepresent older women" 
(Jackson and Gurin 1987, p. iv). Other details concerning the data set 
and sampling procedure may be found in Jackson and Gurin (1987, pp. i- 
vii). The small sampling irregularities noted here do not affect the pattern 
of our findings. Analyses run within age and gender categories and those 
produced with a weighting scheme designed to correct for sampling errors 
regarding age and gender are substantively identical with the analyses 
presented below. 

Because the processes responsible for self-concept formation occur over 
time, the optimal design would involve longitudinal data. Unfortunately, 
the NSBA is a cross-sectional study, and the results of our analysis should 
therefore be viewed with some caution. However, readers should also 
note that, with very few exceptions, the literature on self-concept forma- 
tion is based on cross-sectional studies (Demo 1984) and that there are no 
large national samples of black adults from which self-perception data 
have been collected at different points in time. 
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Variables 
Dependent variables. -(a) Self-esteem: Our six-item self-esteem scale 

includes two items from Rosenberg's (1979) self-esteem scale: "I feel that 
I'm a person of worth," and "I feel I do not have much to be proud of." 
Two items are from the self-esteem scale used in the Monitoring the 
Future Project (Bachman and Johnston 1978): "I feel that I can't do 
anything right," and "I feel that my life is not very useful." Two addi- 
tional items were included to form a scale measuring the worth dimension 
of personal self-esteem: "I am a useful person to have around," and "As a 
person I do a good job these days." Four response categories ranging from 
"almost always true" to "never true" were provided for each statement. In 
a factor analysis of all six items, two factors emerge, one of positively 
worded items and the other of negatively worded items. This is typical of 
self-esteem scales that have both positively and negatively worded items 
(Carmines and Zeller 1979, pp. 62-70) and reflects response styles to such 
items. Before summing the scale, we recoded the negative items so that 
all items were in the positive direction. The cx reliability coefficient for 
this scale is .66. 

(b) Personal efficacy: The NSBA asked four questions measuring re- 
spondents' feelings of self-control and confidence in managing their own 
lives. These are the most highly correlated items (Wright 1976, p. 107) in 
a commonly used scale of personal efficacy (see Robinson and Shaver 
[1969, pp. 102-5] for a brief discussion of the scale and its history and 
validity). This scale has four items, each with two responses: (1) "Do you 
think it's better to plan your life a good ways ahead, or would you say life 
is too much a matter of luck to plan ahead very far?" (2) "When you do 
make plans ahead, do you usually get to carry out things the way you 
expected, or do things usually come up to make you change your plans?" 
(3) "Have you usually felt pretty sure your life would work out the way 
you want it to, or have there been times you haven't been sure about it?" 
(4) "Some people feel they can run their lives pretty much the way they 
want to, others feel the problems of life are sometimes too big for them." 
The a reliability coefficient for this scale is .57. Wright (1976) has shown 
that this measure is distinct from political efficacy, personal trust, and 
political trust. Our own analysis (not shown) using the same factor- 
analytic strategy employed by Wright (1976, pp. 105-9) indicates that 
this measure of personal efficacy is empirically distinct from our measure 
of personal self-esteem. 

(c) Racial self-esteem: The operationalization of racial self-esteem is not 
standardized. We operationalize racial self-esteem for blacks as the belief 
that most black people possess positive characteristics and do not possess 
negative characteristics. The measurement amounts to an overall evalua- 
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tion of black people as a group. The question was worded: "How true do 
you think it is that most black people ?" The question was com- 
pleted with the following characteristics: (a) keep trying, (b) love their 
families, (c) are ashamed, (d) are lazy, (e) neglect their families, (f) are 
lying and trifling, (g) are hardworking, (h) do for others, (i) give up easily, 
(j) are weak, (k) are proud of themselves, (1) are honest, (m) are selfish, (n) 
are strong. Responses were coded (1) true, (2) somewhat true, (3) a little 
true, and (4) not true at all. Responses were recoded so that all items were 
in the positive direction. The ot reliability coefficient for this scale is .80. 

