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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Rev iew of the Literature 

The term self concept refers to the individual's sense 

of h is own identity, worth, capabilities, and limitations. 

The individual's self concept has been demonstrated to be 

highly influential in his behavior, general personality and 

state of mind. Fitts (1972) saw self concept as being re

lated to performance in two ways, indirectly as a correla

tion or index of self actualization; and directly, in that 

the person with a clear, consistent, positive and realistic 

self concept will generally behave confidently, construc

tively and in effective ways. 

Coopersmith (1967) believes that self is an abstrac

tion that an individual develops about the attitudes, capac

ities, objects, and activities which he possesses and pur

sues. The basis for the abstractions are the individual's 

observations of his own behavior, and the way other indi

viduals respond to his attitudes, appearance, and perform-

ance. It is an abstraction that is formed and elaborated 

in social intercourse, private reactions to himself, 



mastery in solving developmental tasks and competence in 

dealing with life situations. 
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Rogers (1961) sums up the concept of self as the indi

vidual's consistent picture of himself as he sees himsel f 

from personal evaluations of direct experience, as related 

to his own awa r eness and those individuals with whom he in

teract s. Self theory holds that man's behavior is always 

meaningful and that we could understand each person's be

havior if we could only perceive his phenomenal world as he 

does (Fitts, 1972). Our closest approximation is to under

stand the individual's self concept. Self theory holds that 

the self concept is the frame of reference through which 

t he individual interacts with his world; thus the self con

cept is a powerful influence on human behavior and know

ledge of the self concept can advance one's understanding. 

The first and most basic concept of self is born from 

family relationships. The child first learns to interact 

with the people in his family, where the first views of 

life are formulated. As the child relates to his parents 

and siblings, he discovers how to live effectively within 

the family atmosphere, which fosters attitudes and values 

that develop his life style (Adler, 1970) . Adler (1970) 

believes if the children are encouraged to be independent, 
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they acquire faith in t heir own abilities. This would al so 

help t o build a positive self concep t . In s umming this up, 

Adlerians bel ieve that all of a child's behavior i s a re

sult of this l ife style , which is based upon an eval ua t ion 

of sel f and society (Adler, 1970). The child ' s evaluation 

of himse l f and his position gives unity to his personality. 

From the early formative years, the style of life works 

through expe riences that eventually develop into a charac

t eristic patte rn of evaluations and reactions. The inter

pre tat ion of these experiences eventually form the guide

line s for all of his psychological activity (Adler, 1970). 

If the child can obtain both satisfaction and securi

t y , he gains a sense of mastery or power; hence he begins 

to experience a higher evaluation of himself (Sullivan, 

1964). Self-attitude is determined by the attitude of 

others toward him in the process of acculturation (Sullivan, 

1964). Self-attitudes seem to facilitate the attitudes 

which he has toward others. The self concept is developed 

from t he reflected appraisals of significant others in the 

chi ld ' s life (Sullivan, 1964). 

According to Coopersmith (1967), during the early 

years a child develops a concept that the parts of his body, 

the re sponses of others to him, and the objects he 
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receives have a common point of reference. Young children 

have r e latively vague, s imple, haphazard abstractions of 

thems e lves. They are h ighly l ocalized to specific parts of 

their bodies (Coope r smith , 1967) . As experience and incom

ing i n f ormation is gained, the self-attitude becomes more 

precise and complex (Coopersmith, 1967). 

Because of the close nature of t he family relation

ship, t he basis of emotional stability is very influential 

on patterns o-f life . When strong and intimate affective 

relationships are produced , an individualistic responsibil

ity is enhanced, and a sense of personal distinctiveness 

develops. When a sense of wrong doing is established, 

guilt and anxiety about behavior may exist even in the ab

s ence of others. This might happen because of the child's 

fa i lure to live up to the models presented by his parents; 

he oft en is punished by real or threatened withdrawal of 

love (Baller & Charles, 1968). 

