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Summary 

This chapter provides an overview of recent longitudinal research on the development of self-

esteem. There is now robust evidence that self-esteem changes in systematic ways across the life 

course. On average, self-esteem increases during adolescence and young adulthood, peaks in 

middle adulthood at about age 50 to 60 years, and declines in old age. Despite these normative 

developmental changes, longterm studies show that individual differences in self-esteem are 

relatively stable even across decades, indicating that self-esteem is a personality trait. Finally, a 

growing body of research suggests that self-esteem has consequences for the person’s well-being 

and success in important life domains such as relationships, work, and health. The latter finding 

is particularly important from a practical perspective because if self-esteem influences life 

outcomes then interventions aimed at increasing self-esteem should prove beneficial for the 

individual. 

Keywords: self-esteem, lifespan development, longterm stability, life outcomes, 

longitudinal 
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The question of whether self-esteem—which is defined as an “individual’s subjective 

evaluation of his or her worth as a person” (Donnellan, Trzesniewski, & Robins, 2011, p. 718; 

see also Harter, 2006)—shows normative change across the lifespan has been debated for 

decades (see, e.g., Demo, 1992; Huang, 2010; Pullmann, Allik, & Realo, 2009; Robins, 

Trzesniewski, Tracy, Gosling, & Potter, 2002; Wylie, 1979). Fortunately, in recent years a 

growing number of longitudinal studies have yielded converging evidence on the general pattern 

of the lifespan development of self-esteem. Moreover, during the past decade, longitudinal 

research has tackled additional issues—such as the stability of individual differences in self-

esteem—that should be resolved to gain a more complete understanding of the development of 

self-esteem. The present chapter provides an overview of this field, by addressing the following 

questions: What is the normative lifespan trajectory of self-esteem? To which degree is self-

esteem a stable trait like extraversion and neuroticism? Is the development of self-esteem 

consequential, that is, does self-esteem influence success and well-being in important life 

domains? Although previous reviews are available (Orth & Robins, 2014; Robins & 

Trzesniewski, 2005; Trzesniewski, Donnellan, & Robins, 2013), the field currently develops 

quickly, supporting the need for an up-to-date review. 

The Self-Esteem Trajectory Across the Lifespan 

As yet, three longitudinal studies are available that have tracked the self-esteem trajectory 

across the lifespan (Orth, Maes, & Schmitt, 2015; Orth, Robins, & Widaman, 2012; Orth, 

Trzesniewski, & Robins, 2010). All three studies used data from large and diverse samples, 

which had been assessed multiple times for periods of 4 to 16 years. The samples included broad 

age ranges from adolescence, or young adulthood, to old age. The analyses were based on 

cohort-sequential growth modeling, which allowed using the information from all participants 
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simultaneously to model the trajectory across the complete observed age range (Duncan, 

Duncan, & Strycker, 2006; Preacher, Wichman, MacCallum, & Briggs, 2008). In all studies, 

competing growth models were tested, such as models without any change (i.e., intercept-only), 

and linear, quadratic, and cubic models. In all studies, an inverted U-shaped trajectory fit the data 

best, suggesting that self-esteem increases continuously from adolescence to middle adulthood, 

peaks at about age 50 to 60 years, and then decreases into old age. Figure 1 illustrates this pattern 

using findings from Orth et al. (2015). Across studies, the increase from adolescence to middle 

adulthood corresponded to an effect size ranging from about 0.30 to 0.50 (expressed as d; Cohen, 

1992), whereas the decrease from middle adulthood to old age ranged from about −0.20 to −0.70 

(thus, varying more strongly across studies). In sum, there is now robust evidence on the 

average, normative pattern of changes in self-esteem across the lifespan. 

In addition, an increasing number of longitudinal studies has focused on specific 

developmental stages, such as adolescence (Birkeland, Melkevik, Holsen, & Wold, 2012; Erol & 

Orth, 2011; Hutteman, Nestler, Wagner, Egloff, & Back, 2015; Kuzucu, Bontempo, Hofer, 

Stallings, & Piccinin, 2014; Morin, Maiano, Marsh, Nagengast, & Janosz, 2013), young 

adulthood (Chung et al., 2014; Kiviruusu, Huurre, Aro, Marttunen, & Haukkala, 2015; Wagner, 

Lang, Neyer, & Wagner, 2014; Wagner, Lüdtke, Jonkmann, & Trautwein, 2013; Zeiders, 

Umaña-Taylor, & Derlan, 2013), and old age (Wagner, Gerstorf, Hoppmann, & Luszcz, 2013; 

Wagner, Hoppmann, Ram, & Gerstorf, 2015; Wagner et al., 2014). Generally, the findings of 

these studies converge with the lifespan trajectory described above, suggesting that self-esteem 

increases in adolescence and young adulthood and decreases in old age. Moreover, von Soest, 

Wichstrom, and Kvalem (2015) examined trajectories of domain-specific self-esteem (such as 

self-evaluations with regard to physical appearance, academic competence, and social 
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acceptance) in adolescence and young adulthood. For most dimensions of domain-specific self-

esteem, the trajectory was consistent with the developmental pattern of global self-esteem 

depicted above (see also Cole et al., 2001). 

Importantly, the longitudinal studies showed that individuals differ in the particular 

lifespan trajectory they follow, as indicated by significant variances of growth factors. Likewise, 

studies using growth mixture modeling (see, e.g., Ram & Grimm, 2009) indicate that distinct 

classes of self-esteem development can be identified (Birkeland et al., 2012; Morin et al., 2013). 

The heterogeneity of self-esteem trajectories raises the question of which factors explain why 

individuals deviate from the average trajectory. 

