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JEAN TWENGE

IN THE SECOND half of the twentieth century, American culture became more
and more a celebration of the individual. The shared concerns of the whole soci-
ety and the language of “us” rather than of “me” fell by the wayside as the self
became the primary focus. Many observers, alarmed by this trend, have criticized
the last two generations for their sense of entitlement—their unexamined
assumption that the world owes them happiness and recogniton. But Jean
Twenge, a psychologist and professor at San Diego State University, adds a
new wrinkle to the critigue: so much emphasis on the self isn’t just bad for soci-
ety, she argues; it’s also bad for the individual.

Twenge’s bestselling first book, Generation Me: Why Today’s Young Americans
Are More Confident, Assertive, Briitled—and More Miserable than Ever Before (2006},
uses data taken from 1.3 million young people to trace the different perspectives
of successive generations on self-esteem, individuality, sexuality, and other issues
related to development. In reviewing this data, Twenge sees evidence of an
unprecedented shift as both education and culture have come to emphasize self-
hood and self-esteem zbove all other values. Twenge argues that for Baby
Boomers, the term “self’ was still a novel idea, so novel that that they saw “self-
hood” as a difficult goal worth pursuing. However, later generations internalized
this idea of the self to the point that young people find it difficult to imagine
organizing their lives around anything else.

Twenge’s second book, The Narcissist Epidemic: Living in the Age of Entitlement
(2009), co-written with W. Keith Campbell, is a follow-up to Generation Me that
provides a detailed portrait of a culture defined by “public violence and aggression,
self-promotion, and the desire for uniqueness” at the cost of the well-being of
others. Even though most young people today are not narcissistic to the degree
that it has become debilitating for them, the number who suffer from a clinical
disorder is three times greater than a generation ago. And even within mainstream
culture, behavior that would have seemed to our grandparents absurdly self-
absorbed has become the new normal. Surges in the rates of plastic surgery, credit
card debt, and ostentatious consumption all suggest that the celebrity has become
the ideal of an age defined by its overconfidence and greed.

Reprinced with the permission of Simon & Schuster Publishing Group and Eneerim, Williams & Bloom Literary
Agency from the Free Press edition of GENERATION ME: WHY TODAY'S YOUNG AMERICANS ARE
MORE CONFIDENT, ASSERTIVE, ENTITLED ... AND MORE MISERABLE THAN EVER BEFORE by Jean
M. Twenge. Copyright © 2006 by Jean M. Twenge. All rights reserved.

Jean Twenge. Final quatation from “Abouat The Nardssism Epidensic An FAQ on Narcissism,” <http://www nardsdamnepidemic
«com/aboutbookhanl>.
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An Army of One: Me

One day when my mother was driving me to school in 1986, Whitney Houston’s
hit song “The Greatest Love of All” was warbling out of the weak speakers of
our Buick station wagon with wood tdm. I asked my mother what she thought
the song was about. “The greatest love of all—it has to be about children,”
she said.

My mother was sweet, but wrong. The song does say that children are the
future (always good to begin with a strikingly original thought) and that we
should teach them well. About world peace, may be? Or great literature?
Nope. Children should be educated about the beauty “inside,” the song declares.
We all need heroes, Whitney sings, but she never found “anyone to fulfill my
needs,” so she learned to depend on (wait for it) “me.” The chorus then
declares, “learning to love yourself is the greatest love of all.”

This is a stunning reversal in attitude from previous generations. Back
then, respect for others was more important than respect for yourself. The term
“self-esteem” wasn’t widely used untl the late 1960s, and didn’t become
talk-show and dinner-table conversation until the 1980s. By the 1990s, it was
everywhere.

Take, for example, the band Offspring’s rockingly irreverent 1994 nff
“Self-Esteem.” The song describes a guy whose girlfriend “says she wants only
me ... Then I wonder why she sleeps with my friends.” (Hmmm.) But he’s blasé
about it—it’s OK, really, since he’s “just a sucker with no self-esteem.”

By the mid-1990s, Offspring could take it for granted that most people
knew the term “self-esteemn,” and knew they were supposed to have it. They
also knew how to diagnose themselves when they didn’t have it. Offspring’s
ironic self-parody demonstrates a high level of understanding of the concept,
the satire suggesting that this psychological self-examination is rote and can thus
be performed with tongue planted firmly in cheek.

In the years since, attention to the topic of self-esteem has rapidly expanded.
A search for “self-esteem™ in the books section of amazon.com vielded 105,438
entries in July 2005 (sample titles: The Self-Esteem Workbook, Breaking the Chain of
Low Self-Esteem, Ten Days to Self-Esteem, 200 Ways to Raise a Girl's Self-Esteem).
Magazine articles on self-esteem are as common as e-mail spam for Viagra. Ladies’
Home Journal told readers to “Leam to Love Yourself!” in March 2005, while
Parenting offered “Proud to Be Me!” (apparently the exclamation point is
required) in April, listing “5 simple ways to help your child love who he is.”
TV and radio talk shows would be immediately shut down by the FCC if “self-
esteem” were on the list of banned words. The American Academy of Pediatrics
guide to caring for babies and young children uses the word “self-esteem” ten
times in the space of seven pages in the first chapter, and that doesn’t even
count the numerous mentions of self-respect, confidence, and belief in oneself.
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How did self-esteem transform from an obscure academic term to a familiar
phrase that pops up in everything from women’s magazines to song lyrics to
celebrity interviews? The story actually begins centuries ago, when humans
barely had a concept of a self at all: your marriage was amranged, your profession
determined by your parents, your actions dictated by strict religious standards.
Slowly over the centuries, social strictures began to loosen and people started
to make more choices for themselves. Eventually, we arrived at the modern con-
cept of the individual as an autonomous, free person.

Then came the 1970s, when the ascendance of the self truly exploded into
the American consciousness. In contrast to previous ethics of honor and duty,
Baby Boomer ideals focused instead on meaning and selffulfillment. In his 1976
bestseller, Your Erroneous Zones, Wayne Dyer suggests that the popular song “You
Are the Sunshine of My Life” be retitled “I Am the Sunshine of My Life.” Your
love for yourself, he says, should be your “first love.” The 1970 allegory, Jonathan
Livingston Seagull, describes a bird bored with going “from shore to food and back
again.” Instead, he wants to enjoy flying, swooping through the air to follow “a
higher meaning, a higher purpose for life,” even though his actions get him exiled
from his flock. The book, originally rejected by nearly every major publishing
house, became a runaway bestseller as Americans came to agree with the idea
that life should be fulfilling and focused on the needs of the self. The seagulls
in the animated movie Finding Nemo were still on message almost twenty-five
years later: all that comes out of their beaks is the word “mine.”

Boomers and Their “Journey” into the Self

Because the Boomers dominate our culture so much, we have to understand
them first so we can see how they differ from the younger Generation Me.
‘Why aren’t the Boomers—the Me Generation in the 1970s—the real Generation
Me? It’s about what you explore as a young adult versus what you’re bom to
and take for granted.