Pa rents have less time with many chi l dren than a 

smaller number of children (Coopersmith , 1967). Baller 

and Charles (1968) have suggested that close relationships 

enhance high self concepts . Following this logic, perhaps 

children in smaller families will have higher self con

cepts than children in lar ger families. According to 
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Coopersmith (1967) , chi l dren i n smal ler fami l ies are no 

higher in se lf- esteem (the feeling of per s onal worth) t han 

t hose in l arger families. This suggest that if family s i ze 

does have an influence upon sel f - e steem in this instance , ' 

f amily s ize per se is unrelated to self-es teem. 

Concerned with the evaluative attitude the indi vidual 

holds towa r d himself, the findings lead us to believe that 

these self- attitudes are intertwined with positive and neg

ative states and are likely to have marked motivational 

consequences. Analysis (Fitts, 1972) indicates that atti

tudes produce a readiness to respond to particular stimuli 

along predetermined lines. For example, a negative atti

tude reflects the individual's conviction that he is weak 

and inferior. This may lead him to conclude that his ?Pin

i ons are not worth stating and that he cannot affect the 

course of group action. Self-attitudes may reflect an in

d iv idual's expectancies as to what will occur to him in a 

new situation. Expectations of success or favorable expe

riences are likely to result in a confident posture, but 

expectations of failure and rejection are likely to result 

in apprehension, anxiety, and lack of persistence 

(Coope r smith, 1967). 
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It would be reasonable to assume that persons with 

negative self-attitudes would place different values on 

social participation and enterprise than would persons who 

held a favorable view of their worthiness. One who regards 

himself negatively, will be inclined to be introvertive and 

passive in adapting to environmental demands and pressures 

(Fitts, 1972). Those who place a higher value upon them

selves will adopt a more active and assertive position 

(Coopersmith, 1967). Fitts (1972) also found that the per

son who is rated high in personal effectiveness is likely to 

have an optimal self concept. Such persons who are more 

secure, confident, and self-respecting have less to prove 

to themselves and others. Since they are less threatened 

by difficult tasks, people, and situations, they work with 

others more comfortably and effectively (Fitts, 1972). 

Fitt s (1972) has also concluded from his research that per

sons with negative self concepts act less positively and 

with more apprehension; ones with unrealistic self concepts 

tend to approach life and other people in unrealistic ways; 

and very deviant self concepts tend to lead people to behave 

in deviant ways. 

A negat ive self concept appears to impair initial 

school adjustment and subsequent academic progress. High 
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s 1( concepts hnve also been (ound to be positively related 

to academic accomplishment, and l ow self concepts to aca

demic and learning diff i cul t ies (Mussen , Conger , & Kagan, 

1969). 

The self concept of the only child has no t been re

searched at much length. Billinger (cit ed in MacDonald, 

1971) and MacDonald (1971) found in their own studies, t hat 

only ch i l dren and firstborns have been reported to be more 

introverted than later born children. MacDonald (1971) i n

vest i gated birth order and personality, and determined that 

later borns from two children families were more external 

than only children or firstborns from two children fami

lies ; onl y children and firstborns were more socially re

s ponsible than later borns; firstborns were more rigid 

than the only child and later born subjects; and only child

ren who were females manifested a higher need for approval 

than male only children. 

According to Zajonc (1976), only children show a dis

tinct discontinuity with family size effect. They tend to 

score below the level of intelligence that would be ex

pected if intelligence increased with decreasing family 

size. He theor i zes that only children do not usually have 

the chance , as do children with siblings, to serve as an 
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intellectua l r e source. Zajonc (1976) be lieves that the ben-

efits of small f amilies are apparently counteracted by the 

lack o f opportunities to serve as teachers to younger child

ren. 