Social class and work variables. -(a) Socioeconomic status: As indi- 
cators of the respondent's location in the macrostructure of American 
society, we use years of education, personal income, and occupational 
prestige. The NSBA provides the 1970 census's three-digit occupation 
code. We assigned to each case the NORC and Duncan socioeconomic 
prestige score associated with the three-digit occupation codes (for details, 
see Featherman, Sobel, and Dickens 1975). We then calculated z-scores 
for both measures of occupational prestige and used each respondent's 
average score as his occupational prestige score. Analyses include this 
variable only for persons employed at the time of the interview. 

(b) Job characteristics: Job security, expected mobility, self-perception 
of work quality, and job satisfaction also may have an effect on self- 
perception (Kohn and Schooler 1983; Mortimer and Lorence 1979). For 
employed respondents, we include indicators of the respondent's per- 
ceived chances of losing his job, perceived chances of being promoted, 
and self-rated job satisfaction. We also include an item measuring self- 
rated job performance that was asked of all respondents. 

(c) Employment: As employment itself may contribute to positive self- 
evaluation, we include a dummy variable to distinguish those who have a 
current job from all others (1 = not employed). 

Family, friendships, and religion.-Research indicates that, as is the 
case for children, the quality of family relations is important to self- 
esteem among adults (Demo, Small, and Savin-Williams 1987). Because 
adults spend considerable amounts of time in extrafamilial contexts, how- 
ever, it is also important to examine the nature and quality of their 
informal relationships with friends. The four-item factor-weighted scale 
contains two items assessing the closeness of and satisfaction with family 
relations and two items assessing the quality of family and friendship 
roles.6 Factor analysis extracted a single factor with an eigenvalue of 
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6 An anonymous reviewer of a previous version of this paper raised two related ques- 
tions about the appropriateness of including the two role items "Being a good friend" 
and "Taking care of your family's wants and needs" in the quality of family and 
friendship relations scale. First, although the items concerning closeness and satisfac- 
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1.57, accounting for 39.5% of the variance in the four items. Four re- 
sponse categories were provided for each question (factor loadings are in 
parentheses): (1) "Would you say your family members are very close in 
their feelings to each other, fairly close, not too close, or not close at all?" 
(.530); (2) "How satisfied are you with your family life, that is, the time 
you spend and the things you do with members of your family?" (.695); 
(3) "Given the chances you have had, how well have you done in taking 
care of your family's wants and needs?" (.685); (4) "Given the chances you 
have had, how well have you done at being a good friend?" (.587). 

To measure religious involvement, we combined three items into one 
scale using factor analysis to weight each item. The factor analysis ex- 
tracted a single factor with an eigenvalue of 1.90, accounting for 63.3% 
of the variance in the three items. The items and the factor loadings for 
each item are as follows: (1) "How often do you usually attend religious 
services?" (.804); (2) "How religious would you say you are?" (.781); 
(3) "How often do you read religious books or other religious materials?" 
(.800). 

Ethnicity and racial ideology variables. -(a) System-blame and inter- 
racial contact: Our measure of system-blame is an additive scale of two 
items. Respondents were asked to respond to two questions with two 
possible choices: (1) "In the United States, if black people don't do well in 
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tion with family life may be good measures of the quality of interpersonal relations, the 
two role items may not be and therefore may not belong in the scale. Second, the two 
role items may be measuring the same thing as some items in the self-esteem scale (e.g., 
"I am a useful person to have around"), and thus any relationship found between self- 
esteem and quality of family and friendship may be an artifact of measurement. We 
argue that the two items in question measure the quality of role relationships that are 
particularly important in organizing the interpersonal behaviors that affect self-esteem 
through reflected appraisal and social comparison processes. Empirically, we find that 
when items from both scales are included in the same factor analysis, the four items in 
the quality of family and friendship scale load on a single factor, distinct from the self- 
esteem scale items. We believe that the analyses here that use the four-item quality of 
family and friendship scale provide the best representation possible with these data of 
the effects of close interpersonal relations on self-esteem. We emphasize, however, that 
neither the pattern of findings nor the theoretical implications of the present study are 
dependent on including the two role-quality items, as we have done in our analyses. In 
analyses not presented here, we found the following: (1) when we entered the quality of 
family and friendship items in a set of regressions as separate variables and evaluated 
the effect of different blocks of theoretically relevant variables through the proportion 
of variance each contributed independently to the variance explained, this more cum- 
bersome analysis proved to be substantively identical with that presented below, and 
(2) when we reduced the quality of family and friendship scale to two items by 
eliminating the items about being a good friend and meeting one's family's needs and 
performed regressions analogous to those below, we found the same theoretically 
significant patterns of findings, including significant (P < .001) effects of the reduced 
two-item scale. 



