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Gender differences in self-esteem and aggression

Abstract

Young people in care are known to have high levels of aggressive behaviors and high
levels of self-esteem, and these difficulties continue into adult life. Previous research
has suggested that there is a relationship between self-esteem and aggression, although
the nature of this relationship is unclear and possible differences due to gender have
rarely been explored. Therefore, the relationships between different forms of self-
esteem (global self-esteem, social rank, social fit, and attractiveness) and aggression
were investigated in a sample of young care-leavers. For men, high levels of social rank
and high levels of attractiveness were predictive of aggression, whereas for women low
levels of perceived social inclusion and low levels of attractiveness were predictive of
aggression. These findings suggest that there are significant gender differences in the
relationship between self-esteem and aggression in care-leavers and that using domain-
specific measures of self-esteem provides a richer understanding of these relationships.

They also suggest that a more targeted approach to intervention is needed.
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Introduction

Many risk factors associated with aggression are particularly common among young
people in care, for example hyperactivity in childhood, substance abuse, low socioeconomic
status, childhood neglect, trauma, early attachment difficulties and parental violence
(McCann, James, Wilson, & Dunn, 1996; Meltzer, Corbin, Gatward, Goodman, & Ford,
2003). In a report describing a mental health service for young people in care Arcelus,
Bellerby and Vostanis (1999) found that aggressive behavior was one of the main reasons for
referral to the service, and Stanley, Riordan and Alaszewski (2005) found that anger and
aggression were frequently identified mental health problems. There is evidence that
aggression (feelings of anger or antipathy resulting in hostile or violent behavior) and
conduct disorders (mental disorders diagnosed due to a repetitive and persistent pattern of
antisocial behaviors) in childhood are predictive of aggression in adulthood (Copeland,
Miller-Johnson, Keeler, Angold, & Costello, 2007; Loeber & Hay, 1997). Hence, a clear
understanding of the reasons behind the aggressive behavior of those in care is essential in

order to support them effectively them and improve their prospects.

Stanley et al. (2005) found that low self-esteem was a frequently identified mental
health problem in looked after children. Rees (2006) notes that low self-esteem is common
among looked after children and relates this to a history of poor attachments. However, it
should be noted that these studies did not used formal measures of self-esteem, and, in
contrast, a study which did use a formal self-esteem measure found that most looked after
children in their study had ‘well preserved global self-esteem’ (Blower, Addo, Hodgson,
Lamington, & Towlson, 2004) see also (Legault, Anawati, & Flynn, 2006; Lyman & Bird,

1996).
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The problem of low self-esteem in looked-after children may, in turn, have
implications for levels of aggression. There is increasing evidence to suggest that there is a
relationship between self-esteem and aggression. Baumeister and colleagues are advocates of
the “threatened egotism hypothesis”, whereby aggression is viewed as “a means of defending
a highly favourable view of self against someone who seeks to undermine or discredit that
view” (Baumeister, Bushman, & Campbell, 2000; p. 26). Although a number of studies have
found evidence to support this hypothesis (e.g., Bushman & Baumeister, 1998), a systematic
review (Walker & Bright, 2009) reported that the majority of studies found that low, rather
than high, self-esteem was related to aggression, and there are yet more studies that present
mixed evidence (Ostrowsky, 2010; Walker & Bright, 2009). Possible explanations for these
inconsistencies include the use of global rather than domain-specific measures of self-esteem,
the failure to consider the impact of gender, possible differences between clinical and non-
clinical populations (Ostrowsky, 2010)) and the failure to distinguish between different types

of aggression (Salmivalli, 2001)

The majority of studies examining the relationship between self-esteem and
aggression have treated self-esteem as a single global construct. However, it has been argued
that it would be better understood as a multi-dimensional construct (Kirkpatrick & Ellis,
2001). The sociometer theory (Leary, Terdal, Tambor, & Downs, 1995) proposes that self-
esteem acts as a barometer to measure social inclusion (the degree to which an individual is
valued or accepted by others) which motivates individuals to take corrective action should the
level of acceptance fall too low. Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) argue that there are multiple
sociometers, as different types of relationship (e.g., mateships, coalitions, and familial
networks) present different types of problems and place value on different attributes. They
also note that not all relationships are cooperative, and that there is frequently competition for