For the Boomers, who grew up in the 19505 and 1960s, self-focus was a new
concept, individualism an uncharted temitory. In his 1981 book New Rules:
Searching for Self-Fulfillment in a World Turned Upside Down, Daniel Yankelovich
describes young Boomers struggling with new questions: How do you make
decisions in a marriage with two equal partners? How do you focus on yourself
when your parents don’t even know what that means? The Boomers in the book
sound like people driving around in circles in the dark, desperately searching for
something. The world was so new that there were no road signs, no maps to
point the way to this new fulfillment and individuality.

That’s probably why many Boomers talk about the self using language full of
abstraction, introspection, and “growth.” New things call for this kind of meticu-
lous thought, and require the idea that the process will take time. Thus Boomers
talk about “my journey,” “my need to keep growing,” or “my unfulfilled
potentials.” Sixties activist Todd Gitlin called the Boomer quest the “yoyage to
the interior.” Icky as they are to today’s young people, these phrases drum with
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motion and time, portraying self-focus as a continuous project that keeps evolving
as Boomers look around for true meaning. In a 1976 New York Magazine article,
Tom Wolfe described the “new dream” as “remaking, remodeling, elevating and
polishing one’s very self ... and observing, studying, and doting on it.”* Sixties
radical Jerry Rubin wrote that he tried just about every fad of the 1970s (rolfing,
est, yoga, sex therapy, finding his inner child); one of the chapters in his book
Growing (Up) at Thirty-Seven is called “Searching for Myself.”

Such introspection primarily surfaces today in the speech of New Agers,
therapists who have read too much Maslow, and over-45 Boomers. When
asked what’s next in her life, Kim Basinger (born in 1953) replies, “Watching
what the rest of my joumney is going to be about.”” In answer to the same ques-
tion, Sarah Ferguson, Duchess of York (born in 1959) says: “My coming to stay
in America for a few months is like my blossoming into my true Sarah, into my
true self. And I’m just coming to learn about her myself.”® Not all Boomers talk
this way, of course, but enough do that it’s an immediately recognizable genera-
tional tic. It’s also a guaranteed way to get a young person to roll her eyes. She
might also then tell you to lighten up.

Many authors, from William Strauss and Neil Howe in Generations to Steve
Gillon in Boomer Nation, have noted that abstraction and spirituality are the pri-
mary hallmarks of the Boomer generation. Gillon describes Boomers as having a
“moralistic style” and devotes a chapter to Boomers’ “New Fundamentalism.”’
Whether joining traditional churches or exploring meditation or yoga, Boomers
have been fascinated with the spiritual for four decades.

Even Boomers who don’t adopt New Age language seek higher meaning in
the new religion of consumer products—thus the yuppie revolution. In Bobos in
Paradise, David Brooks demonstrates that upper-class Boomers have poured their
wealth into things like cooking equipment, which somehow feels more moral
and meaningful than previous money sinks like jewelry or furs. Even food
becomes “a barometer of virtue,” Brooks says, as 1960s values are “selectively
updated.... Gone are the sixties-era things that were fun and of interest to teen-
agers, like Free Love, and retained are all the things that might be of interest to
middle-aged hypochondriacs, like whole grains.”®

The Boomers’ interest in the abstract and spiritual shows up in many differ-
ent sources. In 1973, 46% of Boomers said they “focused on internal cues.”®
Only 26% of 1990s young people agreed. Thirty percent of Boomers said thilg
“creativity comes from within,” versus 18% of young people in the 1990s.
Even stronger evidence comes from a national survey of more than 300,0Q0 col-
lege freshmen. In 1967, a whopping 86% of incoming college students 51:111d that
“developing a meaningful philosophy of life” was an essential life goal.”* Only
42% of GenMe freshmen in 2004 agreed, cutting the Boomer number in half.
I'm definitely a member of my generation in this way; despite being an aca-
demic, 'm not sure I know what a “meaningful philosophy of Life” even is.
Jerry Rubin does—if you can understand him. “Instead of seeking with .the
expectation of finding, I experience my seeking as an end in itselifé” he writes.
“] become one with my seeking, and merge with the moment.”~ OK, Jerry.
Let us know when you’ve re-entered the Earth’s atmosphere.



484 JEAN TWENGE

While up there, maybe Jerry met Aleta St. James, a 57-year-old woman
who gave birth to twins in 2004. She explained her unusual actions by saying,
“My whole world is about manifesting, so I decided to manifest children.”™ It’s
not surprising that an enterprising GenMe member put together a list of books
on amazon.com titled “Tired of Baby Boomer Self-Righteousness?”

Boomers display another unique and somewhat ironic trait: a strong empha-
sis on group meetings. Boomers followed in the footsteps of their community-
minded elders—they just joined the Weathermen instead of the Elks Lodge. This
is one of the many reasons why Boomers are not the true Generation Me—
almost everything they did happened in groups: Vietnam protests, marches for
femninism, consciousness raising, assertiveness training, discos, even seminars like
est. Maybe it felt safer to explore the self within a group—perhaps it felt less
radical. No one seemed to catch the irony that it might be difficult to find
your own unique direction in a group of other people. Even Boomers’ trends
and sayings belied their reliance on groups: “Don’t trust anyone over 30” groups
people by age, as did the long hair many Boomer men adopted in the late 1960s
and early 1970s to distinguish themselves from older folks. In a 1970 song, David
Crosby says he decided not to cut his hair so he could “let my freak flag fly.” If
you've got a flag, you're probably a group. Boomers may have thought they
invented individualism, but like any inventor, they were followed by those
who truly petfected the art.

Boomers took only the first tentative steps in the direction of self-focus,
rather than swallowing it whole at birth. Most Boomers never absorbed it at all
and settled down early to marry and raise families. Those who adopted the ways
of the self as young adults speak the language with an accent: the accent of
abstraction and “journeys.” They had to reinvent their way of thinking when
already grown, and thus see self-focus as a “process.” In his book, Rubin quotes
a friend who says, “We are the first generation to reincarnate ourselves in our
own lifetime.” )

The Matter-of-Fact Self-Focus of Generation Me

Generation Me had no need to reincarnate ourselves; we were bom into a world
that already celebrated the individual. The self-focus that blossomed in the 1970s
became mundane and commonplace over the next two decades, and GenMe
accepts it like a fish accepts water. If Boomers were making their way in the
uncharted world of the self, GenMe has printed step-by-step directions from
Yahoo! Maps—and most of the time we don’t even need them, since the culture
of the self is our hometown. We don’t have to join groups or talk of journeys,
because we’re already there. We don’t need to “polish” the self, as Wolfe said,
because we take for granted that it’s already shiny. We don’t need to look
inward; we alteady know what we will find. Since we were small children, we
were taught to put ourselves first. That’s just the way the world works—why
dwell on it? Let’s go to the mall.

