


THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SELF-ESTEEM AND RISK-TAKING 

BEHAVIOR IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL CHILDREN 

An Abstract 

Presented to 

the Graduate Council of 

Austin Peay State University 

In Partial Fulfillment 

t for the Degree 
of the Requiremen s 

Master of Arts 

by 

Carol Young Nancy 

August' 1976 



ABSTRACT 

A group of 80 s i xth grade children, both boys (N = 33) and 

gir l s ( N = 47), were given the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory 

( SEI) and were individually measured by a game, involving proba

bilities and rewards, to assess their willingness to take risks. 

After being assessed on both measures, each student was classified 

as either in the high, medium, or low self-esteem group. It was 

hypothesized that the high self-esteem children would take 

significantly more moderate risk than either the medium or low 

self-esteem children. An analysis of variance was used to analyze 

the differences between the self-esteem groups and risk-taking 

levels. The analysis revealed no significant differences between 

the self-esteem groups at the .05 significance level. Some 

explanations and contradictory data are offered in an ~ttempt 

to explain these findings. 
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CHAPTER I 

I NTRODUCTION 

Many theore tical and experimental studies have been carried 

ou t t o help in understanding the nature of risk taking and how 

r isk taking is related to other psychological variables in social 

and educational environments. R" kt k" 1s a 1ng has been considered 

to be an important determiner of problem solving ability (Bruner, 

Goodnow, & Austin, 1956), creativity (Pankove & Kogan, 1968), 

achievement motivation (Atkinson, 1957, 1958, 1964; Atkinson 

& Feather, 1966; Brody, 1963; Hamilton, 1974; Roberts, 1974), 

vocational choice and entr~preneurship (McClelland, 1958, 1961), 

and many other variables. From these and many other studies, 

theories have been developed to explain risk-taking behavior. 

One theory has been set forth by Atkinson and Feather (1966). 

Their theory relates achievement motivation and the fear of 

failure to risk taking in skill related tasks. Atkinson wanted 

to account for an individual's selection of one action among 

a set of possible alternatives, and the strength of this action 

tendency once initiated. The strength of the aroused achieve

ment motivation is said to be a function of the motive strength 

and the expectancy of goal-attainment aroused by the cues in 

that given situation. Other studies have suggested that a third 

var iable, inc ent i ve, is important, and suggest the formula: 

Mot i vation= f (Motive XI tl·ve) Atk1"nson 1 s 
X Expectancy ncen • 

1964) were attempts to state explicitly 
experiment s ( 1957, 1958, 
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how indi vi dual differences in th 

e st reng th of achievement motives 
influence d be ha vior in competit· • . 

ive situations. Atkinson listed 
and defined three variables h 

YP 0thesized to be involved in the 
r elationship of achievement t· 

mo ivation and risk taking. The 

first variable is expectancy. Expectancy involves the cognitive 

anticipation usually aroused in an· d in ividual by cues in a given 

situation. The second variable is the incentive. Incentive 

is the relative attractiveness of a specific goal that is offered 

in a situation or the relative unattractiveness of an event 

that may occur as a consequence of some act. The last variable 

is the motive or the disposition to strive for a certain type 

of satisfaction. Some motives strive to maximize satisfaction 

and others strive to minimize pain. 

Atkinson conducted investigations to study these variables 

and to develop his theoretical model of motivational determinants 

of risk-taking behavior (Revised in Atkinson & Feather, 1966). 

The major implications of Atkinson's theory are that the per

f ormance level of an individual will be greatest in a situation 

with a .5 probability of success, and that individuals with 

high achieve-success motivation should prefer intermediate or 

calculated risk levels while those with a high avoid-failure 

motivation or a low achieve-success motivation should tend to 

prefe r "sure things," which would include either the very easy 

or the extremely difficult undertakings. These selection ten-

Chol·ce whether to take the risk or not, dencies involve making a 

@nd what level of risk. Success is accompanied with pride and 
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failure with humiliation, so th 

e i ndividual must make this choice 
and have some basis for it. 

Hamilton (1974) tested A 
tkinson's theory and his results, 

in general, sup ported it. 
He fou nd that, with a ring toss game, 

those with high achieve-success and low 
avoid-failure motivation 

chose the moderate probability levels. Th ose with high avoid-

failure and low achieve-success motivation avoided these choices. 

This may be partially explained by noting that the motivational 

groups' behavior was tested in relation to each other and not 

to absolute standards. Another possible explanation is that 

the difference is due to differential optimism among the sub

jects. The high avoid-failure subjects tended to throw from 

the greatest distances but did not uniformly avoid the moderate 

probabilities. Brody (1963) found that individuals with high 

achieve- success motivation t en d to bias their probability esti

mate s optimistically, where those with high avoid-failure 

motivation do not. 