mates, status and resources within social networks. They suggest that further sociometers are
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required to monitor individuals’ self-perceptions of dominance, status and attractiveness
relative to their competitors, and that sociometers evolved not just to trigger corrective action
to restore social inclusion, but also to activate various other short and long term
psychological and behavioral processes (including aggression) designed to solve the
particular type of problem presented. They hypothesize that an individual’s perception of
their relative standing in terms of desirability as a mate and social status is most likely to
predict aggression, with individuals who perceive themselves as having higher standing being
more likely to aggress in order to maintain their status. In contrast, greater perceived social
inclusion is likely to be associated with reduced aggression, as aggression towards coalition
members is likely to have a significant cost. The authors suggest that measures of global self-
esteem fail to consistently predict aggression because of the differential relationships between

aggression and different domains of self-esteem.

Kirkpatrick, Waugh, Valencia and Webster (2002) gave students the opportunity to
aggress (by administering hot sauce) against the evaluator of an essay they had written, and
found that superiority was positively, and social inclusion negatively, associated with
aggression, but that there was no relationship between mate value and aggression. When the
context was manipulated to simulate a mating competition, mate value was positively related
to aggression but there was no relationship between superiority or social inclusion and
aggression. Webster and Kirkpatrick (2006) found that mate value was positively, and global
self-esteem negatively, associated with aggression. Johnson, Burk and Kirkpatrick (2007)
found that perceived dominance, but not global self-esteem, was positively associated with
self-reported aggression in a sample of students, and Archer and Thanzami (2009) found that
young Indian males who viewed themselves as more attractive reported higher levels of

aggression.



Gender differences in self-esteem and aggression

There is considerable evidence of gender differences in levels of self-esteem and in
levels of aggression (e.g., Archer, 2004; Gentile et al., 2009; Kling, Hyde, Showers, &
Buswell, 1999). However, potential gender differences in the relationship between self-
esteem and aggression have received relatively little attention (Ostrowsky, 2010), and there
has been an assumption that violent men and women “conform to similar patterns”
(Baumeister, et al., 2000; p. 26). In the few studies that have reported gender differences in
the relationship between self-esteem and aggression the effect appears to be relatively small,
and the results are conflicting. Von Collani and Werner (2005) found that the relationship
between low global self-esteem and self-reported aggression was significantly stronger for
women than for men. Webster (2006) found that global self-esteem was negatively, and
narcissism positively, associated with self-reported aggression in male and female students.
Webster and colleagues (Webster, Kirkpatrick, Nezlek, Smith, & Paddock, 2007) found that
either low global self-esteem or high self-esteem instability was related to attitudinal
aggression in men, but that a combination of both these factors was related to attitudinal
aggression in women. In a study of 12 year olds, Diamantopoulou et al. (2008) found that
exaggerated (relative to peer ratings) self-evaluations of social competence were more
strongly related to aggression in boys than in girls. As Ostrowsky (2010; p. 74) notes, there
is a need to “disentangle the gender dynamics surrounding the relation between self-esteem

and violent behavior”.

This present study explores the relationships between both global and domain-specific
measures of self-esteem and aggression, together with the effect of gender on these
relationships. As it is possible that self-esteem relates to different forms of aggression in
different ways (Salmivalli, 2001) the present study differentiates between proactive and
reactive aggression (Raine et al.,, 2006). Proactive aggression is goal-driven and often

involves planning, whereas reactive aggression is done without any clear goal and in reaction



Gender differences in self-esteem and aggression

to events such as threats or frustration. Based on the findings of Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001)
and the findings related to gender (Diamantopoulou, et al., 2008), we hypothesised that social
inclusion would be negatively related to aggression and that this effect would be most
apparent in women, whereas social rank would be positively associated with aggression and

that this would be strongest for men

Method
Participants
Our main aim was to examine gender differences in the relationship between self-
esteem and aggression. We predicted that these differences would be “large” (d = .80) and so
using standard conditions (« (two-tailed) = .05; = .20) a power calculation showed we
required a sample of N = 25 per gender to detect significant effects (Cohen, 1988).
Participants were 57 young adults (25 men, 32 women) aged between 18 and 22 who
were under the care of Leaving Care Teams in the United Kingdom. Individuals with an
active severe mental illness, who were intoxicated at the time of interview, for whom English
was not a first language, or who had intellectual disabilities that would impair their ability to
complete the questionnaires, were excluded from the study. For the men, 23 (92%) self-
reported as being “’white” and 1 (4%) as “black” with 1 (4%) not giving this information.
Fourteen (56%) were unemployed, four (16%) employed and seven (28%) in college or
training. For the women, all 32 (100%) self-reported as being “”’white”. Seventeen (53%)
were unemployed, two (6%) employed, 11 (34%) in college or training, and one (3%) was a
carer.
Measures

Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES)
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The RSES ((Rosenberg, 1965) is a widely used measure of global self-esteem.
Respondents use a four-point Likert scale (strongly agree/agree/disagree/strongly disagree) to
rate five positive and five negative self-worth statements.

