
Lindenwood University Lindenwood University 

Digital Commons@Lindenwood University Digital Commons@Lindenwood University 

Theses Theses & Dissertations 

2001 

The Relationship Between Early Adolescent Self-Esteem and Peer The Relationship Between Early Adolescent Self-Esteem and Peer 

Relationship Problems Relationship Problems 

Nancy L. Woods 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/theses 

 Part of the Social and Behavioral Sciences Commons 





24 

parents. In a study by Roberts, et al. (2000) six hundred thirty-five adolescents 

ranging in age from ten to fourteen who were in supportive peer relationships 

with few ba.:;sles were found to have higher self-esteem. Furthermore, citing 

several studies, Roberts, et al. (2000) concluded: "various aspects of relationships 

with peers, including perceived acceptance, support, and involvement.. . can 

provide youths with important informat ion concerning their inherent perceived 

value to others and therefore influence their self-esteem" (p. 74 ). 

A review of the literature suggested that there is a relationship between 

early adolescent self-esteem and peer relationsh.ips and that the level of self­

esteem varies by grade level and gender. Thus, for this study, it was expected that 

rugh self-esteem would correlate with positive peer relationships and that low 

self-esteem would correlate with negative peer relationships. It was also expected 

that levels of self-esteem would gradually decrease from fifth through seventh 

grade and then rise in eighth grade. Finally, it was expected that males' self­

esteem would be significantly higher than that fo r females in the study. 



Participants 

Chapter 3 

Method 
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The subjects for this study were drawn from the population of grades 5-6 

in one suburban elementary school with 742 students and from the population of 

grades 7-8 in three suburban junior high schools with 1,738 students. The 

makeup of students in these schools is predominantly White. middle class. 

A stratified sampling was used to select subjects from the pool of 

volunteer subjects enrolled in grades 5-8 whose parents gave them permission to 

participate in this study. An attempt was made to obtain at least 30 subjects (15 

males and 15 females) at each grade level with a total sample size of at least 120 

subjects. Every attempt was made to ensure equal gender representation in the 

sample of each grade level. The sample for this study was limited because 

subjects were drawn only from the poo I of volunteers who had parental 

permission to participate. 

The overaJI sample consisted of 134 subjects including 62 males (46.3%) 

and 72 females (53.7%). Of the those subjects, 36 subjects (26.9%) were in _fifth 

grade, 34 subjects (25.4%) were in sixth grade. 37 suQjects (27.6%) were in 

seventh grade, and 27 subjects (20.1%) were in eighth grade. Table 1 shows the 

distribution of subjects by gender and grade level. 

The overalJ sample consisted of 129 Caucasian students (96.3%), 3 

Hispanic students (2.2%), 1 African American student (0.7%), and I Asian 

student (0.7%). The mean age of the overall sample was 12.29 (SD= 1.14). 



Table 1 : Frequencies for Participants by Grade Level and Gender 

Male Female 

Grade Level n % n % 

5th grade 18 29.0 18 25.0 

6th grade 17 27.4 17 23.6 

7111 grade 16 25.8 21 29.2 

8th grade 11 17.7 16 22.2 

Instruments 

Two instruments were utilized for this study. One instrument, the Self:. 

Esteem Index (Brown and Alexander, 1991 ), measured adolescent self-esteem 

among students in grades 5-8. Another instrument, Lhe lndex of Peer Relations 

(Hudson. 1992). measured the degree of positive or negative adolescent peer 

relationships among the same group of subjects. 

The Self-Esteem Index is a multidimensional scale that contains 80 items 

with a 4-point Likert scale (always true, usuaJJy true, usually false, always false). 

The instrument' s 4 subscaJes (with 20 items each) assess Familial Acceptance, 

Academic Competence, Peer Popularity, and Personal Security; a global Self­

Esteem Quotient is also available. The Familial Acceptance subscale measures 

self-esteem as it relates to the home. The Academic Competence subscale 

measures self-esteem related to academic ability. The Peer Popularity subscale 

measures self-esteem as it relates to social situations other than family. The 

Personal Security subscale measures self-esteem related to physical and 
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psychological well-being. The index can be administered to children and 

adolescents ranging in age from 7-18, and the individual or group adrninistration 

takes approximately 30 minutes. Low global scores possibly indicate poor self­

esteem, immature behavior, negative feelings, or poor adjustment. High global 

scores would be considered healthier than lower scores. Very high global scores, 

however, may indicate skewed self-perception, guarded response, or purposefully 

wanting to present a positive self-esteem (Brooke, 1996). 

The index was normed on a national standardization sample of2,455 

subjects consisting of a cross-section of children in 19 states and mirroring the 

U.S. population in race, gender, domicile, geographic area, ethnicity, principal 

language, and parents' educational attainment according to the 1985 Statistical 

Abstract of the U.S. Although the population from which the sample was drawn 

did not reflect the same demographics as those in this instrument, a nationally 

standardized sample made this a more desirable instrument to use in this study as 

compared to other scales with outdated norms or with rural or non-Midwestern 

norm groups that are more different from the population to be studied. 

Bernt found that the Self-Esteem Index can be used by professionals with 

"a basic understanding of psychometric principles and an understanding of the 

limits of such tests" (Keyser & Sweetland, 1994, p. 645), even though it should be 

used by professionals with training in personality assessment. The test is scored 

by adding items 1, 5, 9, etc. for tbe first subscale, items 2, 6, 10, etc. for the 

second subscale, items 3, 7, 11 , etc. for the third subscale, and items 4, 8, 12, etc. 

for the fourth subscale. One-half of the items are reverse scored; the differences 



are noted through the use of circJes and squares in the student book.let. Tables 

make converting subscale raw scores to percentile ranks and standard scores 

simple. The Self-Esteem Quotient, which can be figured by summing the four 

subscaJes, has a mean of l 00 with a standard deviation of 15. 
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The Self-Esteem Lndex's internal consistency for the to tal scale is .93 

while the consistencies for the subscales range from .80 to .90. The test 's authors 

did not include test-retest reliability data and c ited Anastasi's 1988 theory that 

personality changes over a period of time (Keyser & Sweetland, 1994). 