A first set of factors includes demographic variables such as gender, socioeconomic 

status (as indicated by education and income), and ethnicity. Across studies, men and women 

differed only slightly, or not all, in the self-esteem trajectory (Erol & Orth, 2011; Orth et al., 

2015; Orth et al., 2012; Orth et al., 2010; Wagner, Lüdtke, et al., 2013), which is consistent with 

meta-analytic findings based on cross-sectional data suggesting that the gender difference in self-

esteem is small (Kling, Hyde, Showers, & Buswell, 1999; Major, Barr, Zubek, & Babey, 1999). 

Individuals with high socioeconomic status showed higher self-esteem than individuals with low 

socioeconomic status at each point of the lifespan, corresponding to a small to medium-sized 

effect (Orth et al., 2015; Orth et al., 2012; Orth et al., 2010; Wagner, Gerstorf, et al., 2013; 

Wagner et al., 2014). Finally, longitudinal studies have tested for the moderating effect of 

ethnicity on the self-esteem trajectory using data from U.S. samples (Erol & Orth, 2011; Orth et 

al., 2010; Shaw, Liang, & Krause, 2010). For example, the findings suggested that African 

Americans experienced a stronger increase of self-esteem in young adulthood but also showed a 

stronger decline in old age. It is important to note that these ethnic differences in self-esteem 
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could not be explained by differences in socioeconomic status and health (Orth et al., 2010) and 

that the factors that account for the diverging lifespan trajectories of European Americans and 

African Americans are not yet understood. 

A second set of factors that might influence the lifespan trajectory of self-esteem includes 

personality characteristics and life experiences. For example, research suggests that extraversion, 

emotional stability, and conscientiousness explain why some individuals experience more 

positive trajectories (Erol & Orth, 2011; Wagner, Lüdtke, et al., 2013). Moreover, stressful life 

experiences such as serious accidents and illnesses, criminal victimization, and unemployment 

account for negative change in self-esteem (Orth & Luciano, 2015; Pettit & Joiner, 2001). The 

available evidence also suggests that transitions in romantic relationships such as beginning a 

relationship and separating (Luciano & Orth, 2015; Wagner, Becker, Lüdtke, & Trautwein, 

2015), as well as the quality of romantic relationships (Mund, Finn, Hagemeyer, Zimmermann, 

& Neyer, 2015; Schaffhuser, Wagner, Lüdtke, & Allemand, 2014), influence the development of 

self-esteem. However, it should be noted that several longitudinal studies failed to find evidence 

that factors such as work success, social network size, and closeness to one’s parents predict 

change in self-esteem (Harris et al., 2015; Kuster, Orth, & Meier, 2013; Marshall, Parker, 

Ciarrochi, & Heaven, 2014; Orth et al., 2012). Thus, an important goal of future research will be 

to gain a better understanding of the factors that influence the individual trajectory of self-

esteem. 

More evidence is needed also with regard to the extent of the self-esteem decline in old 

age. As noted above, whereas in some studies the decline was strong (Orth et al., 2012; Orth et 

al., 2010), other studies suggest relatively small decreases (Orth et al., 2015; Wagner, Gerstorf, 

et al., 2013; Wagner, Hoppmann, et al., 2015; Wagner et al., 2014). It is possible that 
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sociocultural and economic differences between countries—such as attitudes towards the elderly, 

pension schemes, and availability of health care—contribute to cross-cultural differences in the 

old-age decline in self-esteem. In fact, empirical evidence suggests that differences in 

socioeconomic status and health moderate the trajectory in old age; that is, the decline in self-

esteem was much smaller when older adults had stable income and good health (Orth et al., 

2010). Moreover, longitudinal research shows that declines in cognitive abilities and perceived 

control, as well as increasing loneliness, may contribute to lower self-esteem in old age (Wagner, 

Gerstorf, et al., 2013; Wagner, Hoppmann, et al., 2015). 

Research has tested whether there are developmental trends in other aspects of self-

esteem, besides its level (i.e., high vs. low), such as instability (e.g., Kernis, 2005) and 

contingency (e.g., Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). Self-esteem instability is defined as the degree to 

which people experience short-term fluctuations in self-esteem in daily life (i.e., intraindividual 

variability), and self-esteem contingency, a related but distinct concept, can be defined as the 

degree to which a person’s self-esteem depends on external feedback. The findings from a study 

with a large sample including participants from age 13 to 72 years suggested that self-esteem 

becomes better adjusted across adolescence and adulthood—that is, not only higher, but also less 

fluctuating and less contingent (Meier, Orth, Denissen, & Kühnel, 2011). It should be noted, 

however, that this study included only few participants at age 60 years and older. Thus, future 

research should test whether self-esteem continues to become more stable and less contingent in 

old age, or whether this trend reverses at the end of middle adulthood, similar to the 

developmental trend for the level of self-esteem. 

An interesting question is whether there have been secular changes in the self-esteem 

trajectory across the lifespan during the past decades (Trzesniewski & Donnellan, 2009; Twenge 
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& Campbell, 2001). More precisely, did sociocultural changes in Western countries result in 

higher levels of self-esteem, or steeper increases in self-esteem, among more recent generations 

compared to older generations? In fact, an increasing cultural focus on self-esteem in parenting, 

education, in the media, and at the workplace might have contributed to more positive self-

esteem trajectories among cohorts born since about the 1970s (Gentile, Twenge, & Campbell, 

2010). As a side note, it is also possible that the same sociocultural changes have been 

ineffective and have rather led to the development of maladaptive personality characteristics 

such as narcissism (for the debate see, e.g., Trzesniewski, Donnellan, & Robins, 2008; Twenge, 

Konrath, Foster, Campbell, & Bushman, 2008). With regard to self-esteem, however, the 

findings from cohort-sequential longitudinal studies—which allow disentangling age and cohort 

effects (Baltes, Cornelius, & Nesselroade, 1979)—suggest that the normative trajectory has not 

changed across the cohorts born during the 20th century, with regard to both level and shape of 

the trajectory (Erol & Orth, 2011; Orth et al., 2015; Orth et al., 2012; Orth et al., 2010). These 

null findings are meaningful given that the samples in these cohort-sequential studies were large 

(ranging from 1,800 to 7,100 participants), increasing the power to test for cohort effects. 