Black Americans 

life it is because: one, they don't work hard to get ahead, or two, they are 
kept back because of their race"; and (2) "In this country, if black people 
do not get a good education or job, it is because: one, they haven't had the 
same chances as whites in this country, or two, they have no one to blame 
but themselves." The correlation between the two items is .370. A high 
score indicates that discrimination (or the system) is blamed. 

The measure of interracial contact indicates the level of involvement 
the respondent has had with white people over his lifetime. Respondents 
were asked to judge the racial composition of eight social settings in their 
lives: (1) grammar or elementary school, (2) junior high school, (3) high 
school, (4) college, (5) neighborhood while growing up, (6) present neigh- 
borhood, (7) church or place of worship usually attended, and (8) present 
workplace, if employed. Responses were coded (1) all blacks, (2) mostly 
blacks, (3) about half blacks, (4) mostly whites, and (5) almost all whites 
and were summed across the seven items. There are considerable missing 
data on these items because many respondents had not been involved in 
all the settings indicated; for example, some grew up in areas where 
junior high schools do not exist. Where appropriate, we replaced missing 
data with data regarding analogous settings from the same life-cycle 
stage. 

(b) Black-consciousness variables: We also include two measures of 
black consciousness: black identity and black separatism. The measure of 
black identity used in the present study was developed by Broman, 
Neighbors, and Jackson (1988) for use in their study of racial group 
identification among black adults. Respondents were asked: "How close 
do you feel in your ideas and feelings about things to black people who are 

?" The kinds of people asked about were (a) poor, (b) religious, 
(c) young, (d) middle class, (e) working class, (f) older, (g) elected officials, 
and (h) professional black people. This question yielded eight items, each 
coded (1) not close at all, (2) not too close, (3) fairly close, (4) very close. 
Scores were averaged for each respondent. The ot reliability coefficient for 
the scale is .82. If responses were missing on three or fewer of the eight 
items, the mean response of the items with valid responses was entered 
for the missing data. Scale scores were then calculated by summing item 
scores for those respondents with sufficient data for inclusion in the analy- 
SiS. 

Regarding black separatism, a number of questions were asked con- 
cerning commitment to African culture and the degree to which blacks 
should confine some of their social relationships to other blacks. Respon- 
dents were asked if they agreed with the following: (1) black children 
should learn an African language, (2) blacks should always vote for black 
candidates when possible, (3) black women should not date white men, 
(4) black people should shop in black-owned shops whenever possible, 
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(5) black men should not date white women, (6) black parents should give 
their children African names. Four responses were possible, ranging from 
"strongly disagree" to "strongly agree." Since the two questions on dating 
were very strongly correlated, they were combined into a single item by 
averaging the responses on these two. The resulting five items were av- 
eraged for each respondent. In a factor analysis these items load strongly 
on a single factor and yield an ot reliability coefficient of .61. If responses 
were missing on two or fewer of the five items, the mean response on the 
items with valid responses for each respondent was entered for the miss- 
ing data. 

Control variables. -Age and gender are included as control variables 
in the analyses that appear below because some of the independent vari- 
ables, particularly social class and work variables, are related to both age 
and gender. 