Social Comparison Scale (SCS)

The Social Comparison Scale (SCS: Allan & Gilbert, 1995) is an 11-item semantic
differential type scale that measures the individual‘s judgement of their social rank (Rank -
e.g., inferior-superior; incompetent-competent; untalented-more talented, etc.), relative
attractiveness (Attractiveness - e.g. unlikeable-likeable; undesirable — more desirable), and
group fit (Group Fit —e. g., left out-accepted; different-same). In this study, the Social
Comparison Scale is used as a self-esteem measure; although it was not specifically designed
for this purpose the subscales can be seen as equivalent to the domains of self-esteem
identified by Kirkpatrick and Ellis (2001) superiority, mate-value and social inclusion.
Reactive-Proactive Aggression Questionnaire (RPQ)

Aggression was measured using the RPQ (Raine, et al., 2006).This scale consists of
11 items that measure reactive aggression, and 12 items that measure proactive aggression.
Wechsler Test of Adult Reading (WTAR UK)

The WTAR (Wechsler, 2001) is composed of a list of 50 words that have atypical
grapheme to phoneme translations. It allows pre-morbid level of intellectual functioning to be
estimated in individuals aged between 16 to 89 years. The WTAR has good internal
consistency for the various age groups with coefficients ranging from .87 to .95 for the UK
standardisation sample.

Procedure

Potential participants were initially identified and approached by the Leaving Care

Teams. Individuals who agreed to participate gave written informed consent prior to taking

part. The questionnaires were completed in a predetermined order. Participants were given



Gender differences in self-esteem and aggression

help with the questionnaires where required. All participants were paid for their time. The
study received ethical permission from the Local National Health Service Ethics Committee.
Statistical Considerations

Visual examination of the data and calculations of the degree of skew and kurtosis
indicated that most variables were normally distributed. The Proactive Aggression Scale of
the RPQ was not normally distributed, but a square-root transformation led to an acceptable
distribution for statistical analysis of these data and was used for inferential statistics, though

all descriptive statistics used the untransformed data.

Results

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the self-esteem, aggression and WTAR scores.
All measures had good levels of internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha > .70) save for the
Fit scale of the SCS.

The mean RPQ scores were substantially higher, and the SCS and RSES scores were
slightly lower, than those found in some studies with non-clinical samples of a similar age
(e.g., Cheung, Gilbert, & Irons, 2004; Schmitt & Allik, 2005; Tharp et al., 2011), which
support that idea that this population is characterised by elevated levels of aggression and
reduced levels of self-esteem.

There were no significant differences between men and women for the total RPQ
scores or on the Reactive Aggression scale. However, men reported significantly higher
Proactive Aggression scores than women. Men also reported significantly higher scores than
women in all aspects of self-esteem: RSES global self-esteem, Rank, Group Fit, and
Attractiveness, (all ps < .01). There was no effect of gender on WTAR score. The various
measures of self-esteem (RSES, Rank, Group Fit, and Attractiveness) were all positively and
significantly inter-correlated (all rs >0.61; ps <.01).

The relationship between self-esteem and aggression
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Table 2 shows the zero-order correlations between the measures of self-esteem and
aggression. For men, Rank was significantly positively associated with both Proactive and
Reactive aggression. Attractiveness was also positively associated with Proactive aggression.
There were no relationship between Group Fit and aggression for the men.

For women, Global self-esteem (RSES) was negatively associated with both forms of
aggression. Group Fit was significantly associated with Reactive aggression but the
association with Proactive aggression just failed to reach statistical significance. No
relationships were found for Rank and aggression. For the Attractiveness scale, while these
zero-order correlations failed to reach significance, the correlations with aggression were
negative.

Regression Analysis.