GenMe’s-focus on the needs of the individual is not necessarily self-absorbed
or isolationist; instead, it’s a way of moving through the world beholden to few
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social rules and with the unshakable belief that you’re important. It’s also not the
same as being “spoiled,” which implies that we always get what we want;
though this probably does describe some kids, it’s not the essence of the trend.
(GenMe’s expectations are so great and our reality so challenging that we will
probably get less of what we want than any previous generation). We simply
take 1t for granted that we should all feel good about ourselves, we are all spe-
cial, and we all deserve to follow our dreams. GenMe is straightforward and
unapologetic about our self-focus. In 2004’s Conquering Your Quarterlife Crisis,
Jason, 25, relates how he went through some tough times and decided he
needed to change things in his life. His new motto was “Do what’s best for
Jason. 1 had to make me happy; I had to do what was best for myself in every
situation.”™*

Qur practical orientation toward the self sometimes leaves us with a distaste
for Boomer abstraction. When a character in the 2004 novel Something Borrowed
watched the 1980s show thirtysomething as a teen, she wished the Boomer char-
acters would “stop pondering the meaning of life and start making grocery lists.”
!5 The matter-of-fact attitude of GenMe appears in everyday language as well—a
language that still includes the abstract concept of self, but uses it in a very simple
way, perhaps because we learned the language as children. We speak the lan-
guage of the self as our native tongue. So much of the “common sense” advice
that’s given these days includes some variation on “self”:

= Worred about how to act in a social situation? “Just be yourself.”

®  What'’s the good thing about your alcoholism/drug addiction/murder con-
viction? “I leamed a lot about myself.”

»  Concemed about your performance? “Believe in yousself.” (Often followed
by “and anything is possible.”)

= Should you buy the new pair of shoes, or get the nose ring? “Yes, express
yourself.”

m  Why should you leave the unfulfilling relationship/quit the boring job/tell
off your mother-in-law? “You have to respect yourself.”

= Trying to get tid of a bad habit? “Be honest with yourself.”

= Confused about the best time to date or get married? “You have to love
yourself before you can love someone else.”

= Should you express your opinion? “Yes, stand up for yourself.”

Americans use these phrases so often that we don’t even notice them any-
more. Dr. Phil, the ultimate in plainspoken, no-nonsense advice, uttered both
“respect yourself” and “stop lying to yourself” within seconds of each other on
a Today show segment on New Year’s resolutions.’® One of his bestselling books
is entitled Self Matters. We take these phrases and ideas so much for granted, it’s
as if we learned them in our sleep as children, like the perfectly conditioned citi~
zens in Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World.

These aphorisms don’t seem absurd to us even when, sometimes, they are.
We talk about self-improvement as if the self could be given better drywall or a



486 JEAN TWENGE

The Self Across the Generations

Baby Boomers Generation Me

Self-fulfillment Fun

Journey, potentials, searching
Change the world

Already there
Follow your dreams

Watching TV and surfing the Web
Practicality

Protests and group sessions
Abstraction

Spirituality Things

Philosophy of life Feeling good about yourself

new coat of paint. We read self-help books as if the self could receive tax-
deductible donations. The Self even has its own magazine. Psychologist Martin
Seligman says that the traditional self—responsible, hardworking, stern—has
been replaced with the “California self,” “a self that chooses, feels pleasure and
pain, dictates action and even has things like esteem, efficacy, and confidence.”?’
Media outlets promote the self relentlessly; I was amazed at how often I heard
the word “self” used in the popular media once I started looking for it. A careful
study of news stories published or aired between 1980 and 1999 found a large
increase in self~reference words (I, me, mine, and mgrself) and a marked decrease
in collective words (humanity, country, or crowd)."

Young people have learned these self-lessons very well. In a letter to her fans
in 2004, Britney Spears, 23, listed her priorities as “Myself, my husband, Kevin,
and starting a family.”*® If you had to read that twice to get my point, it’s
because we take it for granted that we should put ourselves first on our list of

. priorities—it would be blasphemy if you didn’t (unless, of course, you have low
self-esteem). Twenty-year-old Maria says her mother often reminds her to con-
sider what other people will think. “It doesn’t matter what other people think,”
Maria insists. “What really matters is how I perceive myself. The real person I
need to please is myself.”

Smart marketers have figured this out, too. In the late 1990s, Prudential
replaced its longtime insurance slogan “Get a Piece of the Rock” with the nakedly
individualistic “Be Your Own Rock.”?® The United States Army, perhaps the last
organization one might expect to focus on the individual instead of the group, has
followed suit. Their standard slogan, adopted in 2001, is “An Army of One.”

Changes in Self-Esteem: What the Data Say

The data I gathered on self-esteem over time mirror the social trends perfectly.
My colleague Keith Campbell and I looked at the responses of 65,965 college
students to the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale, the most popular measure of gen-
eral self-esteem among adults.>’ I held my breath when I analyzed these data for
the first time, but I needn’t have worried: the change was enormous. By the
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id- average GenMe college man had higher self-esteem than 86% of
rclzlclle;z 91(1)12:1;1 1968%r The average mid-1990s college woman had higher self-
esteemn than 71% of Boomer college Wc_)men. Between thi 1960s and.tzhe
1990s, college students were increasingly likely to agree that’ I take laf Ecgu}xlve
attitude toward myself” and “On the whole, I am samﬁed with myself. | ther
sources verify this trend. A 1997 survey of teens afked, ”In general, ho\-V ) yg:/;
feel about yourself?” A stunning 93% answered go_od. Of the regxam,c,leri) 6
said they felt “not very good,” and only 1% admitted they felt “bad 1a out
f_hernselves.22 Another survey found that 91% of teens de§cnb§d thir;xase ves as
responsible, 74% as physically attractive, and 79% as “very mte]ll'gen_t. .

Children’s self~esteemn scores tell a djffer.ent but even more intriguing stor}zr.
We examined the responses of 39,353 chlldrer_l, most ages 9 tg) 13},1513? the
Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory, a scale' written .5pec1ﬁcally or cla ;ni)
During the 1970s—when the nation’s children shlfted. from tl;ebl t; aby
Boom to the early years of GenX—kids’ self-esteemn declined, probably ecallsse
of societal instability. Rampant divorce, a wobbly economy, soanrll)g anZ raT ; é
and swinging singles culture made the 1970s 2 dlﬂi‘cult. time to.de1 ;9160 .Over
average child in 1979 scored lower than 81% of Kids in t}lliirnip— est. ver
this time, children were less likely to agree w1th staternents like ‘r‘1t1h pr tZI e
of myself” and “I'm pretty happy” and more likely to agree thtalt mgs.eIS o
mixed up in my life.” The individualism that was SO enthralling 01;llteec111iag e
adults in the 1970s didn’t help kids;—md},lif their parents suddenly discove

it i urt them.

Self‘fllalllﬁll:i{;:l ti‘;g(l)m gv};:e}rlla\gez‘lizg began to enter the samples, children’s seéf—
esteem took a shar;’) turn upward. More and more during the r;21805 ancield‘)‘ih:;
children were saying that they \Zlver;l hap;})ly t&;v:i;h t’hgr;yt;l:iu h lgegyo Sagcrhﬂdren’s
“r to like” and “I always do the nght g ; -1990s,
silfr{le:tfzm scores equaled, and often exceeded, ch]ldxsen s sct:}cires xr:l T;gﬁiczgl}l
more stable Boomer years before 1970. The average kldom ) 1(; :11511 - ot
in the heart of GenMe—had higher self-esteerm than 73% o in s

e 1;51;];’?:‘5 l:irtﬂ\c/)lt? ayrila;;ery, however. The United Statelsgf;)f;) the 31980s1 ;01 ;rg(c)ls-

Qs never approached the kid-friendly stal?lhty of. the 1950s an ear] i
}rigc;)lent crime gft record highs, divc;r;c(;e vgas stlllsat altizﬁr:zcﬁlivzi;jnai c;h:r z:;;_

its late~1990s boom. >0 .
?trynyo?ajarrlli(:rygch;::ejvhy did children’s self-esteem increase so dramatically

during the 1980s and 1990s?