Moreover, two of the samples were nationally representative, which strengthens the validity of 

the findings. 

Research suggests that cultures shape the prototypical self-concept among their members 

(Heine, Lehman, Markus, & Kitayama, 1999; Markus & Kitayama, 1991), potentially affecting 

the normative self-esteem trajectory. Thus, it is important to test whether the lifespan trajectory 

found in Western samples, as reviewed above, replicates in samples from other cultural contexts 

(Henrich, Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). Recently, Bleidorn et al. (2015) tested for cross-cultural 

differences in the age trends in self-esteem from age 16 to 45 years, using data from nearly one 
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million participants from about 50 countries. The general pattern of increasing self-esteem in 

adolescence and young adulthood replicated in almost all countries. Importantly, however, cross-

cultural differences with regard to socioeconomic, demographic, and cultural-value indicators 

moderated the increase in self-esteem. For example, the results suggested that women from 

countries with greater gender equality experience steeper increases during adolescence and 

young adulthood than women from countries with more traditional gender roles and stronger 

discrimination of women. 

As yet, no theory is available that focuses specifically on self-esteem development across 

the life course (for a review of theories from the broader context of personality development, see 

Specht et al., 2014). Sociometer theory (Leary, 2004, 2012; Leary & Baumeister, 2000) might be 

a promising starting point for developing a theory of the lifespan development of self-esteem. 

Sociometer theory states that self-esteem reflects a person’s relational value as subjectively 

perceived by the person him- or herself. Relational value is defined as “the degree to which other 

people regard their relationships with the individual as valuable or important” (Leary, 2004, p. 

375). Consequently, whether an individual perceives that he or she has high or low relational 

value depends on the degree to which the individual thinks that he or she is, and will be in the 

long term, sought after for inclusion in desired relationships and groups. Thus, sociometer theory 

predicts that self-esteem changes whenever the individual perceives that his or her relational 

value rises or falls (note that most of these processes are automatic, effortless, and preconscious; 

Leary & Baumeister, 2000). 

On the one hand, a person’s perceived relational value—and, consequently, his or her 

self-esteem—will be influenced by changes in the objective standing on social attributes that 

contribute to the true relational value of individuals, such as competence, friendliness, 
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trustworthiness, social status, and physical attractiveness (Leary & Baumeister, 2000). If most 

people improve in many of these attributes during adolescence and young adulthood (as 

suggested by the maturity principle of personality development; Roberts, Wood, & Caspi, 2008), 

this might explain why individuals tend to increase in self-esteem during these developmental 

periods. 

On the other hand, a person’s perceived relational value can also be altered if the 

individual changes the way how he or she habitually processes existing and new information on 

the social attributes mentioned above. For example, if an individual reevaluates his or her beliefs 

about the centrality of specific attributes (e.g., if the individual starts to believe that 

trustworthiness is more important for being a valued romantic partner than attractiveness), this 

might lead to changes in his or her perceived relational value. Other factors that influence how 

information on relational value is processed include selective attention to positive versus 

negative information about the self and choice of reference group. During adolescence and 

young adulthood people tend to select social contexts that match their personality (i.e., niche 

picking; see Roberts et al., 2008), which likely leads to adaptive changes in the standards by 

which they evaluate themselves and, consequently, to higher self-esteem. 

Thus, building on sociometer theory, I propose that age-related changes in both the 

objective standing on valued social attributes and in the processing of self-related information 

might explain why self-esteem shows normative change across the lifespan as observed in the 

empirical studies reviewed above. Moreover, these processes might not only explain the 

normative trajectory of self-esteem, but might also explain individual deviations from the 

average trajectory in the population. In future research, it would be interesting to explore these 

hypotheses in more detail. 
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The Stability of Individual Differences in Self-Esteem 

Although the average level of self-esteem changes in systematic ways across the life 

course, research suggests—as will be reviewed in this section—that individual differences in 

self-esteem are relatively stable across long periods. As early as at the end of the 19th century, 

William James pointed to the stability of self-esteem by observing that “there is a certain average 

tone of self-feeling which each one of us carries about with him” (James, 1890, p. 306). Later, 

empirical studies have tested for the rank-order stability of self-esteem. Typically, estimates of 

stability were based on test-retest correlations between two assessments of the same sample, 

where the second assessment is conducted some time—e.g., one or two years—after the first 

assessment (note that a test-retest correlation of 1 indicates perfect stability and a correlation of 0 

indicates complete absence of stability). Generally, these studies suggested that the stability of 

self-esteem is high (Alsaker & Olweus, 1992; Block & Robins, 1993; Marsh, Craven, & Debus, 

1998; O'Malley & Bachman, 1983). Trzesniewski, Donnellan, and Robins (2003) meta-analyzed 

the findings of 50 published studies and, in addition, examined data from four large nationally 

representative samples. Their findings suggested that stability is low during childhood, increases 

in adolescence, is highest in young and middle adulthood, and decreases during old age. For 

intervals of three years (i.e., the average observed time interval across studies), the rank-order 

stability of self-esteem was estimated as .64 when corrected for the effect of measurement error. 

Moreover, Trzesniewski et al. (2003) found that the pattern of findings replicated across gender, 

ethnicity, measure of self-esteem, and year of publication. 

However, although estimates of rank-order stability provide some information about the 

stability of constructs such as self-esteem, a complete understanding requires information about 

the pattern of stability estimates across intervals of different length (Fraley & Roberts, 2005). 
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Clearly, rank-order stability decreases, as the interval between assessments increases. But as 

Fraley and Roberts (2005) have demonstrated, the crucial question is whether the stability of a 

construct asymptotically approaches zero or a nonzero, positive value when intervals become 

very long. A nonzero asymptote has important theoretical implications, because it indicates that 

constant factors—such as genetic influences, formative experiences in early childhood, or stable 

environmental conditions—contribute to the maintenance of individual differences in the 

construct. In contrast, a zero asymptote suggests that only transient factors shape the individuals’ 

standing on the construct. 