Baller and Charles (1968) stated that the experience 

of l iving in a group and having easy access to playmates is 

rewarding to most children. The only child is at a disad- · 

vantage because he has less experience in a group situation 

and has had a greater contact with adults than his own 

peers. Since he spends time among persons larger and more 

proficient, he tries to develop skills which gain adult 

approval (Pepper, 1972). Pepper (1972) points out that the 

only child sometimes may feel insecure because of the anx

iety shown by his parents who may be concerned with having 

or not having other children. 

Rosenberg (1965) researched self-esteem and ordinal 

position. His results indicate that high self-esteem is 

more common among only children, but that other ordinal 

positions are unrelated to feeling of worth. Whether one 

is the first, second, or third child is of less importance 

than whether one has any siblings at all. This result ap

plies only to male children and not to females in the same 

position. Rosenberg (1965) believes that it would appear 
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that emotional investment ra ther than relat i ve a t tention 

ac count s f or t he di ffe r ences in sel f - es teem of pe r sons in 

diffe rent ordinal positions. Accounting for the difference 

i n ma l es and females, he believes that traditionally the 

male is heir to family aspirations and maintains the family 

name which results in greater attentiveness, concern and 

deference , and that the females are treated differently 

(Ro senberg, 1965). 

A later child starts with a potential disadvantage hav

ing to compete with other siblings. Although he may be com

pensated for this in other ways and treated equally by both 

parents, children born earlier in the series tend to have 

higher self-esteems than those in the middle or later posi

t ions (Coopersmith, 1967). 

The middle child lies between the extremes of older 

siblings, being more emotional, shy, withdrawn, and younger 

siblings being more ambitious , outgoing, and competitive 

than older siblings (Cobb, cited in Baller & Charles, 1968). 

The mi ddle child of three has an unce rt a in place in the fam

ily group and may feel neglected, because the first born 

ha s social advantages and the third born is the baby 

(Pep pe r , 1972) . He may feel unloved, abused, discouraged, 

have l ess confidence, and be prone to be a problem child 

(Pepper, 1972). 
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Ansbacher and Ansbache r (1 956) suggest that the second 

born is under f ul l steam to sur pass the older s i bling . 

They have a lso found that he is often mor e tal ented and 

more s uccessful than the first (1956). This behavior is 

a ttributed to the second born training and pushing himse l f 

more (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956). With the prevailing 

feeling of having been slighted, he may set his goals too 

h igh and may suffer from not reaching them and losing his 

confidence (Ansbacher & Ansbacher, 1956). 

Intellectually, a child with older and younger sib

lings scores higher than the only or younger child (Zajonc, 

1976). Zajonc (1976) attributes this to the middle child 

learning from the oldest and being able to use the learned 

information to teach the younger sibling. Zajonc and 

Markus (1975) found in their study on birth order and intel

lectual development, if the earlier children are dependent, 

the younger children are forced into a situation which re

quires independence. This situation causes them to strive 

for status needs and dominance behavior over the older sib

ling. If the earlier children are independent, assertive 

behavior is developed in older children since they are 

treated as teachers by the younger children (Zajonc & 

Markus, 1975). This would foster the development of 
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leade r ship skills th . . on e part of the older children (ZaJonc 

& Markus, 1975). Zajonc (1976) also hypothesizes that 

spacing between siblings is an important fac tor of intel

lectual development . 

The only child has the tendency to be over protected 

and have more pe rsonal things than one with siblings 

(Baller & Charles, 1968). It would be reasonable to assume 

that the child in the larger family, who shares his things 

with siblings, would have more opportunity to learn social 

give-and-take and to acquire skills in dealing with people 

(Baller & Charles, 1968). Fitts (1972) found that the per

son who can deal with people easily, tends to have a posi

tive self concept. With these findings perhaps children 

with siblings may tend to have more positive self concepts. 

If a child is treated differently from his siblings, 

hostility between the child, his parents and siblings may 

hamper the development of a positive self concept. Being 

one with others with less attention from parents, a child 

could develop an emotionally insecure concept (Baller & 

Charles, 1968.) 