- The Self-Esteem Curriculum

The short answer is that they were taught it. I.n the’ years after 198,(1)3}1 th(;;z :vrii raS
pervasive, society-wide effort to increase children’s sillf—gst;ertn. o dzen omes
: tly decided that ¢
ho now filled the ranks of parents apparen )
:lvw(;y?feel good about themselves. Research on programs to boost §elf iji::l
first blossomed in the 1980s, and the number of psych}cl)logf; ;gd edzciﬁgnfggos al
between the S an .
icles devoted to self-esteem doubled .
;::;rf:l asticles on self-esteem increased another 52% during the 1990s, and the
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. To The Parent
Thiz eoloring baok was creaied to stiangthen your chiid's leaming
skilts whife thay hava fun, ftwill in your child while il
them in a way that they are able to comprehend. We hape that it wil
b a positiva influence on your child's eardy development,

Parents are encouraged to raise their children's self-esteem even when kids are simply
coloring. Even the cat has high self-esteem on this coloring book cover. However, the dog
lacks a self-esteem boosting ribbon. He probably has low self-esteem—after all, he drinks
out of the toilet.

number of books on self-esteem doubled over the same time.*® Generation Me is
the first generation raised to believe that everyone should have high self-esteem.
Magazines, television talk shows, and books all emphasize the importance of
high self-esteem for children, usually promoting feelings that are actually a lot
closer to narcissism (a more negative trait usually defined as excessive self-
importance). One children’s book, first published in 1991, is called The Lovables
in the Kingdom of Self-Esteem. “I AM LOVABLE. Hi, lovable friend! My name is
Mona Monkey. I live in the Kingdom of Self-Esteem along with my friends the
Lovable Team,” the book begins.”” On the next page, children learn that the
gates of the kingdom will swing open if you “say these words three times with
pride: I'm lovable! P'm lovable! P'm lovablel” (If 1 hear the word “lovable” one more
time, I'm going to use my hefty self-esteem to pummel the author of this book).
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Another example is the “BE A WINNER Self-Esteem Coloring and
Activity Book™ pictured in this chapter. Inside, children find activities and pic-
tures designed to boost their self~esteem, including coloring a “poster for your
room” that reads “YOU ARE SPECIAL” in yellow, orange, and red letters
against a purple background. Another page asks kids to fill in the blanks: “Accept
y_ur_e f You’re a special person. Use p_si_iv_ thinking.” A similar coloring
book is called “We Are All Special” (though this title seems to suggest that
being special isn’t so special). All of this probably sounds like Al Franken’s
Saturday Night Live character Stuart Smalley, an insecure, sweater-vest-wearing
man who looks in the mirror and unconvincingly repeats, “I'm good enough,
T'm smart enough, and doggone it, people like me.” It sounds like it because
it’s exactly the type of thing Franken was parodying. And it’s everywhere.

Many school districts across the country have specific programs designed to
increase children’s self-esteem, most of which actually build self~importance and
narcissism. One program is called “Self-Science: The Subject Is Me.”?® (Why
bother with biology? I'm so much more interesting!) Another program, called
“Pumsy in Pursuit of Excellence,” uses a dragon character to encourage children
to escape the “Mud Mind” they experience when feeling bad about themselves.
Instead, they should strive to be in the “Sparkle Mind” and feel good about
themselves.” The Magic Circle exercise designates one child a day to receive a
badge saying “I'm great.” The other children then say good things about the
chosen child, who later receives a written list of all of the praise. At the end of
the exercise, the child must then say something good about him- or herself.
Boomer children in the 1950s and 1960s gained self-esteem naturally from a sta-
ble, child-friendly society; GenMe’s self-esteem has been actively cultivated for
its own sake.”

One Austin, Texas, father was startled to see his five-year-old daughter
wearing a shirt that announced, “I'm lovable and capable.” All of the kindergar-
teners, he learned, recited this phrase before class, and they all wore the shirt to
school on Fridays. It seems the school started a bit too young, however, because
the child then asked, “Daddy, all the kids are wondering, what does ‘capable’
mean?”>!

Some people have wondered if the self-esteem trend waned after schools
began to put more emphasis on testing during the Jate 1990s. It doesn’t look
that way. Parenting books and magazines stress self-esteem as much as ever, and
a large number of schools continue to use self-esteem programs. The mission
statenents of many schools explicitly announce that they aim to raise students’
self-esteem. A Google search for “elementaty school mission statement self-
esteem” yielded 308,000 Web pages in January 2006. These schools are located
across the country, in cities, suburbs, small towns, and rural areas. “Building,”
“improving,” “promoting,” or “developing” self-esteem is a stated goal of
(among many others) New River Elementary in New- River, Arizona; Shady
Dell Elementary in Springfield, Missouri; Shettler Elementary in Fruitport,
Michigan; Baxter Elementary in Baxter, Tennessee; Rye Elementary in
Westchester County, New York; Copeland Elementary in Augusta, Georgia;
and Banff Elementary in Banff, Alberta, Canada. Private religious schools are
not immune: St. Wendelin Catholic Elementary in Fostoria, Ohio, aims to
“develop a feeling of confidence, self-esteem, and self-worth in our students.”
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Andersen Elementary in Rockledge, Florida, raises the bar, adding that students
will “exhibit high self-esteem.” So self-esteem must not just be promoted by
teachers, but must be actively exhibited by students.

As John Hewitt points out in The Myth of Self-Esteem, the implicit message is
that self-esteem can be taught and should be taught. When self-esteem programs
are used, Hewitt notes, children are “encouraged to believe that it is acceptable
and desirable to be preoccupied with oneself [and] praise oneself.” In many cases,
he says, it’s not just encouraged but required. These exercises make self-
importance mandatory, demanding of children that they love themselves. “The
child must be taught to like himself or herself.... The child must take the teacher’s
attitude himself or herself—1 am somebody!” ‘I am capable and lovingl'—
regardless of what the child thinks.”*?

Most of these programs encourage children to feel good about themselves for
no particular reason. In one program, teachers are told to discourage children
from saying things like “I'm a good soccer player” or “I'm a good singer.”*?
This makes self-esteem contingent on performance, the program authors chide.
Instead, “we want to anchor self~esteem firmly to the child ... so that no matter
what the performance might be, the self-esteem remains high.” In other words,
feeling good about yourself is more important than good performance. Children,

the guide says, should be taught “that it is who they are, not what they do, that is_

important.” Many programs encourage self~esteem even when things go wrong
or the child does something bad. In one activity, children are asked to finish sev-
eral sentences, including ones beginning “I love myself even though ...” and
“I forgive myself for ...">*

Teacher training courses often emphasize that a child’s self-esteemn must be
preserved above all else. A sign on the wall of one university’s education depart-
ment says, “We Choose to Feel Special and Worthwhile No Matter What.”>®
Perhaps as a result, 60% of teachers and 69% of school counselors agree that self-
esteem should be raised by “providing more unconditional validation of students
based on who they are rather than how they perform or behave.”*® Uncondi-
tional validation, to translate the educational mumbo-jumbo, means feeling good
about yourself no matter how you act or whether you learn anything or not. A
veteran second-grade teacher in Tennessee disagrees with this practice but sees it
everywhere. “We handle children much more delicately,” she says. “They feel
good about themselves for no reason. We’ve given them this cotton-candy sense
of self with no basis in reality.”’