Therefore, in a study with a large sample that was assessed multiple times across 29 

years, Kuster and Orth (2013) examined the time-dependent decline of stability in self-esteem 

and tested alternative functions that might explain the pattern of stability across time. The results 

showed that the decline in stability followed an exponential decay function with a nonzero 

asymptote at about .40. Thus, as the time interval increased, stability first quickly declined but in 

the long run leveled off at a medium-sized value. Moreover, the pattern of results held across 

gender and across age groups from adolescence to old age. The findings suggest that individual 

differences in self-esteem are relatively stable across very long periods and that constant factors 

that account for the longterm stability of self-esteem must be present. The time-dependent 

pattern of stability in self-esteem was similar to findings on the Big Five personality traits 

(Fraley & Roberts, 2005), although the asymptotic value might be somewhat smaller for self-

esteem than for the Big Five (Anusic & Schimmack, 2015; Kandler, Zimmermann, & McAdams, 

2014). Nevertheless, the results overall suggest that self-esteem exhibits trait-like stability. Thus, 

individuals who have relatively high (or low) self-esteem at one developmental stage are likely 

to have high (or low) self-esteem 10, 20, or even 30 years later. 
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Another approach to gain information about the stability of a construct is to test latent 

trait-state models, using structural equation modeling (Cole, 2012; Kenny & Zautra, 1995, 2001). 

These models allow disentangling stable and unstable variance components (i.e., trait and state 

factors) of a construct over time. Three recent longitudinal studies have used this approach to 

examine the stability of individual differences in self-esteem across long periods (Donnellan, 

Kenny, Trzesniewski, Lucas, & Conger, 2012; Kuster & Orth, 2013; Wagner, Lüdtke, & 

Trautwein, 2015). The findings of these studies showed that a stable trait factor is needed to 

explain the patterns of change and stability in the data. Across the three studies, about 70 to 85% 

of the variance in self-esteem was accounted for by trait factors, whereas only 15 to 30% was 

state variance or measurement error. A short-term longitudinal study that used data from four 

assessments across 18 months yielded similar estimates of trait and state components of self-

esteem, which strengthens the generalizability of the conclusions from the longterm studies (Orth 

& Luciano, 2015). 

Taken together, the studies reviewed in this section suggest that self-esteem shows trait-

like stability, even across very long periods. Put differently, the findings suggest that self-esteem 

is a relatively enduring personality characteristic rather than a state-like construct such as mood. 

The Effects of Self-Esteem on Important Life Outcomes 

Does it matter whether people develop high or low self-esteem as they grow up and go 

through life? Does self-esteem influence what people experience in their relationships, at work, 

and in the health domain, or are high versus low self-esteem mere epiphenomena of a person’s 

successes versus failures in important life domains? The question of whether self-esteem 

influences life outcomes has been hotly debated (Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 2003; 
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Krueger, Vohs, & Baumeister, 2008; Orth & Robins, 2014; Swann, Chang-Schneider, & 

McClarty, 2007, 2008). 

Since the past decade, a growing number of longitudinal studies have suggested that self-

esteem does have consequences for people’s lives. Specifically, the studies indicated that self-

esteem predicts relationship satisfaction and relationship quality (Johnson & Galambos, 2014; 

Mund et al., 2015; Orth et al., 2012; for a review, see Erol & Orth, in press), social support 

(Marshall et al., 2014), better education (Trzesniewski et al., 2006; von Soest et al., 2015), job 

satisfaction and job success (Kuster et al., 2013; Orth et al., 2012; Trzesniewski et al., 2006; von 

Soest et al., 2015), physical health (Orth et al., 2012; Trzesniewski et al., 2006), less stressful life 

events (Orth & Luciano, 2015), and less criminal behavior (Trzesniewski et al., 2006). 

Moreover, a large number of longitudinal studies suggest that low self-esteem contributes to the 

development of depression (Orth, Robins, Meier, & Conger, 2016; Orth, Robins, & Roberts, 

2008; Rieger, Göllner, Trautwein, & Roberts, 2016; Sowislo & Orth, 2013; Steiger, Allemand, 

Robins, & Fend, 2014; von Soest et al., 2015; Wouters et al., 2013; for a review, see Orth & 

Robins, 2013). 

Importantly, the studies cited above used study designs that allow for relatively strong 

conclusions about the effects of self-esteem. For example, many studies used data from large 

community samples (with about 1,000 participants or more), aggregated the estimates across 

several waves of data, and controlled for previous levels of self-esteem and life outcomes. 

Moreover, many studies controlled the effects of self-esteem for relevant third variables, which 

helps ruling out alternative hypotheses about the potentially confounding effects of other 

influential factors. Specifically, longitudinal studies controlled for third variables such as gender 

(Johnson & Galambos, 2014; Marshall et al., 2014; Orth, Robins, Trzesniewski, Maes, & 
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Schmitt, 2009; Orth, Robins, Widaman, & Conger, 2014; Trzesniewski et al., 2006; von Soest et 

al., 2015; Wouters et al., 2013), socioeconomic status (Marshall et al., 2014; Trzesniewski et al., 

2006; von Soest et al., 2015), level of education (Johnson & Galambos, 2014; Orth, Robins, 

Trzesniewski, et al., 2009), intelligence (Marshall et al., 2014; Trzesniewski et al., 2006), grades 

(Steiger et al., 2014; von Soest et al., 2015), popularity among peers (Steiger et al., 2014), body 

mass index (Steiger et al., 2014; Trzesniewski et al., 2006), stressful life events (Orth, Robins, & 

Meier, 2009; Orth et al., 2014), the Big Five personality traits (Sowislo, Orth, & Meier, 2014), 

and narcissism (Orth & Luciano, 2015). 

