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Abstract

The purposc of the present study was to investigate differences in cognitive -
patterns associated with level of self-esteem. Recent research in attributional
processes demonstrated a number of biases that differentiate high from laow self-
esteem individuals. Relative to low self-esteem, high self-esteem individuals
approach achievement tasks with higher expectations, persist longer in the face
of failure, and utilize selF—serving attributional patterns in identifying the
causes of success and failure. Based on the determinent role these cognitive
patterns play in achievement behavior and psychological adjustment it is wideE{held
that self percepts consist a self-fulfilling prophecy; a prophecy that leads to

its own confirmation.

In addition to the role of expectations and causal attributions in confirming
self-evaluations, it was assumed in this study that one of the cognitive - -
distorkors through which individuals preserve their level of self-esteem is through
frequency perception of success. It is furtherassumed that frequency perception
of success actually mediates the relationship between attributional styles and

self-esteem.

An examination of the relationshib between frequency perception and self-
esteem entailed a multiple trial experimental session that provides predetermined
numbers of successes and failures . Accordingly, it was predicted that under
conditions of high /medium/Low experimentally controlled success-subjects high
in self-esteem relative to low self - esteem Stﬂ:jectfs will: (1) approach the
experimental task with higher expectations; (2) perceive they attained greater
number of succeses, and (3) ubtilize self- serving attributional style through
which they internalize positive outcomes and externalize negative ones, attribute

the former to stable factors, and the latter to unstable factors.

A self - esteem measure was constructed for the purpase of investigating these
hypostheses. The upper third and the lower third frem an inilially large sample of
high school females were selected and provided two extreme self-esteem groups.
Subjects were led to work on a word construction task consisted of 20 words. Ss
warked on the task under three different success conditions: High /Medinum/ and
low, in which they either succeeded on75% y 20% , or 25% of the trials respectively.
Data on expectencies, perceived success, attributions, actual performance and

enjoyment were collected.
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-
Anova

A 2(high / low self-esteem) x 3 (high/medium/low success)rag;;-;ohducted on each
dependent. measure. As predicted the results showed that high sell -estcem subjects
approached the task with higher expectations for success relatative to low self-
esteem subjects Further, the results revealed that the former group attributed
their performance Lo ability (an internal foclor) and to stable factors more than
the the latter group. ' -igniticant differences between the
two self-esteem groups were found on the performance and enjoyment measures
indicating thét high self-esteem subjects performed better and enjoyed working on
the task more . No significant differences were found between the two self-esteem
groups on the perceived success measure; yet correlational data revealed that
perceived success correlated signiticantly with ability attributions indicanting
that subjects who tend te attribute their performance to ability perecived they

achieved greater success than subjects who ascribed their performance to factors

other than ability. The correlational data over all delineate the central rale of

ability attributions in the interrelations among the variables measured in this

study and found to be associated with self-esteem.

These findings were discussed in relation to the findings on learned help-
lesness and the relevance it bear on classraom and counseling practices. Un the
bases of the present findings and the results of the research in the field it was
contended that attempts at breaking the vicious cycle of low self-esteem should

deal with causal perceptions as a starting point.
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