FINDINGS 

Regression analysis was used to evaluate the relative effects of various 
determinants of racial self-esteem, personal efficacy, and personal self- 
esteem. A complete matrix of means, standard deviations, and correla- 
tions among variables is presented in the Appendix. 

Racial Self-Esteem 

In table 1 we present zero-order correlations and regression analyses for 
racial self-esteem for all respondents and for those currently employed. 
Separate analyses are presented because some of the theoretically 
significant independent variables (i.e., occupational prestige of current 
job, chances of losing one's job, chances of being promoted, and job 
satisfaction) are relevant only for those who are currently employed. The 
first regression analysis includes all predictor variables, and a second 
regression analysis includes only variables that are significant at .05 or 
less in the original regression analysis. Not surprisingly, the most impor- 
tant predictors of racial self-esteem are the ethnicity and racial ideology 
variables. System-blame, black identity, black separatism, and interra- 
cial contact are all positively, and significantly, related to racial self- 
esteem in both regression analyses. Quality of family and friendship rela- 
tions is significant in the analysis for all respondents, occupational 
prestige is significant among the employed, and education is significant in 
both analyses. 

In sum, racial self-esteem is enhanced by black consciousness: system- 
blame, black identity, and black separatism. Also important are contact 
with whites, positive relationships with family and friends, education, 
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and occupational prestige. Though significant, the social class variables 
are not as strong as racial ideology variables. Religious involvement, age, 
gender, employment, and job characteristics have no independent rela- 
tionships with racial self-esteem. 

Personal Efficacy 

Table 2 contains the analyses for personal efficacy. In the multiple regres- 
sion analyses, the significant predictors among all respondents are educa- 
tion, personal income, quality of family and friendship relations, gender, 
and age. The same general pattern holds for the employed, for whom 
occupational prestige and self-rating of job performance are also 
significant, but gender is not. 

Taken together, the measures of socioeconomic status are the most 
important predictors of personal efficacy relative to other variables. In 
the regression analyses, the ethnicity and racial ideology variables, reli- 
gious involvement, and job characteristics are unrelated to personal 
efficacy. Overall, the findings indicate that higher socioeconomic status, 
better-quality relations with family and friends, being male, and being 
older are related to a greater sense of efficacy. When we add racial self- 
esteem to the analyses as an independent variable, we find that it is a 
significant predictor of personal efficacy and that its inclusion does not 
change the pattern of the findings. 

Self-Esteem 

Regression analyses for personal self-esteem are in table 3. Consistent 
with our predictions, the strongest influences on self-esteem among all 
respondents and among the currently employed are quality of family and 
friendship relations and religious involvement. Weaker but significant 
predictors for all respondents are education, personal income, self-rating 
of job performance, employment status, and being male. Among those 
currently employed, the only social class or work variable to exert a 
significant influence is self-rated job performance. 

When we add racial self-esteem to the analysis, we find that it is a 
statistically significant predictor, and its inclusion does not change the 
pattern of findings. When we include personal efficacy in the analysis of 
all respondents, education and self-rated job performance become 
nonsignificant, but quality of family and friendship relations and religious 
involvement remain strong. In both analyses, personal efficacy is strongly 
related to self-esteem, even with controls for other important variables. 

Notably, though black identity has a significant zero-order relationship 
with self-esteem, this correlation disappears in the regression analysis. 
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This happens because the correlations between black identity and reli- 
gious involvement (.344) and between black identity and quality of family 
and friendship relations (.354) are substantial. Regressing self-esteem on 
religious involvement, quality of family and friendship relations, and 
black identity (analysis not shown), we found that the standardized re- 
gression coefficient for black identity reduced to -.009, or essentially no 
effect. We conclude that religious involvement and quality of family and 
friendship relations produce both strong black identity and high self- 
esteem and that this explains the zero-order relationship between black 
identity and self-esteem. 