Although theé self-esteem approach sounds like it might be especially popular
in liberal blue-state areas, it’s common in red states as well, perhaps because it’s
very similar to the ideas popularized by fundamentalist Christian churches. For
example, the popular Christian children’s book You Are Special promotes the
same unconditional self-esteem emphasized in secular school programs. First
published in 1997, the book notes, “The wozld tells kids, “You’re special if ...
you have the brains, the looks, the talent.” God tells them, ‘You're special just
because. No qualifications necessary.” Every child you know needs to hear this
one, reassuring truth.” Traditional religion, of course, did have “qualifications”
and rules for behavior. Adults hear this message as well.>® In an article in Ladies
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Home Journal, Christian author Rick Warren writes, “You can believe what
others say about you, or you can believe in yourself as does God, who says you
are truly acceptable, lovable, valuable, and capable.”*®

Even programs not specifically focused on self-esteem often place the utmost
value on children’s self-feelings. Children in some schools sing songs with lyrics
like “Who I am makes a difference and all our dreams can come true” and “We
are beautiful, magnificent, courageous, outrageous, and great!”40 Other students
pen a “Me Poem” or write a mock TV “commercial” advertising themselves and
their good qualities, An elementary school teacher in Alabama makes one child
the focus of a “VIP for a week” project.*! The children’s museum in Laramie,
Wyoming, has a self-esteem exhibit where children are told to describe them-
selves using positive adj ectives.*”

Parents often continue the self-esteem lessons their children have leamed in
school, perhaps because more children are planned and cherished. The debut of
the birth control pill in the early 1960s began the trend toward wanted children,
which continued in the early 1970s as abortion became legal and cultural values
shifted toward children as a choice rather than a duty. In the 1950s, it was con-
sidered selfish not to have kids, but by the 1970s it was an individual decision. As
a result, more and more children were bom to people who really wanted to
become parents. Parents were able to lavish more attention on each child as the
average number of children per family shrank from four to two. Young people
often say that their parents believed in building self-esteem. “My mom con-
stantly told me how special I was,” said Natalie, 19. “No matter how I did, she
would tell me I was the best.” Kristen, 22, said her parents had a “wonderful”
way of “telling me what a great job I did and repeatedly telling me I was a very
special person.” Popular media [have] also promoted this idea endlessly, offering
up self~esteem as the cure for just about everything. In one episode of the family
drama 7th Heaven, one young character asks what can be done about war. The
father on the show, a minister, says, “We can take a good look in the mirror, and
when we see peace, that’s when we’ll have peace on earth.” The rest of the
episode featured each character smiling broadly to himself or herself in the mir-
ror. In other words, if we all just loved ourselves enough, it would put an end to
war. (Not only is this tripe, but wars, if anything, are usually rooted in too much
love of self, land, and nation—not too little). But, as TV and movies have taught
us, loving yourself is more important than anything else.

These efforts have had their intended impact. Don Tapscott, who inter-
viewed hundreds of people for his book Growing Up Digital, notes, “Chat mod-
erators, teachers, parents, and community workers who spend time with [young
people] invariably told us that they think this is a confident generation who
think highly of themselves.”* In a CBS News poll, the high school graduates
of 2000 were asked, “What makes you feel positive about yourself?” The most
popular answer, at 33%, was the tautological “self-esteermn.” School performance
was a distant second at 18%, with popularity third at 13%.** Yet this is not sur-
prising: saying that having self-esteem makes you feel positive about yourself—
forget any actual reason—is exactly what the self-esteem programs have taught
today’s young generation since they were in kindergarten.



492 JEAN TWENGE

Yet when everyone wears a shirt that says “I'm Special,” as some of the pro-
grams encourage, it is a wide-open invitation to parody. The 1997 premiere epi-
sode of MTV’s animated show Daria featured a character named Jane, who
cracked, “I like having low self-esteem. It makes me feel special.” Later in the
episode, the teacher of a “self-esteemn class” asks the students to “make a list of
ten ways the world would be a sadder place if you weren’t in it.” “Is that if we’d
never been bom, or if we died suddenly and unexpectedly?” asks one of the
students. Wanting to get out of the rest of the class, Daria and Jane recite the
answers to the self-esteem “test”™ “The next time I start to feel bad about myself
[I will] stand before the mirror, look myself in the eye, and say, “You are special.
No one else is like you.””* ‘

By the time GenMe gets to college, these messages are rote. Hewitt, who
teaches at the University of Massachusetts, says his students are very excited
when they begin discussing self-esteem in his sociology class. But once he begins
to question the validity of self-esteem, the students’ faces become glum and
interest wanes. Hewitt compares it to what might happen in church if a prest
suddenly began questioning the existence of God. After all, we worship at the
altar of self-esteem and self-focus. “When the importance of self-esteem is chal-
lenged, a major part of the contemporary American view of the wozld is chal-
lenged,” Hewitt writes.*®

Girls Are Great

It is no coincidence that the Daria episode parodying self-esteem programs fea-
tures two gitls. Feminist Gloria Steinem, who spent the 1970s and 1980s fighting
for practical rights like equal pay and maternity leave, spent the early 1990s pro-
moting her book Revolution from Within: A Book of Self-Esteem. In 1991, a study
by the American Association of University Women (AAUW) announced that
girls “lose their self-esteem on the way to adolescence.” This study was covered
in countless national news outlets and ignited a national conversation about teen-
age gitls and how they feel about themselves. Reviving Ophelia, a bestselh'ng book
on adolescent gitls, popularized this idea further, documenting the feelings of

~ self-doubt girls experience as they move through junior high and high school.
Apparently, girls’ self~esteem was suffering a severe blow when they became
teenagers, and we needed to do something about it.

Before long, programs like the Girl Scouts began to focus on self—esteftm
through their “Girls Are Great” program. Girls could earn badges like “Being
My Best” and “Understanding Yourself and Others.” Amanda, 22, says that her
Gir Scout troop spent a lot of time on self-esteemn. “We did workshops and
earned badges based around self-esteem building projects,” she says. “We learned
that we could do anything we wanted, that it was good to express yourself, and
being different is good.”