In sum, recent longitudinal research suggests that people’s level of self-esteem influences 

their success and well-being in important life domains such as relationships, work, and health. It 

is important to note that, in most studies, the prospective effects were not large but of small to 

medium size (see, e.g., Orth et al., 2012; Sowislo & Orth, 2013; Trzesniewski et al., 2006; von 

Soest et al., 2015) and that, clearly, many factors influence the outcomes in a person’s life. 

Nevertheless, the evidence suggests that self-esteem is one of these factors. 

Concluding Remarks 

Although research on the development of self-esteem across the lifespan has made 

considerable progress in the past decade, many aspects remain insufficiently understood. For 

example, future research should continue to examine the factors that lead to change in self-

esteem. Although research provides some evidence on influential factors, such as life events and 

experiences in romantic relationships, a better understanding is needed with regard to the causes 

of self-esteem change across the life course. Also, longitudinal research is needed to identify the 

mechanisms that account for the effects of self-esteem on life outcomes. Likely, these 

mechanisms differ across domains, although some general processes might account for effects on 
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several outcomes. For example, a possible intrapersonal process is that low self-esteem increases 

rumination and depression (Kuster, Orth, & Meier, 2012; Orth & Robins, 2013), which, in turn, 

may impair functioning in the relationship and work domain. A possible interpersonal process is 

that low self-esteem may motivate social avoidance, which reduces the availability of social 

support and may negatively influence relationships, job performance, and health. Finally, the 

field would benefit from developing a comprehensive theory of self-esteem development, 

explaining how self-esteem first emerges in childhood and why self-esteem changes across the 

lifespan the way it does. Although the growing body of longitudinal research provides important 

information that strongly contributes to our understanding of self-esteem development, a good 

theoretical model allows for a more parsimonious interpretation of empirical findings and for 

generating testable hypotheses about insufficiently understood aspects. 

The research reviewed in this chapter has important implications. First, there is now 

robust evidence that self-esteem changes in systematic ways across the life course. For the 

average person, self-esteem increases during adolescence and young adulthood, peaks in middle 

adulthood at about age 50 to 60 years, and declines in old age. Second, despite these normative 

developmental changes, longterm studies show that individual differences in self-esteem are 

relatively stable across long periods, indicating that self-esteem is a personality trait. Thus, if 

individuals have relatively high (or low) self-esteem compared to their age group, research 

predicts that they will continue having relatively high (or low) self-esteem even decades later. 

Third, research suggests that self-esteem has consequences for the person’s well-being and 

success in important life domains such as relationships, work, and health. The latter finding is 

particularly important from a practical perspective because if self-esteem influences life 

outcomes then interventions aimed at increasing self-esteem should prove beneficial for the 
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individual. In fact, the evidence suggests that it is possible to improve self-esteem through 

interventions and that effective interventions do not only lead to improvements in self-esteem but 

also in other areas of functioning (Haney & Durlak, 1998; O'Mara, Marsh, Craven, & Debus, 

2006). 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 18 

References 

Alsaker, F. D., & Olweus, D. (1992). Stability of global self-evaluations in early adolescence: A 

cohort longitudinal study. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 2, 123-145. 

Anusic, I., & Schimmack, U. (2015). Stability and change of personality traits, self-esteem, and 

well-being: Introducing the meta-analytic stability and change model of retest 

correlations. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Advance online publication. 

Baltes, P. B., Cornelius, S. W., & Nesselroade, J. R. (1979). Cohort effects in developmental 

psychology. In J. R. Nesselroade & P. B. Baltes (Eds.), Longitudinal research in the 

study of behavior and development (pp. 61-87). New York, NY: Academic Press. 

Baumeister, R. F., Campbell, J. D., Krueger, J. I., & Vohs, K. D. (2003). Does high self-esteem 

cause better performance, interpersonal success, happiness, or healthier lifestyles? 

Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 4, 1-44. 

Birkeland, M. S., Melkevik, O., Holsen, I., & Wold, B. (2012). Trajectories of global self-esteem 

development during adolescence. Journal of Adolescence, 35, 43-54. 

Bleidorn, W., Arslan, R. C., Denissen, J. J. A., Rentfrow, P. J., Gebauer, J. E., Potter, J., & 

Gosling, S. D. (2015). Age and gender differences in self-esteem: A cross-cultural 

window. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Advance online publication. 

Block, J., & Robins, R. W. (1993). A longitudinal study of consistency and change in self-esteem 

from early adolescence to early adulthood. Child Development, 64, 909-923. 

Chung, J. M., Robins, R. W., Trzesniewski, K. H., Noftle, E. E., Roberts, B. W., & Widaman, K. 

F. (2014). Continuity and change in self-esteem during emerging adulthood. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 106, 469-483. 

Cohen, J. (1992). A power primer. Psychological Bulletin, 112, 155-159. 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 19 

Cole, D. A. (2012). Latent trait-state models. In R. H. Hoyle (Ed.), Handbook of structural 

equation modeling (pp. 585-600). New York, NY: Guilford. 

Cole, D. A., Maxwell, S. E., Martin, J. M., Peeke, L. G., Seroczynski, A. D., Tram, J. M., . . . 

Maschman, T. (2001). The development of multiple domains of child and adolescent self-

concept: a cohort sequential longitudinal design. Child Development, 72, 1723-1746. 

Crocker, J., & Wolfe, C. T. (2001). Contingencies of self-worth. Psychological Review, 108, 

593-623. 

Demo, D. H. (1992). The self-concept over time: Research issues and directions. Annual Review 

of Sociology, 18, 303-326. 

Donnellan, M. B., Kenny, D. A., Trzesniewski, K. H., Lucas, R. E., & Conger, R. D. (2012). 