Mussen, Conger and Kagan (1969) suggest that sibling 

position is an important psychological variable because it 

duplicates many of the significant social interactions 
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experienced by adolescences and adults. The situation of 

having siblings or not, is not the decisive factor but how 
' 

the child interprets this position i s . The interpretation 

contributes to the person's personality, self concept, and 

mental health. 

Purpose of the Study 

The preceding evidence supports the proposition of 

birth order having a significant influence on individuals. 

There appears to be a need of further study on the effect · 

of birth order on self concepts of children. 

The present study was undertaken to measure the rela

tionship of the self concepts of only children and middle 

children with one older and one younger sibling. The 

hypothesis for the study was that birth order of middle 

children and first born children, who were also only child

ren, would be significantly related to the measured self 

concepts. 



CHAPTER II 

METHOD 

Subjects 

The subjects were selected from a high school in the 

Clarksville-Montgomery School System. The author decided 

to use juniors and seniors in the study. In their English 

classes, the students filled out information sheets con

taining the student's name, the total number of siblings, 

the total number that are older, and the total number that 

are younger. 

The subjects for the study were selected from the in

formation sheets. The sheets were divided into two cate

gories, only children and children with one older and one 

younger sibling. There were 8 s enior students (5 females 

and 3 males) who were the only children in their families. 

With 8 in the preceding group, 8 s enior middle children 

(5 females and 3 males) were selected at random from a pool 

of 33 who were in this category. On the junior level, 

there were 14 only children (7 females and 7 males). Four

teen middle children (7 females and 7 males) were selected 



14 

a t random fr om a pool of 37. The t ot al number of subjects 

was 44. Th 1 e se ected s tudent s we r e then cont acted and 

as ked t o part i cipat e in the s tudy. 

I ns trument 

The Tennes see Self Concept Scale (Fitts, 1965) was 

selec t e d to me asure the self concept of the students. The 

scale is designed to measure the individual in nine ways: 

identit y , s e lf satisfaction, behavior, physical self, 

family se lf , and social self (Fitts, 1965) . Of the 100 

statements in the scale 90 are used to determine the self 

concept. The remaining 10 statements comprise a self crit

icism scale. The student responds to the statements on a 

scale of one to five, one being completely false to five 

being completely true. It requires approximately 20 min

utes for administration of the scale. 

The reliability coefficient of the total positive con

cep t score is .92 (Fitts, 1965) . This is based on t~st

r e t e st data of 60 college students over a two week period. 

The author reports that through various types of profile 

analys e s he has demonstrated that distinctive features are 

still pr esent for most persons a year or more later (Fitts, 

1965 ). 
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The cont ent validi t y was es t abl ished by a panel of 

judges . Each s t a tement was re t a ined only if there was 

unanimous agreement (Fitts, 1965). The l eve l of di ff iculty 

f or compr ehension of this instrument was age 12 or highe r 

with a minimum sixth grade reading level (Fitts, 1965). 

A high positive score indicates a high self concept 

and vice versa. Specifically, superior is 450-392; above 

ave rage is 391- 373 ; average is 372-323; be low average is 

322-2 85 ; and poor is 284-150 (Fitts, 1965; Burrill, no date). 

Pr ocedure 

The students who agreed to participate were given a 

l e tte r of permission to take home for their parents to sign. 

When the letter was returned, the students were given the 

scale. The students were asked not to sign their names to 

t he an swer sheet unless they wanted their own results. The 

students provided the information of being an only child or 

a middle child, their sex, and school grade on the answer 

sheet. 

The scales were hand scored. The self concept scores 

were converted to percentile ranks. Then, these were as

sianed to a broad classification based on superior, above 
0 

below average, and poor. Superior is average, average , 
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equal to anything above the 95th percentile; above average 

is equal to the 77th percent ile through the 95th percentile; 

average is equal to the 23rd percentile through the 76th 

percentile; below average is equal to the 4th percentile 

through the 22nd percentile; and poor is equal to anything 

below the 4th percentile (Burrill, no date). 