Interaction of System-Blame and Social Class 

Because of recent evidence indicating that the psychological centrality of 
social class for self-esteem increases with age (Demo and Savin-Williams 
1983; Rosenberg and Pearlin 1978), we were surprised by the weak rela- 
tionship between social class variables and self-esteem among black 
American adults, particularly among the currently employed. One plausi- 
ble explanation for these findings is that black people may generally 
attribute individual success and failure to a discriminatory system beyond 
their control, thereby rendering social class irrelevant to black self- 
esteem. While our findings indicate that system-blame itself is not related 
to self-esteem, it may statistically interact with social class. For those who 
blame the system, social class should not be psychologically central to 
self-esteem and thus should be unrelated or even negatively related to 
self-esteem. For those who attribute responsibility to individuals, how- 
ever, social class should be psychologically central to self-esteem, reflect 
success or failure in life, and thus be positively related to self-esteem. 

To test this hypothesis, we constructed an interaction term by multiply- 
ing a socioeconomic-status index (a weighted index of education, personal 
income, and occupational prestige) by a dummy variable indicating indi- 
vidual versus system-blame (1 = blamed the system on either of the two 
variables in the system-blame index, and 0 = blamed the individual). 
The system-blame dummy variable, the socioeconomic-status index, and 
this interaction term were entered in a regression analysis predicting self- 
esteem (results not shown). Other variables in the equation were quality 
of family and friendship relations, religious involvement, self-rated job 
performance, age, and gender. The regression coefficient for the interac- 
tion term was neither significant (at .05 or less) nor in the direction 
suggested above. Social class, we conclude, is not psychologically central 
to self-esteem among blacks, not even among those who believe that 
achievement is due to individual efforts. 
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DISCUSSION 
Our findings have a number of implications for theoretical discussions 
and research on self-concept formation among black Americans. 

Principles of Self-Esteem 

In theoretical terms, our findings strongly support two of Rosenberg's 
hypotheses (1979, pp. 157-75; 1981, pp. 604-7) concerning the applica- 
tion of self-esteem principles to black Americans. First, that the family/ 
friendship and religious-involvement variables are strong predictors of 
self-esteem and social class and work variables are weak ones indicates 
that the reflected appraisals important to black self-esteem are those of 
family, friends, and community members, not those of the wider world of 
institutional inequality dominated by whites. The importance of religion 
also provides strong empirical support for the positive influence of the 
black church postulated by Mays and Nicholson (1971) and Nelsen and 
Nelsen (1975). Second, consistent with Krause (1983), we found that 
interracial contact is not related to black self-esteem, supporting the idea 
that social comparisons with whites are not relevant to black self-esteem. 

We found no support for the hypothesis that high black self-esteem is 
due to blaming discrimination for low socioeconomic achievement. This 
finding corroborates Taylor and Walsh (1979) and is particularly impor- 
tant given the widespread assumption that system-blaming leads to a 
more positive self-image among blacks (Myrdal 1944, p. 759; McCarthy 
and Yancey 1971, pp. 667-68; Porter and Washington 1979; Rosenberg 
1981, p. 601; Shingles 1981, p. 78). We interpret these findings as indicat- 
ing that system-blame represents a political belief concerning discrimina- 
tion and individual responsibility that is not internalized in a way that is 
relevant for self-esteem. 

Psychological Centrality of Social Class 
Social class, shown by Rosenberg and Pearlin (1978) to be psychologically 
central to self-esteem for white male adults, appears not to be psychologi- 
cally central to self-esteem among black adults. The socioeconomic status 
and work variables have weak or nonexistent relationships with self- 
esteem among blacks. When we examined the interaction between sys- 
tem-blame and socioeconomic status, we found no evidence that socioeco- 
nomic status had any relationship to self-esteem among those who believe 
that individual failure (and, by implication, success) is attributable to 
efforts of individuals. However, our analyses do not indicate that socio- 
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economic status is irrelevant to black self-esteem. The weak but 
significant effect of education on self-esteem disappears when we enter 
personal efficacy. This occurs, we argue, because education produces 
greater personal efficacy, which is strongly related to self-esteem, not 
because it provides an intrinsic sense of self-worth. 