Concurrent validity data show a .77 to .83 correlation between the Self-Esteem 

lndcx and the other measures of self-esteem such as the Piers-Harris Children' s 

Self-Concept Scale, the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventories-School Form, and 

the lndex of Personality Characteristics, although the stuclies included fewer than 

30 students for each comparison. 

According to Bernt, the SEI is " user friendly" and a "satis factory measure 

of global self-esteem" (Keyser & Sweetland, I 994, p.649). He also noted that the 

SEJ ' s "failure to address critical theoretical developments in the field of self­

esteem and to assess discriminant validity and test-retest reliability weaken its 

position alongside more established instruments" (Keyser & Sweetland. 1994, 

p.649). Mueller and DuPuy called the SEI a ''useful addition to the existing array 

o f self-esteem measures" and a '·psychometricaJJy sound instrument" (Kramer & 

Conley, 1992, p.355). Mueller and DuPuy also noted that the SEI's usefulness 

with special populations has not been established and that more studies are needed 

to substantiate valiclity and reliability data for the SET. Huebner said that the SEI 
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"shows substantial potential" but that more '"work needs to be done before it can 

be considered reliable, valid, or theoretically sound" (Kramer & Conley, 1992, 

p.354). Finally. according to Brooke (1996), the "instrument can be used with 

confidence with younger children; yet it may not be appropriate for adolescents" 

(p. 238). 

The Index of Peer Relations is a 25-item instrument that results in a global 

measure of a respondent's relationship problems with peers. Students respond to 

statements using a seven-point Likert scale (none of the time. very rarely. a little 

of the time, some of the time, a good part of the time, most of the time, or all of 

the time). Scores below 30 indicate the absence of a clinically significant 

problem with peers. Scores above 30 indicate the possibility of a clinically 

significant problem with peers. Scores above 70 indicate probable stress and peer 

relationship problems with an increased likelihood of violent behavior in dealing 

with peer relationship problems. 

This instrument was normed on 107 clients who were engaged in 

counseljng, about half of which were considered by therapists to have no 

relationship problems. Although the sample size was small, the instrument was 

normed on adolescents with the desired result being the measurement of peer 

relationship quality. 

No information was available concerning administrative procedures. 

About one-half of the items will be reverse scored (#1, 4, 7, 8, 11 , 12, 15, 16, 17, 

18, 21, and 20). 



The lPR has a mean alpha of .94 that would indicate excellent internal 

consistency. but test-retest infonnation was not avaiJable. According to Fischer 

and Corcoran (1987), the validity of this instrument was measured according to 

the judgment of therapists who determined whether the norm-group adolescents 

were having or not having problems with their peers. 

As yet, no reviewer information was available for this instrument. 

Procedures 

A correlation research design was employed for this study which 

examined the relationship between adolescent peer relat ionships and self-esteem. 
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Permission to conduct this study was sought and obtained from principals 

at the elementary and junior high schools and from the assistant superintendents 

overseeing those buildings. In March of 2001 , the author of this study sent 

permission letters home to parents of all students in grades five through eight in 

the four buildings referred to previously. In April after obtaining permission from 

parents, the author gathered the students who were given parental permission into 

grade level classrooms to administer the instruments. The author explained to the 

students that the study was voluntary, that their parents had given permission fo r 

them to complete these instruments, and that their answers would be anonymous 

and confidential. The author gave them directions for each instrument and asked 

for questions. The author then distributed the consecutively numbered 

instruments to all students present. The author directed the students to complete 

the instruments in the classroom, seal them in an envelope. and put them in a 

provided box. 



:,---------------------------------------------
31 

The Pearson r correlation method and l-lests were used lo analyze the data 

in this study. 



Chapter 4 

Results 
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Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations of the self-esteem total 

score, the four self-esteem subscaJe scores, and the peer relations score for the 

overall sample and for the sample separated by gender and grade level. SEQ 

(Self-Esteem Quotient) refers to the global self-esteem score. The four subscales 

on the ScU'..Esteem Index include Fan,ilial Acceptance (FA), Academic 

Competence (AC), Peer Popularity (PP), and Personal Security (PS). The Index of 

Peer Relations score is referred to as I PR. 

The study examined changes in self-esteem for males and females in 

grades six through eight. A trend analysis of data was conducted to look at the 

variations in self-esteem between grades five and eight. The data in Table 2 

suggests that for the overall sample self-esteem does decrease slightly between 

sixth grade (M=l 14.42. SD= l5.75) and seventh grade (M= l 12.64, 0=16.72) but 

that ii also decreases sharply in eighth grade (M= I 05.18, SD= 17.96). Self-esteem 

for males also appears to decrease, although more gradually, from sixth grade 

(M= l 10.88. SD= 17.33) through seventh grade (M=l 05.8 1, SD= l 7.57) and eighth 

grade (M= l 01.63, SD=22.63). Self-esteem for females remains similar between 

sixth grade (M= l 17.94, S0=13.58) and seventh grade (M= l 17.85. 0 = 14.34) 

and decreases more dramatica lly in eighth grade (M= 107.62. SO= 14.2 1). This 

data for the overall sample. as welJ as the sample separated by gender. suggests 

that self-esteem generally decreases from sixth grade through eighth grade for the 

overall sample and for the separate gender groups. 