In 2002, the Girl Scout Council paired with corporate sponsor Unilever to
launch “Uniquely ME!” a self-esteem program to “address the critical nation~
wide problem of low self-esteem among adolescent and preadolescent gir?s.”
The program includes three booklets for girls ages 8 to 14, each including
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exercises on “recognizing one’s strengths and best attributes” and “identifying
core values and personal interests.”*’

However, there is little evidence that girls’ self-esteemn dives at adolescence.
The AAUW study was seriously flawed, relying on unstandardized measures and
exaggerating small differences. In 1999, a carefully researched, comprehensive
study of sex differences in self-esteem was published in Psychological Bulletin, the
most prestigious journal in the field. The study statistically summarized 216 pre-
vious studies on more than 97,000 people and concluded that the actual differ-
ence between adolescent girls’ and boys’ self-esteem was less than 4%—in other
words, extremely small.*® Exaggerating this difference might be unwise.” We
may create a self-fulfilling prophecy for girls by telling them they’ll have low
self-esteem,” said University of Wisconsin professor Janet Hyde, one of the
study authors.*

When my colleague Keith Campbell and 1 did a different analysis of
355 studies of 105,318 people, we also found that girls’ self-esteem does not
fall precipitously at adolescence; it just doesn’t rise as fast as boys’ self-esteem
during the teen years. There was no large drop in girls’ self-esteem, and by col-
lege the difference between men’s and women’s self-esteem was very small.>°
Another meta-analysis, by my former student Brenda Dolan-Pascoe, found mod-
erate sex differences in appearance self-esteem, but no sex differences at all in
academic self-esteem. Girls also scored higher than boys in behavior self-esteem
and moral-ethical self-esteem. The achievements of adolescent girls also contra-
dict the idea that they retreat into self-doubt: girls earn higher grades than boys
at all school levels, and more go on to college. )

In other words, adolescent girls don’t have a self-esteem problem—there is
no “critical nationwide problem of low self-esteem among adolescent and pre-
adolescent girls” as the Girl Scouts claimed. But in a culture obsessed with feeling
good about ourselves, even the hint of a self-esteermn deficit is enough to prompt
a nationwide outcry. The Girl Scout program premiered three years after the
1999 comprehensive study found a minuscule sex difference in selfesteem.
Why let an overwhelming mass of data get in the way of a program that sounded
good?

Self-Esteem and Academic Performance

There has also been 2 movement against “criticizing” children too much. Some
schools and teachers don’t correct children’s mistakes, afraid that this will damage
children’s self-esteem. One popular method tells teachers not to correct students’
spelling or grammar, arguing that kids should be “independent spellers” so they
can be treated as “individuals.” (Imagine reading a nuespaper wyten useing that
filosofy.)>' Teacher education courses emphasize that creating a positive atmo-
sphere is more important than correcting mistakes.> In 2005, a British teacher
proposed eliminating the word “fail” from education; instead of hearing that
they have failed, students should hear that they have “deferred success,”>>
In the United States, office stores have started carrying large stocks of purple
pens, as some teachers say that red ink is too “scary” for children’s papers.>*
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Florida elementary schoolteacher Robin Slipakoff said, “Red has a negative con-
notation, and we want to promote self-confidence.””*

Grade inflation, has also reached record highs. In 2004, 48% of American
college freshmen——almost half—reported eaming an A average in high school,
compared to only 18% in 1968, even though SAT scores decreased over this
time period.>® “Bach year we think [the number with an A average] can’t inflate
anymore. And then it does again. The ‘C’ grade is almost a thing of the past,”
noted Andrew Astin, the lead researcher for the study. These higher grades were
given out even though students were doing less work.> Only 33% of American
college freshmen in 2003 reported studying six or more hours a week during
their last year of high school, compared to 47% in 1987.°% So why are they still
getting better grades? “Teachers want to raise the self~esteem and feel-good atti-
tudes of students,” explains Howard Everson of the College Board.*® We have
become a Lake Wobegon nation: all of our children are above average.

The results of these policies have played out in schools around the country.
Emily, 8, came home from school one day proud that she got half of the words
right on her spelling test (in other words, a grade of 50). When her mother
pointed out that this wasn’t very good, Emily replied that her teacher had said
it 'was just fine. At her school near Dallas, Texas, 11-year-old Kayla was invited
to the math class pizza party as a reward for making a good grade, even though
she had managed only a barely passing 71. The pizza parties used to be only for
children who made As, but in recent years the school has invited every child
who simply passed.

This basically means that we don’t expect children to learn anything. As
long as they feel good, that seems to be all that’s required. As education professor
Maureen Stout notes, many educational psychologists believe that schools should
be “places in which children are insulated from the outside world and
emotionally—not intellectually——nourished.... My colleagues always referred to
the importance of making kids feel good about themselves but rarely, if ever,
spoke of achievement, ideals, goals, character, or decency.”60 The future teachers
whom Stout was educating believed that “children shouldn’t be challenged to
try things that others in the class are not ready for, since that would promote
competition, and competition is bad for self-esteem. Second, grading should be
avoided if at all possible, but, if absolutely necessary, should be done in a way
that avoids any indication that Johnny is anything less than a stellar pupil.”

Grade inflation and lack of competition may be backfiring: in 2003, 43% of
college freshmen reported that they were frequenty bored in class during their
last year of high school, up from 29% in 1985.%% This is not surprising: how
interesting could school possibly be when everyone gets an A and self-esteem is
more important than learning?

Perhaps as a result of all of this self-esteem building, educational psychologist
Harold Stevenson found that American children ranked very highly when asked
how good they were at math.> Of course, their actwal math performance is
merely mediocre, with other countries’ youth routinely outranking American
children. Every year, news anchors solemnly report how far American kids are
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falling behind. The emphasis on self-esteemn can’t be blamed entirely for this, of
course, but one could easily argue that children’s time might be better spent
doing math than hearing that they are special. In 2004, 70% of American college
freshmen reported that their “academic ability” was “above average” or “highest
10%,” an amusing demonstration of American youths’ self-confidence outpacing
their ability at math.

What kind of young people does this produce? Many teachers and social
observers say it results in kids who can’t take criticism. In other words, employ-
ers, get ready for a group of easily hurt young workers. Peter Sacks, author of
Generation X Goes to College, noted the extraordinary thin-skinnedness of the
undergraduates he taught, and my experience has been no different. I've learned
not to discuss test items that the majority of students missed, as this invariably
leads to lots of whiny defensiveness and very little actual learning. The two
trends are definitely related: research shows that when people with high self-
esteemn are criticized, they became unfriendly, rude, and uncooperative, even
toward people who had nothing to do with the criticism.®?

None of this should really surprise us. Students “look and act like what the
[self~esteem] theories say they should look and act like,” notes Hewitt. “They
tend to act as though they believe they have worthy and good inner essences,
regardless of what people say or how they behave, that they deserve recognition
and attention from others, and their unique individual needs should be consid-

‘ered first and foremost.”®* And, of course, this is exactly what has happened:

GenMe takes for granted that the self comes first, and we often believe exactly
what we were so carefully taught—that we’re special.

But this must have an upside; surely kids who have high self-esteem go on
to make better grades and achieve more in school. Actually, they don’t. There is
a small correlation between self-esteem and grades.%> However, self-esteem does
not cause high grades—instead, high grades cause higher self-esteem. So self-
esteem programs clearly put the cart before the horse in trying to increase self-
esteem. Even much of the small link from high grades to high self-esteem can be
explained by other factors such as income: rich kids, for example, have higher
self-esteem and get better grades, but that’s because coming from an affluent
home causes both of these things, and not because they cause each other. This
resembles the horse and the cart being towed on a flatbed truck—mneither the cart
nor the horse is causing the motion in the other even though they are moving
together. As self-esteem programs aren’t going to make all kids rich, they won’t
raise self-esteem this way, either.