In 1971, McCarthy and Yancey hypothesized that social class would 
have a weaker relationship with self-esteem among blacks than among 
whites (pp. 666, 668). Their argument was that middle-class blacks tend 
to accept white achievement values and therefore blame themselves for 
failures, while lower-class blacks can blame discrimination. Taken to- 
gether, our finding that social class is not related to self-esteem among 
black adults and Rosenberg and Pearlin's (1978) finding of a significant 
relationship for white adult males provide some support for McCarthy 
and Yancey's hypothesis. However, the fact that system-blame is irrele- 
vant in predicting self-esteem casts doubt on McCarthy and Yancey's 
explanation. Instead, we argue that the history of discrimination has had 
widespread effects throughout the entire black population, affecting the 
unconscious selection of dimensions on which self-esteem is based. 

Historically, high levels of unemployment and racial discrimination 
have meant that the institutionalized work roles available to blacks have 
not been particularly stable. If it is true, as Zurcher (1977) argues, that 
when institutionalized roles are unstable they are less reliable sources of 
self-definition, then it is reasonable that social class and work would not 
be psychologically central to self-esteem among blacks. Studies have 
demonstrated that social roles that are not conducive to self-esteem are 
selectively devalued (Rosenberg 1979) and that "people gravitate toward 
opportunity structures that offer support for their self-conceptions" 
(Swann 1983, p. 36). Rather than being dependent on high socioeconomic 
attainment for a strong sense of self-worth, black self-esteem is anchored 
in interpersonal relations with extended families, friends, and church- 
based social networks. If there are sharp declines in racial discrimination 
in employment and in the perceptions among black people that these 
disadvantages exist, then social class and work should become more im- 
portant for black self-esteem. 

Racial Self-Esteem 

Our analysis of racial self-esteem contradicts the subcultural explanation 
that young blacks identify more closely with their ethnic group (Krystall 
et al. 1970; Toomer 1975). Apparently, recent socialization practices are 
no more or less effective than earlier practices in teaching group pride 
among blacks. 

Not surprisingly, racial ideology variables that reflect cultural pro- 
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cesses internal to the black community are the most important predictors 
of racial self-esteem. Quality of family and friendship relations also has a 
modest effect. However, racial self-esteem is not determined entirely by 
intraethnic, in-group processes. The effects of education and contact with 
whites suggest that integration into the wider society leads blacks to 
appreciate characteristics of their own ethnic group. If we assume that 
education and interracial contact lead to high achievement expectations, 
our findings support the relative-deprivation explanation proposed by 
Porter and Washington (1979, p. 58). Those with the highest racial self- 
esteem are those who combine high expectations with ethnic identity and 
the understanding that black achievement in the wider society has been 
blocked by racial discrimination. 

Racial self-esteem is a significant predictor of both personal efficacy 
and self-esteem. Although other variables are more important, this 
finding supports Porter and Washington's (1979) position that, for black 
Americans, group pride is an important factor in self-perception. 

Personal Efficacy 

Personal efficacy is not associated with the belief that one's fate is con- 
trolled by a system that discriminates on the basis of race. Instead it is a 
product of one's location in the social order. These findings suggest, 
contrary to much recent speculation, that institutional inequality has 
important effects on black self-perceptions. Specifically, although social 
class is largely unrelated to personal self-esteem, inequality strongly in- 
fluences personal efficacy by depriving blacks of opportunities that would 
enable them to feel efficacious (Franks and Marolla 1976).7 We interpret 
the strong association between social class variables and personal efficacy 
as support for Gecas and Schwalbe's (1983) hypothesis that the experience 
of effective performance is the most important factor in the development 
of personal efficacy. Discrimination in institutional life has largely rele- 
gated blacks to subordinate positions and excluded them from positions of 
power, resources, and contexts of action that afford individuals the best 
opportunities to experience themselves as powerful and autonomous. 
This is compelling support for Adam's (1978) assertion that "the effects of 
a racist social structure" have not simply faded away (p. 49). Informal 
family, friendship, and community social relations also are significantly 
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efficacy influences educational and occupational attainment. Although the magnitude 
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personality (House 1981; Kohn and Schooler 1983), the bidirectional quality of the 
processes must be recognized and provides an important focus for future research. 
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related to personal efficacy but are less important than institutional in- 
equality. 