Using trait-state models to evaluate the longitudinal consistency of global self-esteem 

from adolescence to adulthood. Journal of Research in Personality, 46, 634-645. 

Donnellan, M. B., Trzesniewski, K. H., & Robins, R. W. (2011). Self-esteem: Enduring issues 

and controversies. In T. Chamorro-Premuzic, S. von Stumm & A. Furnham (Eds.), The 

Wiley-Blackwell handbook of individual differences (pp. 718-746). Chichester, UK: 

Wiley-Blackwell. 

Duncan, T. E., Duncan, S. C., & Strycker, L. A. (2006). An introduction to latent variable 

growth curve modeling: Concepts, issues, and applications. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Erol, R. Y., & Orth, U. (2011). Self-esteem development from age 14 to 30 years: A longitudinal 

study. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 101, 607-619. 

Erol, R. Y., & Orth, U. (in press). Self-esteem and the quality of romantic relationships. 

European Psychologist. 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 20 

Fraley, R. C., & Roberts, B. W. (2005). Patterns of continuity: A dynamic model for 

conceptualizing the stability of individual differences in psychological constructs across 

the life course. Psychological Review, 112, 60-74. 

Gentile, B., Twenge, J. M., & Campbell, W. K. (2010). Birth cohort differences in self-esteem, 

1988-2008: A cross-temporal meta-analysis. Review of General Psychology, 14, 261-268. 

Haney, P., & Durlak, J. A. (1998). Changing self-esteem in children and adolescents: A meta-

analytic review. Journal of Clinical Child Psychology, 27, 423-433. 

Harris, M. A., Gruenenfelder-Steiger, A. E., Ferrer, E., Donnellan, M. B., Allemand, M., Fend, 

H., . . . Trzesniewski, K. H. (2015). Do parents foster self-esteem? Testing the 

prospective impact of parent closeness on adolescent self-esteem. Child Development, 86, 

995-1013. 

Harter, S. (2006). Developmental and individual difference perspectives on self-esteem. In D. K. 

Mroczek & T. D. Little (Eds.), Handbook of personality development (pp. 311-334). 

Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Heine, S. J., Lehman, D. R., Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (1999). Is there a universal need for 

positive self-regard? Psychological Review, 106, 766-794. 

Henrich, J., Heine, S. J., & Norenzayan, A. (2010). The weirdest people in the world? 

Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 33, 61-83. 

Huang, C. (2010). Mean-level change in self-esteem from childhood through adulthood: Meta-

analysis of longitudinal studies. Review of General Psychology, 14, 251-260. 

Hutteman, R., Nestler, S., Wagner, J., Egloff, B., & Back, M. D. (2015). Wherever I may roam: 

Processes of self-esteem development from adolescence to emerging adulthood in the 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 21 

context of international student exchange. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

108, 767-783. 

James, W. (1890). The principles of psychology (Vol. 1). New York, NY: Henry Holt and 

Company. 

Johnson, M. D., & Galambos, N. L. (2014). Paths to intimate relationship quality from parent-

adolescent relations and mental health. Journal of Marriage and Family, 76(145-160). 

Kandler, C., Zimmermann, J., & McAdams, D. P. (2014). Core and surface characteristics for the 

description and theory of personality differences and development. European Journal of 

Personality, 28, 231-243. 

Kenny, D. A., & Zautra, A. (1995). The trait-state-error model for multiwave data. Journal of 

Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 63, 52-59. 

Kenny, D. A., & Zautra, A. (2001). Trait-state models for longitudinal data. In L. M. Collins & 

A. G. Sayer (Eds.), New methods for the analysis of change (pp. 243-263). Washington, 

DC: American Psychological Association. 

Kernis, M. H. (2005). Measuring self-esteem in context: The importance of stability of self-

esteem in psychological functioning. Journal of Personality, 73, 1569-1605. 

Kiviruusu, O., Huurre, T., Aro, H., Marttunen, M., & Haukkala, A. (2015). Self-esteem growth 

trajectory from adolescence to mid-adulthood and its predictors in adolescence. Advances 

in Life Course Research, 23, 29-43. 

Kling, K. C., Hyde, J. S., Showers, C. J., & Buswell, B. N. (1999). Gender differences in self-

esteem: A meta-analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 125, 470-500. 

Krueger, J. I., Vohs, K. D., & Baumeister, R. F. (2008). Is the allure of self-esteem a mirage after 

all? American Psychologist, 63, 64-65. 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 22 

Kuster, F., & Orth, U. (2013). The long-term stability of self-esteem: Its time-dependent decay 

and nonzero asymptote. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 39, 677-690. 

Kuster, F., Orth, U., & Meier, L. L. (2012). Rumination mediates the prospective effect of low 

self-esteem on depression: A five-wave longitudinal study. Personality and Social 

Psychology Bulletin, 38, 747-759. 

Kuster, F., Orth, U., & Meier, L. L. (2013). High self-esteem prospectively predicts better work 

conditions and outcomes. Social Psychological and Personality Science, 4, 668-675. 

Kuzucu, Y., Bontempo, D. E., Hofer, S. M., Stallings, M. C., & Piccinin, A. M. (2014). 

Developmental change and time-specific variation in global and specific aspects of self-

concept in adolescence and association with depressive symptoms. Journal of Early 

Adolescence, 34, 638-666. 

Leary, M. R. (2004). The sociometer, self-esteem, and the regulation of interpersonal behavior. 

In R. F. Baumeister & K. D. Vohs (Eds.), Handbook of self-regulation (pp. 373-391). 

New York, NY: Guilford. 

Leary, M. R. (2012). Sociometer theory. In P. A. M. Van Lange, A. W. Kruglanski & E. T. 

Higgins (Eds.), Handbook of theories of social psychology (pp. 141-159). Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Leary, M. R., & Baumeister, R. F. (2000). The nature and function of self-esteem: Sociometer 

theory. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 32, pp. 1-

62). San Diego, CA: Academic Press. 