Nor does high self-esteem protect against teen pregnancy, juvenile delin-
quency, alcoholism, drug abuse, or chronic welfare dependency. Several compre-
hensive reviews of-the research literature by different authors have all concluded
that self-esteem doesn’t cause much of anything.%® Even the book sponsored by
the California Task Force to Promote Self-Esteem and Personal and Social
Responsibility, which spent a quarter of a2 million dollars trying to raise Californians’
self-esteern, found that selfesteem isn’t linked to academic achievement, good
behavior, or any other outcome the Task Force was formed to address.®’
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Are Self-Esteem Programs Good or Bad?

Psychologist Martin Seligman has criticized self-esteem programs as empty and
shortsighted. He argues that self-esteem based on nothing does not serve children
well in the long run; it’s better, he says, for children to develop real skills and fee]
good about accomplishing something.®® Roy Baumeister, the lead author of an
extensive review of the research on self-esteem, found that self-esteem does not
lead to better grades, improved work performance, decreased violence, or less
cheating. In fact, people with high self-esteem are often more violent and more
likely to cheat. “It is very questionable whether [the few benefits] justify the
effort and expense that schools, parents, and therapists have put into raising
self-esteem,” Baumeister wrote. “After all these years, I'm sorry to say, my rec-
ommendation is this: forget about self-esteem and concentrate more on self-
control and self-discipline.”®®

I agree with both of these experts. Self~esteem is an outcome, not a cause. In
other words, it doesn’t do much good to encourage a child to feel good about
himself just to feel good; this doesn’t mean anything. Children develop true self-
esteem from behaving well and accomplishing things. “What the self-esteem
movement really says to students is that their achievement is not important and
their minds are not worth developing,” writes Maureen Stout. It’s clearly better
for children to value learning rather than simply feeling good.”®

So should kids feel bad about themselves if they’re not good at school or
sports? No. They should feel bad if they didn’t work hard and try. And even if
they don’t succeed, sometimes negative feelings can be a motivator. Trying
something challenging and leaming from the experience is better than feeling
good about oneself for no reason.

Also, everyone can do something well. Kids who are not athletic or who
struggle with school might have another talent, like music or art. Almost all chil-
dren can develop pride from being a good friend or helping someone. Kids can
do many things to feel good about themselves, so self-esteermn can be based on
something. If a child feels great about himself even when he does nothing, why
do anything? Self-esteem without basis encourages laziness rather than hard
work. On the other hand, we shouldn’t go too far and hinge our self~worth
entirely on one external goal, like getting good grades. As psychologist Jennifer
Crocker documents, the seesaw of self-esteem this produces can lead to poor
physical and mental health.”" A happy medium is what's called for here: don’t
feel bad about yourself because you made a bad grade—just don’t feel good
about yourself if you didn’t even study. Use your bad feelings as a motivator to
do better next time. True self-confidence comes from honing your talents and
learning things, not from being told you’re great just because you exist.

The practice of not correcting mistakes, avoiding letter grades, and discourag-
ing competition is also misguided. Competition can help make leamning fun; as
Stout points out, look at how the disabled kids in the Special Olympics benefit
from competing. Many schools now don’t publish the honor roll of children
who do well in school and generally downplay grades because, they falsely believe,
competition isn’t good for self-esteern (as some kids won’t make the honor roll,
and some kids will make Cs). But can you imagine not publishing the scores of a
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basketball game because it might not be good for the losing team’s self-esteem?
Can you imagine not keeping score in the game? What fun would that be? The
self-esteermn movement, Stout argues, is popular because it is sweetly addictive: tea-
chers don’t have to criticize, kids don’t have to be criticized, and everyone goes
home feeling happy. The problem is they also go home ignorant and uneducated.

Kids who don’t excel in a certain area should still be encouraged to keep
trying. This isn’t self-esteem, however: it’s self-control. Self-control, or the abil-
ity to persevere and keep going, is a much better predictor of life outcomes than
self-esteem. Children high in self-control make better grades and finish more
years of education, and they’re less likely to use drugs or have a teenage preg-
nancy. Self-control predicts all of those things researchers had hoped self-esteem
would, but hasn’t.

Cross—cultural studies provide a good example of the benefits of self~control
over self-esteem. Asians, for example, have lower self-esteem than Americans,”?
But when Asian students find out that they scored low on a particular task, they
want to keep working on that task so they can improve their performance.
American students, in contrast, prefer to give up on that task and work on
another one.”” In other words, Americans preserve their self-esteem at the
expense of doing better at a difficult task. This goes a long way toward explain-
ing why Asian children perform better at math and at school in general.

Young people who have high self-esteem built on shaky foundations might
run into trouble when they encounter the harsh realities of the real world. As
Stout argues, kids who are given meaningless As and promoted when they haven’t
learned the material will later find out in college or the working world that they
don’t know much at all. And what will that do to their self-esteem, or, more impor-
tant, their careers? Unlike your teacher, your boss isn’t going to care much about
preserving your high self-esteem. The self-esteem ernphasis leaves kids ill prepared
for the inevitable criticism and occasional failure that is real life. “There is no self-
esteemn movement in the work world,” points out one father. “If you present a bad
report at the office, your boss isn’t going to say, ‘Hey, I like the color paper you
chose.” Setting kids up like this is doing them a tremendous disservice.””* ,

In any educational program, one has to consider the trade-off between bene-
fit and rsk. Valuing self-esteem over leaming and accomplishment is clearly
harmful, as children feel great about themselves but are cheated out of the educa-
tion they need to succeed. Self-esteem programs might benefit the small minority
of kids who really do feel worthless, but those kids are likely to have bigger pro-
blems that self-esteem boosting won'’t fix. The risk in these programs is in inflating
the self-concept of children who already think the world revolves around them.
Building up the self-esteem and importance of kids who are already egocentric
can bring trouble, as it can lead to narcissism—and maybe it already has.

Changes in Narcissism

Narcissism is one of the few personality traits that psychologists agree is almost
completely negative. Narcissists are overly focused on themselves and lack empa-
thy for others, which means they cannot see another person’s perspective.”
(Sound like the last clerk who served you?) They also feel entitled to special
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privileges and believe that they are superior to other people. As a result, narcis-
sists are bad relationship partners and can be difficult to work with. Narcissists are
also more likely to be hostile, feel anxious, compromise their health, and fight
with friends and family, Unlike those merely high in self-esteem, narcissists admjt
that they don’t feel close to other people.”®

All evidence suggests that narcissism is much more common in recent genera-
tions. In the early 1950s, only 12% of teens aged 14 to 16 agreed with the state-
ment “I am an important person.”77 By the late 1980s, an incredible 80%—almost
seven times as many—claimed they were important. Psychologist Harrison
Gough found consistent increases on narcissism items among college students
quizzed between the 1960s and the 1990s.”® GenMe students were more likely
to agree that “I would be willing to describe myself as a pretty ‘strong’ personal-
ity” and “I have often met people who were supposed to be experts who were no
better than I.” In other words, those other people don’t know what they’re talk-
ing about, so everyone should listen to me.