CHAPTER III 

RESULTS 

The mean self concept score of the group of only child

ren i s 338.1 which is at the 36th percentile rank. The mean 

self concept score of the group of middle children is 327.55 

which is at the 26th percentile rank. The mean score for 

the norm population is 345.57 (Fitts, 1965). Both of the 

groups scored below the norm mean. See Table 1. 

Table 1 

Comparison of Mean Self Concept Scores and the 
Relationship of Only Children and Middle Children 

Subjects N X St* 
....... ,. 

rpb"" t*;',·k 

Only 22 338.1 
31. 806 0.166 0.753 

Middle 22 327.55 

J d d dev1.·ation for total distribution ~stan ar .. 
·k·kpoint biserial correlation coefficient . d 

· "f" df=20 p .05, two-taile test ***test of s1.gn1. icance, ' 

the results of the scales The statistic used to compare 

1 t . n coefficient (rpb). The was the point biserial corre a io 

, ' 
,, , 
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m thod of correlation is used for 
measuring the relation-

ship between ad ' h 
i c otomous var i able and a cont i nuous one 

(Meyer, 1976) . The d' · irection of the corre l ation i s a f unc-

tion of the two proport;ons and f 
L o the di f f erences between 

the two me ans (Meyer, 1976). 

The hypothesis for the study was that birth order of 

middle chi ldren and first born children, who were also only 

childr en, would be significantly related to the measured 

self concepts . The correlation of birth order to the self 

concept scores is 0.166. See Table 1. To test the signif

icance of the correlation, at distribution was used, and 

t e quals 0.753. Using a two-tailed test of significance 

wi t h 20 degrees of freedom, at the 0.05 level of signif

icance , the critical value is 2.086. The obtained coeffi

cient is not significant which does not support the hypoth

esis t hat birth order of middle children and only children 

is significantly related to the measured self concepts. 

In examining the distribution of the concept scores, 

it appears that the re is a larg~r proportion of only child-

ren wi t h higher scores than middle children. The total 

results of the broad classifications are superior= 3 

(1 only and 2 middle) , above average= 3 (3 only and O mid

= 17 (10 only and 7 middle), below average= 
dle), average 
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19 (7 only and 12 middle ), and poor = 2 (1 onl y and 1 mid-

dle). The ·specific scor es and broad clas s i f ications are 

listed in Table 2 (page 20). 

To determine whether the only children had significant

ly higher s core s, a maximum difference test for small sam

ples was used. This statistical procedure measures the max

imum difference between two independent groups (Meyer, 1976). 

The max imum difference (D) is 5. At N = 22, the critical 

value is 9 (one-tailed test at the 0.05 level of signifi

cance ) . From this additional information, it can be con

cluded that the only children's self concept scores are not 

significantly higher than the middle children's scores. 

See Table 3 (page 21). 