Luciano, E. C., & Orth, U. (2015). Transitions in romantic relationships and development of 

self-esteem. Manuscript submitted for publication. 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 23 

Major, B., Barr, L., Zubek, J., & Babey, S. H. (1999). Gender and self-esteem: A meta-analysis. 

In W. B. Swann, J. H. Langlois & L. A. Gilbert (Eds.), Sexism and stereotypes in modern 

society: The gender science of Janet Taylor Spence (pp. 223-253). Washington, DC: 

American Psychological Association. 

Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (1991). Culture and the self: Implications for cognition, emotion, 

and motivation. Psychological Review, 98, 224-253. 

Marsh, H. W., Craven, R., & Debus, R. (1998). Structure, stability, and development of young 

children’s self-concepts: A multicohort-multioccasion study. Child Development, 69, 

1030-1053. 

Marshall, S. L., Parker, P. D., Ciarrochi, J., & Heaven, P. C. L. (2014). Is self-esteem a cause or 

consequence of social support? A 4-year longitudinal study. Child Development, 85, 

1275-1291. 

Meier, L. L., Orth, U., Denissen, J. J. A., & Kühnel, A. (2011). Age differences in instability, 

contingency, and level of self-esteem across the life span. Journal of Research in 

Personality, 45, 604-612. 

Morin, A. J. S., Maiano, C., Marsh, H. W., Nagengast, B., & Janosz, M. (2013). School life and 

adolescents’ self-esteem trajectories. Child Development, 84, 1967-1988. 

Mund, M., Finn, C., Hagemeyer, B., Zimmermann, J., & Neyer, F. J. (2015). The dynamics of 

self-esteem in partner relationships. European Journal of Personality, 29, 235-249. 

O'Malley, P. M., & Bachman, J. G. (1983). Self-esteem: Change and stability between ages 13 

and 23. Developmental Psychology, 19, 257-268. 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 24 

O'Mara, A. J., Marsh, H. W., Craven, R. G., & Debus, R. L. (2006). Do self-concept 

interventions make a difference? A synergistic blend of construct validation and meta-

analysis. Educational Psychologist, 41, 181-206. 

Orth, U., & Luciano, E. C. (2015). Self-esteem, narcissism, and stressful life events: Testing for 

selection and socialization. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 109, 707-721. 

Orth, U., Maes, J., & Schmitt, M. (2015). Self-esteem development across the life span: A 

longitudinal study with a large sample from Germany. Developmental Psychology, 51, 

248-259. 

Orth, U., & Robins, R. W. (2013). Understanding the link between low self-esteem and 

depression. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 22, 455-460. 

Orth, U., & Robins, R. W. (2014). The development of self-esteem. Current Directions in 

Psychological Science, 23, 381-387. 

Orth, U., Robins, R. W., & Meier, L. L. (2009). Disentangling the effects of low self-esteem and 

stressful events on depression: Findings from three longitudinal studies. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 97, 307-321. 

Orth, U., Robins, R. W., Meier, L. L., & Conger, R. D. (2016). Refining the vulnerability model 

of low self-esteem and depression: Disentangling the effects of genuine self-esteem and 

narcissism. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 110, 133-149. 

Orth, U., Robins, R. W., & Roberts, B. W. (2008). Low self-esteem prospectively predicts 

depression in adolescence and young adulthood. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 95, 695-708. 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 25 

Orth, U., Robins, R. W., Trzesniewski, K. H., Maes, J., & Schmitt, M. (2009). Low self-esteem 

is a risk factor for depressive symptoms from young adulthood to old age. Journal of 

Abnormal Psychology, 118, 472-478. 

Orth, U., Robins, R. W., & Widaman, K. F. (2012). Life-span development of self-esteem and its 

effects on important life outcomes. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 102, 

1271-1288. 

Orth, U., Robins, R. W., Widaman, K. F., & Conger, R. D. (2014). Is low self-esteem a risk 

factor for depression? Findings from a longitudinal study of Mexican-origin youth. 

Developmental Psychology, 50, 622-633. 

Orth, U., Trzesniewski, K. H., & Robins, R. W. (2010). Self-esteem development from young 

adulthood to old age: A cohort-sequential longitudinal study. Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology, 98, 645-658. 

Pettit, J. W., & Joiner, T. E. (2001). Negative life events predict negative feedback seeking as a 

function of impact on self-esteem. Cognitive Therapy and Research, 25, 733-741. 

Preacher, K. J., Wichman, A. L., MacCallum, R. C., & Briggs, N. E. (2008). Latent growth curve 

modeling. Los Angeles: Sage. 

Pullmann, H., Allik, J., & Realo, A. (2009). Global self-esteem across the life span: A cross-

sectional comparison between representative and self-selected internet samples. 

Experimental Aging Research, 35, 20-44. 

Ram, N., & Grimm, K. J. (2009). Growth mixture modeling: A method for identifying 

differences in longitudinal change among unobserved groups. International Journal of 

Behavioral Development, 33, 565-576. 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 26 

Rieger, S., Göllner, R., Trautwein, U., & Roberts, B. W. (2016). Low self-esteem prospectively 

predicts depression in the transition to young adulthood: A replication of Orth, Robins, 

and Roberts (2008). Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 110, e16-e22. 

Roberts, B. W., Wood, D., & Caspi, A. (2008). The development of personality traits in 

adulthood. In O. P. John, R. W. Robins & L. A. Pervin (Eds.), Handbook of personality: 

Theory and research (pp. 375-398). New York, NY: Guilford. 

Robins, R. W., & Trzesniewski, K. H. (2005). Self-esteem development across the lifespan. 

Current Directions in Psychological Science, 14, 158-162. 

Robins, R. W., Trzesniewski, K. H., Tracy, J. L., Gosling, S. D., & Potter, J. (2002). Global self-

esteem across the life span. Psychology and Aging, 17, 423-434. 