CONCLUSION 
This study underscores the importance of researching black self-concept 
in a multidimensional framework. Racial self-esteem, personal efficacy, 
and personal self-esteem are interrelated, and, although each dimension 
is firmly anchored in the quality of relations with family and friends, the 
three dimensions are largely generated through different micro- and mac- 
rosocial processes that vary in their relations to institutional inequality. 
Personal self-esteem is generated in microprocesses in the black commu- 
nity that are insulated from institutional inequality. Racial self-esteem is 
partly generated by cultural and interpersonal processes internal to the 
black community, but it is also promoted by institutional inequality 
through education, interracial contact, and the perception that discrimi- 
nation impedes the achievement of black people. Personal efficacy, pro- 
duced by the personal experience of efficacious activity, is strongly af- 
fected by one's location in the macro-order of institutional inequality. The 
formal and informal processes of discrimination that exclude black people 
from positions of power and authority in American society also impair the 
development of personal efficacy. 

Our findings strongly suggest that the apparent anomaly of high self- 
esteem coexisting with low personal efficacy among black Americans is 
understandable when we take account of the fact that inequality has little 
effect on black self-esteem but is an important determinant of personal 
efficacy. Perhaps it is time we turned away from the issue of self-esteem 
among black Americans and focused instead on personal efficacy, the 
social-psychological characteristic most affected by racial inequality in 
this society. 
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APPENDIX 
TABLE Al 

CORRELATIONS, MEANS, AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS 

1 2 3 4 

1. Education .................... 1.000 .586*** .350*** -.031 
2. Occupational prestige .......... 1.000 .347*** -.034 
3. Personal income ....... ....... .382*** ... 1.000 -.082** 
4. Likely lose job ........ ........ ... ... 1.000 
5. Promotion chances (low) ....... ... ... ... ... 
6. Job performance ........... . -.029 ... .078*** ... 
7. Job satisfaction ............... .. ... ... 
8. Employment status 

(not employed) ......... ....... -.316*** ... -.406*** 
9. Family and friendship ......... 128** ... -.011 ... 

10. Religious involvement ......... .122*** .. . -.114*** ... 
11. System-blame ........ ........ .019 .. . .021 ... 
12. Interracial contact ....... ...... .360*** ... .242*** ... 
13. Black identity ........ ........ - .2 70*** . . . - . 154*** 
14. Black separatism ....... ....... - .242*** .. . - . 114*** ... 
15. Gender (female) ............... .016 ... -.335*** ... 
16. Age ......................... -.489*** ... . -.054*** 
17. Racial self-esteem ............. .073** ... . .098*** ... 
18. Personal efficacy .............. .152*** .. . .211*** ... 
19. Personal self-esteem ...... ..... .065** ... . 119*** ... 

Mean .......................... 11.048 ... 8,046.92 ... 
SD .......................... 3.344 ... 7,376.65 ... 