Table 2 

Spec i f i c and Broad Clas s ification 

of the Self Concept Scores 

Only Middle 

Concept %ile Classifi Concept %ile 
Score Rank cation Score Rank 

1 336 33 A 328 26 
2 389 94 AA 319 19 
3 346 48 A 406 97 
4 306 10 BA 315 16 
5 344 42 A 321 20 

6 299 7 BA 347 51 

7 345 48 A 276 3 
8 384 92 AA 315 16 

9 313 14 BA 293 4 

10 317 19 BA 352 55 

1 1 366 71 A 333 29 

12 395 95 AA 308 10 

1 3 323 21 BA 296 5 

14 342 40 A 315 16 

1 5 269 3 p 312 1 3 

16 315 16 BA 321 20 

17 397 96 s 341 40 

18 332 29 A 399 96 

19 329 26 A 342 40 
314 14 

20 343 41 A 
8 

21 330 28 A 302 
321 55 

22 J18 19 BA 

No t e: 1 thru 8 are seniors 

9 thru 22 are juniors 

Key: s - Superior 
AA _ Above Average 

A - Average 
BA _ Below Average 

p - Poor 

20 

Classifi 
cation 

A 
BA 
s 
BA 
BA 
A 
p 

BA 
BA 
A ,~ 
A 
BA 
BA 
BA 
BA 
BA 
A 
s 
A ,1 

BA ,, 

BA 
1• 

A 



Tab le 3 

Maximum Difference of Self Conce pt Scores 
of Only Children and Middle Children 

Only Middle 
Intervals f1 cf1 f2 cf2 cf1 -cf2 ;', 

Superior 1 22 2 22 0 

Above Average 3 21 0 20 1 

Average 10 18 7 20 2 

Below Average 7 8 12 13 5 

Poor 1 1 1 1 0 

;'I-D = c£1 -cf2 
D = 5, N = 22, p>O .05, one-tailed t'est 

21 



CIIAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

The hypothesis f h 
or t e present study was that the birth 

0rd
er of middle children and first born children, who were 

also only children, would be significantly related to their 

measured self concepts . This hypothesis has been rejected 

by this sample of high school juniors and seniors, because 

no significant c o rre lation was f ound b e t ween bir th orde r and 

the measured s elf c oncep t s . Also , i t c annot be s t a t e d tha t 

birth order affect s the measured self concep t as exami n e d 

in this study. 

This study dispute s Rosenberg ' s (1 96 5 ) s tudy tha t only 

children have hig he r s el f - es t eems . Coopersmith (1967), 

Baller and Charles (196 8 ) are n o t s u ppor t ed i n that middle 

children have lower self- e steems . F i tt s (1 972 ) is not sup

ported in that middle children h av e higher self concep ts 

because of being a round other ch i l d ren . Baller and Charle s 

· d · t he i r point t ha t only children may (1968) are dispute in 

b e ing around a dul t s ins t ead of peers be at a disadvantage 

most of the time. 
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This research only supports one study. Coopersmith 

(1967 ) is s upported in that children in smaller families 

are not higher in se lf-esteem than those of larger families. 

Apparently since the hypothe sis was not supported, 

birth order does not have an influence on self concept as 

examined in thi s study. Nothing s pe cifically can be pin

pointed for the r e sults, but some possible explanations may 

be suggested. 

The study was conducted with a relative small number of 

students. It may not be a typical sample. The population 

is also at an age when the self concept may be unstable. 

The secondary level age student is trying to find himself 

and whe re he belongs. 

The scale require d a s ixth grade r e ading level, and it 

wa s a s sumed that the student s ' r eading l eve l s were adequate 

to read the concept scale. It i s possible tha t some of the 

ld h marked the answer shee t without r e ad-s ubj e cts cou ave 

ing or understanding the statements. 

h · d that the s pacing o f the Zajonc (1976) hypot esize 

f h older children affected the 
children and personality O t e 

. f 1 t born children. There was no attempt 
personality o a er 

made in this study to control for the spacing between the 

middle child and older siblings. 
The sample of middle 
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children may be a dive rse group as far as the number of 

years d iffer ence in their age and the age of the older sib

ling . The personalities of the older child in the family, 

e ither dependent or independent, could also hav~ been dif

ferent for the middle children in the study. 

It is recommended that the measured self concept of 

s tudents be explored with a larger number of high school 

students of only one age. It is also recommended that there 

be some control over the difference in age spacing between 

the siblings. 

In conclusion, this study has not supported the hypoth

esis that birth order of middle children and first born 

children, who were also only children, was significantly 

lf Wl..th only one study related to the measured se concepts. 

db h . research, there is a definite need being supporte y t 1.s 

for further research on the effect of birth order on the 

self concept. 
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