Schaffhuser, K., Wagner, J., Lüdtke, O., & Allemand, M. (2014). Dyadic longitudinal interplay 

between personality and relationship satisfaction: A focus on neuroticism and self-

esteem. Journal of Research in Personality, 53, 124-133. 

Shaw, B. A., Liang, J., & Krause, N. (2010). Age and race differences in the trajectory of self-

esteem. Psychology and Aging, 25, 84-94. 

Sowislo, J. F., & Orth, U. (2013). Does low self-esteem predict depression and anxiety? A meta-

analysis of longitudinal studies. Psychological Bulletin, 139, 213-240. 

Sowislo, J. F., Orth, U., & Meier, L. L. (2014). What constitutes vulnerable self-esteem? 

Comparing the prospective effects of low, unstable, and contingent self-esteem on 

depressive symptoms. Journal of Abnormal Psychology, 123, 737-753. 

Specht, J., Bleidorn, W., Denissen, J. J. A., Hennecke, M., Hutteman, R., Kandler, C., . . . 

Zimmermann, J. (2014). What drives adult personality development? A comparison of 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 27 

theoretical perspectives and empirical evidence. European Journal of Personality, 28, 

216-230. 

Steiger, A. E., Allemand, M., Robins, R. W., & Fend, H. A. (2014). Low and decreasing self-

esteem during adolescence predict adult depression two decades later. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology, 106, 325-338. 

Swann, W. B., Chang-Schneider, C., & McClarty, K. L. (2007). Do people's self-views matter? 

American Psychologist, 62, 84-94. 

Swann, W. B., Chang-Schneider, C., & McClarty, K. L. (2008). Yes, cavalier attitudes can have 

pernicious consequences. American Journal of Community Psychology, 63, 65-66. 

Trzesniewski, K. H., & Donnellan, M. B. (2009). Reevaluating the evidence for increasingly 

positive self-views among high school students: More evidence for consistency across 

generations (1976–2006). Psychological Science, 20, 920-922. 

Trzesniewski, K. H., Donnellan, M. B., Moffitt, T. E., Robins, R. W., Poulton, R., & Caspi, A. 

(2006). Low self-esteem during adolescence predicts poor health, criminal behavior, and 

limited economic prospects during adulthood. Developmental Psychology, 42, 381-390. 

Trzesniewski, K. H., Donnellan, M. B., & Robins, R. W. (2003). Stability of self-esteem across 

the life span. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 84, 205-220. 

Trzesniewski, K. H., Donnellan, M. B., & Robins, R. W. (2008). Is "Generation Me" really more 

narcissistic than previous generations? Journal of Personality, 76, 903-917. 

Trzesniewski, K. H., Donnellan, M. B., & Robins, R. W. (2013). Development of self-esteem. In 

V. Zeigler-Hill (Ed.), Self-esteem (pp. 60-79). London, UK: Psychology Press. 

Twenge, J. M., & Campbell, W. K. (2001). Age and birth cohort differences in self-esteem: A 

cross-temporal meta-analysis. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 5, 321-344. 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 28 

Twenge, J. M., Konrath, S., Foster, J. D., Campbell, W. K., & Bushman, B. J. (2008). Egos 

inflating over time: A cross-temporal meta-analysis of the Narcissistic Personality 

Inventory. Journal of Personality, 76, 875-901. 

von Soest, T., Wichstrom, L., & Kvalem, I. L. (2015). The development of global and domain-

specific self-esteem from age 13 to 31. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

Advance online publication. 

Wagner, J., Becker, M., Lüdtke, O., & Trautwein, U. (2015). The first partnership experience 

and personality development: A propensity score matching study in young adulthood. 

Social Psychological and Personality Science, 6, 455-463. 

Wagner, J., Gerstorf, D., Hoppmann, C., & Luszcz, M. A. (2013). The nature and correlates of 

self-esteem trajectories in late life. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 105, 

139-153. 

Wagner, J., Hoppmann, C., Ram, N., & Gerstorf, D. (2015). Self-esteem is relatively stable late 

in life: The role of resources in the health, self-regulation, and social domains. 

Developmental Psychology, 51, 136-149. 

Wagner, J., Lang, F. R., Neyer, F. J., & Wagner, G. G. (2014). Self-esteem across adulthood: 

The role of resources. European Journal of Ageing, 11, 109-119. 

Wagner, J., Lüdtke, O., Jonkmann, K., & Trautwein, U. (2013). Cherish yourself: Longitudinal 

patterns and conditions of self-esteem change in the transition to young adulthood. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 104, 148-163. 

Wagner, J., Lüdtke, O., & Trautwein, U. (2015). Self-esteem is mostly stable across young 

adulthood: Evidence from latent STARTS models. Journal of Personality, Advance 

online publication. 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 29 

Wouters, S., Duriez, B., Luyckx, K., Klimstra, T., Colpin, H., Soenens, B., & Verschueren, K. 

(2013). Depressive symptoms in university freshmen: Longitudinal relations with 

contingent self-esteem and level of self-esteem. Journal of Research in Personality, 47, 

356-363. 

Wylie, R. C. (1979). The self-concept. Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press. 

Zeiders, K. H., Umaña-Taylor, A. J., & Derlan, C. L. (2013). Trajectories of depressive 

symptoms and self-esteem in Latino youths: Examining the role of gender and perceived 

discrimination. Developmental Psychology, 49, 951-963. 



THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-ESTEEM 30 

 

Figure 1. Average predicted trajectory of self-esteem from age 14 to 89 years (Orth et al., 2015). 

Self-esteem increased from adolescence to age 60 years and then decreased into old age. Effect 

sizes are reported as d values, indicating that the increase from age 14 to 60 years corresponded 

to a medium effect size, and the decrease from age 60 to 89 years to a small effect size. The 

figure has been adapted from Orth et al. (2015). Copyright © 2015 by the American 
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