In a 2002 survey of 3,445 people conducted by Joshua Foster, Keith
Campbell, and me, younger people scored considerably higher on the Narcissistic
Personality Inventory, agreeing with items such as “If I ruled the world it would
be a better place,” “I am a special person,” and “I can live my life any way I
want to.””? (These statements evoke the image of a young man speeding down
the highway in the world’s biggest SUV, honking his horn, and screaming, “Get
out of my way! I'm important!”) This study was cross-sectional, though, mean-
ing that it was a one-time sample of people of different ages. For that reason, we
cannot be sure if any differences are due to age or to generation; however, the
other studies of narcissism mentioned previously suggest that generation plays a
role. It is also interesting that narcissism scores were fairly high until around age
35, after which they decreased markedly. This is right around the cutoff
between GenMe and previous generations.

Narcissism is the darker side of the focus on the self, and is often confused
with self-esteem. Self-esteem is often based on solid relationships with others,
whereas narcissism comes from believing that you are special and more important
than other people. Many of the school programs designed to raise self-esteem
probably raise narcissism instead. Lillian Katz, a professor of early childhood edu-
cation at the University of Illinois, wrote an article titled “All About Me: Are
‘We Developing Our Children’s Self-Esteem or Their Narcissism?” She writes,
“Many of the practices advocated in pursuit of [high self-esteem] may instead
inadvertently develop narcissism in the form of excessive preoccupation with
oneself.”® Because the school programs emphasize being “special” rather than
encouraging friendships, we may be training an army of little narcissists instead
of raising kids’ self-esteem.

Many young people also display entitlement, a facet of narcissism that
involves believing that you deserve and are entitled to more than others.
A scale that measures entitlement has items like “Things should go my way,”
“I demand the best because I'm worth it,” and (my favorite) “If I were on the
Titanic, 1 would deserve to be on the first lifeboat!™® A 2005 Associated Press
article printed in hundreds of news outlets labeled today’s young people “The
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Entitlement Generation.” In the article, employers complained that young
employees expected too much too soon and had very high expectations for sal-
ary and promotions.®*

Teachers have seen this attitude for years now. One of my colleagues said his
students acted as if grades were something they simply deserved to get no matter
what. He joked that their attitude could be summed up by “Where’s my A? I dis-
tinctly remember ordering an A from the catalog.” Stout, the education professor,
lists the student statements familiar to teachers everywhere: “I need a better grade,”
“I deserve an A on this paper,” “I never get Bs.” Stout points out that the self-esteern
movement places the student’s feelings at the center, so “students learn that they do
not need to respect their teachers or even earn their grades, so they begin to believe
that they are entitled to grades; respect, or anything else ... just for asking!”®®

Unfortunately, narcissism can lead to outcomes far worse than grade grubbing.
Several studies have found that narcissists lash out aggressively when they are
insulted or rejected.84 Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, the teenage gunmen at
Columbine High School, made statements remarkably similar to items on the
most popular narcissism questionnaire. On a videotape made before the shootings,
Harris picked up a gun, made a shooting noise, and said, “Isn’t it fun to get the
respect we're going to deserve?”®® (Chillingly similar to the narcissism item “I insist
upon getting the respect that is due me.”) Later, Harris said, “I could convince
them that ’'m going to climb Mount Everest, or I have a twin brother growing
out of my back. I can make you believe anything” (virtually identical to the item
“I can make anyone believe anything I want them to”). Harris and Klebold then
debate which famous movie director will film their story. A few weeks after mak-
ing the videotapes, Harris and Klebold killed thirteen people and then themselves.

Other examples abound. In a set of lab studies, narcissistic men felt less
empathy for rape victims, reported more enjoyment when watching a rape
scene in a movie, and were more punitive toward a woman who refused to
read a sexually arousing passage out loud to them.®® Abusive husbands who
threaten to kill their wives—and tragically sometimes do—are the ultimate nar-
cissists. They see everyone and everything in terms of fulfilling their needs, and
become very angry and aggressive when things don’t go exactly their way. Many
workplace shootings occur after an employee is fired and decides he’ll “show”
everyone how powerful he is.

The rise in narcissism has very deep roots. It’s not just that we feel better
about ourselyes, but that we even think to ask the question. We fixate on self-
esteem, and unthinkingly build narcissism, because we believe that the needs of
the individual are paramount. This will stay with us even if self-esteem programs
end up in the dustbin of history.
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QUESTIONS FOR MAKING CONNECTIONS
WITHIN THE READING

“An Aroy of One: Me” is written in a lively style, with the author speaking in
a number of different voices throughout: objective analyst, insider, and skep-
tic, to name a few. As you reread, mark the passages where Twenge’s voice
shifts and identify the voices on both sides of the shift. When you’re done,
review your markings. Is there a voice or a viewpoint that wins out in the end?
Is there a voice that you feel is Twenge’s real voice, or are all the voices hers?

What kinds of evidence does Twenge use to make her case about Genera~
tion Me? After you've generated a complete list, identify the evidence that
you feel is the most compelling and the evidence that seems less so. Where
would you look to find evidence that would further strengthen Twenge’s
argument? Is there evidence that could refute Twenge’s argument? Can
arguments about entire generations be either verified or disproven?

Twenge identifies three psychic states: thinking about the self, having self-
esteern, and being a narcissist. What is the relationship among these three
states? If one is educated and trained in one of these psychic states, is there a
way to experience another state of mind? Does Twenge provide any evi-
dence of what causes or enables a shift in perspective? ’
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QUESTIONS FOR WRITING

As a member of Generation Me, Twenge is both a source for information
about her subject and a translator who provides an inside view of how
members of Generation Me interpret the world around them. Given this,
how would you characterize Twenge’s method? How does she know what
she claims to knows about Generation Me? How would you go about col-
lecting more information to test her hypothesis? Is definitive evidence
available?

If we grant Twenge’s argument about the values and e.xpectations of Gen-
eration Me, what follows? Is it possible for this generation to reverse course,
or is it too late? Can social change be brought about through conscious
effort? Or does the scale of the problem mean that what follows is inevita-
ble? Has Twenge diagnosed a problem for which there is no cure?

QUESTIONS FOR MAKING CONNECTIONS
BETWEEN READINGS

What might Daniel Gilbert say about the self-esteem curriculum? Might our
tendency to cook the facts explain why children, parents, and tejachers have
been so ready to embrace this approach? If Gilber.t is correct, wﬂl.lower
grades in more demanding classes actually deal children a devastat.mg .bl.ow,?
or will their psychological immune systems protect them from la-stmg injury?
Does the curriculum of self-esteem tip the scales in favor of action or inac-
tion, and what are likely to be the results as children grow up? If tmflghened
standards mean students will receive Bs or Cs instead of As, hpw might the
inescapability trigger affect their self-perceptions? Does a cumculuI.n that
tries to shield students from challenges, uncertainty, and Fhe experience of
failure actually make education boring by trying to explain everything?
Twenge identifies numerous characteristics that define t‘he differences .
between the way Baby Boomers and Generation Me view the self; Using
Tim O’Brien’s “How to Tell a True War Story,” test out Twen,ge s theory.
Do the characters perform as Twenge’s theory predicts? Does O’Brien? Are
generations defined by wars? Was Vietnam a Baby-Boomer war? Is the Iraq
War a Generation-Me war? Can O’Brien’s “true war story” be true for
other generations?