In order to examine the relationship between self-esteem, gender and aggression
further, we constructed regression analyses for each of the scales of the SCS and gender to
predict RPQ Proactive and Reactive Aggression separately. Each aggression outcome was
regressed onto participant gender the measure of self-esteem (z-scored as recommended;
Aiken & West, 1991) and the interaction between self-esteem and gender. The results are
shown in Table 3.

These analyses show that the different measures from the SCS interact with gender in
the prediction of several of the measures of aggression. The interaction of Rank and gender
was significant for Reactive aggression, which was due to a significant positive relationship
for the men (f = .48. t = 2.59, p <.05), but no significant relationship for the women (5 = -.08.
t =-0.46, ns). For the Group Fit measure, the interaction with gender in predicting reactive
aggression was due to a positive (but not significant) relationship for the men (8 =.20.t =
0.96, ns), but a significant negative relationship for the women (5 = -.49. t = -3.09, p <.01).

Finally, the interaction between Attractiveness and gender in predicting both Proactive and

10
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Reactive aggression would appear to reflect that the beta coefficient was positive for men and
negative for women, though no individual beta was statistically significant (ps > .09).
Discussion

The results of this study show a very different pattern of relationships between self-
esteem and aggression for men than for women. In particular, high social rank was strongly
related to aggression in men but not women, whereas low social inclusion or fit was related to
aggression in women but not men.

The results of this study build on Kirkpatrick and Ellis’s (2001) theory of self-esteem,
as gender differences in the relationship between self-esteem and aggression are consistent
with an evolutionary approach and can be understood in terms of sexual selection. Men are
usually more competitive and aggressive than women in most animal species. This is thought
to be due to gender differences in parental investment; males tend to have much lower
parental investment than females and therefore competition for mates is much greater for
males (Archer, 2009). There is evidence that social status is directly linked to reproductive
success in men, and that women (but not men) find dominance attractive in potential mates
(Sadalla, Kenrick, & Vershure, 1987). Social rank and relative attractiveness may be
particularly important for men (and defended more aggressively) because they may be more
strongly linked to reproductive success. In contrast, dominance in women is not clearly
linked to reproductive success (Sadalla, et al., 1987). For many social species, fitting in with
others is often more important for females, as they are frequently reliant on each other for
support when rearing young. It would make sense that the cost of being excluded from the
group would be higher for women, and that social inclusion would therefore more strongly
inhibit female aggression.

Limitations and areas for future research

11
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There are a number of issues that should be noted when considering these findings.
The sample size in this study was small and it is possible that weaker relationships between
variables have not been detected due to insufficient power. Nevertheless, we were able to
show clear gender differences due to the large effect sizes. There is undoubtedly a need for
further research using larger sample sizes.

This study relies on a self-report measure of aggression that is potentially open to
response bias and impression management. Further research using objective measures of
aggression such as criminal records or behavioral experiments would be valuable. It is
possible that the levels of aggression in women have been underestimated in this study as
there is evidence to suggest that, compared to men, women tend to engage in more indirect
than direct aggressive acts (Griskevicius et al., 2009) and the RPQ has not been designed to
specifically measure indirect and direct aggression. Given the possibility that the outward
manifestation of aggression might differ between genders, future studies might wish to
distinguish the methods of the delivery of aggression from the motivations that cause the
aggression (Little, Henrich, Jones, & Hawley, 2003).

The cross-sectional design of this study means that it is not possible to draw firm
conclusions about the direction of the relationships between self-esteem and aggression.
Research using a longitudinal design would help to clarify this.

Care leavers are a more clinically relevant population than the students commonly
used in this area of research; however it is not clear how much the results of this study can be
generalised and further research is needed in a wider variety of populations.

Conclusions

In conclusion, this study provides strong evidence for the view that self-esteem is an

important factor in aggression and that it may be a suitable focus for the treatment of

aggression, particularly in this vulnerable population that is known to have high rates of

12
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criminal behavior. However, the findings suggest that the relationship between self-esteem
and aggression is complex, and that clinical interventions for the treatment of aggression may
need to be gender specific. It may be important to focus on perceptions of rank when working
with men and to break the possible relationship they may perceive between being aggressive
and having high social rank. On the other hand, women may benefit from interventions that
focus on their sense of social inclusion. An additional consideration is that many of the
interventions currently available for the treatment of aggression are group-based. While the
social aspect of this type of intervention may be of value to women, more caution may be
needed when working with men, as group dynamics around competition may be more likely

to evolve which could interfere with their ability to engage in the intervention.
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