TABLE Al (Continued) 

12 13 14 15 

1. Education .................... .302*** -.274*** -.212*** .070* 
2. Occupational prestige .......... .254*** - .181*** - .160*** .072* 
3. Personal income ........ ....... .233*** -.158*** -.104*** -.313*** 
4. Likely lose job ........ ........ .004 -.007 .025 -.045 
5. Promotion chances (low) ....... -.067* -.005 .033 .070* 
6. Job performance ....... ....... -.069* .204*** .002 .027 
7. Job satisfaction ........ ....... -.055 .207*** -.007 .043 
8. Employment status 

(not employed) ................ ... ... ... 
9. Family and friendship ......... -.125*** .328*** .097** .056 

10. Religious involvement .......... . 101** .347*** .045 .195*** 
11. System-blame ......... ........ - .023 - .022 .112*** - .039 
12. Interracial contact ....... ...... 1.000 -.258*** -.216*** -.001 
13. Black identity ......... ........ -.237*** 1.000 .259*** -.005 
14. Black separatism ....... ....... -.210*** .287*** 1.000 -.060* 
15. Gender (female) ........ ....... -.051* -.014 -.039 1.000 
16. Age ......................... -.286*** .288*** .161*** -.010 
17. Racial self-esteem ....... ...... .092*** .120*** .103*** -.033 
18. Personal efficacy ....... ....... .073** .000 .013 -.098*** 
19. Personal self-esteem ........... .005 .141*** .051* -.032 

Mean .......................... 1.927 3.358 2.971 .617 
SD .......................... .720 .501 .714 .486 

NOTE.-Data presented below the diagonal are for all respondents (N = 1,609); those above the 
diagnonal are for currently employed respondents (N = 847). Missing data were deleted listwise. 

*p s .05. 
**p s .01. 
***p s .001. 
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5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

150*** - .019 - .136*** . . . - .123*** - .051 .057* 
-.210*** .068* .018 . . . - .063* - .010 .059* 
-. 149*** - .004 .013 . . . - .035 - .078* .064* 

.102*** - .118*** - .206*** . . . - . 158*** - .067* .036 
1.000 - . 105*** - .261*** . . . - .086** - .048 .065* 

* ... 1.000 .220*** .. .* 455*** .136*** - .003 
* ... -. . . 1.000 . . . .261*** .150*** - .073* 
* . . -.088*** . . . 1.000 . . . . . . . 

... .373*** ... .017 1.000 .206*** -.008 
190*** . . . .037 .266*** 1.000 .018 

-.011 .. . .021 -.011 -.002 1.000 
. . . - .083*** . . . - . 184*** - . 148*** - . 156*** - .019 

.178*** . . . .049* .354*** .344*** .026 
. . . .037 .. . .082*** .1 14*** .067** .129*** 
.. . - .009 ... . 156*** .049* .208*** - .042* 

.185*** .. . .215*** .264*** .372*** .047* 

.046* . . . - .068** .124*** .022 .161*** 
. . . .097*** ... - .076*** .146*** .063** .030 

199*** .. . - . 141*** .326*** .214*** - .010 

. . . 4.620 . . . .405 - .009 .001 1.191 
.640 .. . .491 .980 .983 .810 

16 17 18 19 Mean SD 

-.338*** .134*** .263*** .041 11.968 2.799 
-. 158*** .142*** .258*** .062* .186 .995 

.098** .097** .238*** .056 10,713.11 7,697.65 
-.088** - .076* - .081** - . 104*** 1.834 .939 

.163*** - .020 - .097** - .059* 2.582 1.161 

.150*** .092** .126*** .228*** 4.649 .52 7 

.252*** - .021 .005 .104*** 3.168 .834 

.22 1*** .099** .084** .292*** - .036 .946 

.295*** .028 .032 .228*** - .033 .995 

.047 .183*** .053 .024 1.175 .818 
- . 183*** .086** .108*** - .018 2.025 .690 

.313*** .1 12*** -.047 .137*** 3.331 .483 

.103*** . 105*** - .022 .051 2.906 .680 

.019 .015 - .054 -.002 .549 .498 
1.000 .011 .051 .099** 38.615 13.747 
.012 1.000 .189*** .178*** 3.081 .435 
.093*** .158*** 1.000 .279*** 4.076 2.555 
.076*** .180*** .298*** 1.000 21.496 2.317 

41.973 3.055 3.935 21.177 
17.360 .442 2.557 2.534 
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