Other studies relating risk taking and achievement moti

vation using Atkinson's theor y include deCharms and Dave' ( 1965 ) , 

Ra ynor and Smith (1 966), and Roberts (1974) . DeCharms and Dave' 

used Atkinson's model of assessing achievement motivation and 

also used a model developed by Jordan and deCharms ( 1959). 

Jordan and deCharms' model divided achievement motivation into 

f · 1 11 The experimenters "hope of success" and "fear of ai ure. 

explal·n to each child the probability of achieving attempt ed to 
f the risk-taking task. 

success in the different conditions 0 

h. using the Atkinson model 
They found no significant relations ip 
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but they did find by using th J 

e 0rdan-deCharms method that high 
hope of success and hi gh fear 

of failure children both were 
more successful in the trials and 

took more moderate risk than 
the other children. The cont rast of this t s udy with previous 

studies may be due to the fact that : ( ) 
a the children were 

isolated during testing, (b) the children knew the probabilities 

of success prior to the trials, and (c) a different physical 

setting was used . 

Raynor and Smith (1966) used both games of skill and games 

of chance with each student . They used Atkinson's predictions 

for the skill games but no predictions were made on the risk 

preferences with chance tasks . The experiment ers assessed risk 

taking under relaxed (conditions deemphasizing the task and pre

senting a gamelike atmosphere) and achievement -orien ted (instructions 

to do as well as one can in order to measure his ability) situa

tions. They found that the achievement motivated students preferred 

intermediate risks in skill games but not in chance games , which 

supports Atkinson ' s (1957) model . Raynor and Smith's study also 

found that the relationship between achievement motivation and 

risk in skill games was stronger when the task was presented 

under achievement-oriented conditions than under relaxed condi 

tions . Roberts' (1974) results also support Atkinson ' s theory . 

Roberts used a modified shuffl eboard ta sk as his risk measure . 

The subjects were randomly placed in one of five compet itive 

treatment levels: alone , presence of others, interpersonal 

titian and interpersonal and 
competition, intergroup compe ' 

Roberts ' results supported Atkinson ' s 
intergroup competition . 
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theory tha t ac hi eve- success sub · t 

Jee s preferred intermediate risk 
significantly mor e t han the 

avoid-failure subjects. The avoid-

fai lu re subj ec ts preferred extreme risk 
more than low or inter-

medi ate risk. No significant differences were 
found between 

the compet i tive treatment groups. 

Pollatsek and Tversky (1970) offer another theory of risk-

taking behavior in terms of the ordering of opti·ons with respect 

to risk. This theory provides a testable psychological model 

for the measurement of risk and offers a quantitative concept 

of risk to substitute the less explicit notions of risk used 

in other theories. The theory uses probability distributions 

over monetary values. It is not a fundamental measurement model 

in a classical sense because this theory assumes the representation 

of options as distributions on a straight line. This theory 

is based on tentative assumptions and has not, as of yet, been 

supported. Th e theory is assumed to be linear in that, under 

the other assumptions involved, the risk of an option is express

ible as the linear combination of its expectation and variance. 

One starts by ordering probability distributions with respect 

to some property such as risk and then develops an index of 

theory l·s d1"fficult because many of the risk. Evaluating the 

· 1 There is also difficulty assumptions of risk are not very c ear. 

k d ·ng of distributions. in operationally defining the ris or eri 

( 1970 ) Proposed and tested a portfolio 
Coombs and Huang 

theory of risk preferences. 
This theory proposes that there 

rl.sk for tasks of differing expected 
i s a preferred level of 

values. We re characterized by specific expected 
The gam es used 
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values and perceived risk on the part of 

the subject. Individuals 
supposedly have an opt i mum or ideal risk 

level for each expected 
value l evel. I n thi s theory, · k • 

ris is thought to be a function 

of the probabili t y of losing an d the 
amoun t to be lost (the 

Prospect of loss). Indivi·ctual t d 
s en to be attracted by gain 

and repelled by loss or failure. The portfolio theory is deter

ministic in that it implies ct· t · a is ribution of choices ove r 

a lternatives. Each individual has an ideal or most preferred 

level of risk and tends to selec t behaviors that are the closest 

to this ideal r isk level . The r esults of their study supported 

several of the assump tions of the theor y in that individuals 

have a s ingle - peaked preference or ideal preference for each 

level of expected value . The experimenters also found that 

expected values were maximized when risk changes occurred and 

were not in confli ct with the changes in expected value . When 

the risk chan~es and the expected va l ue did conflict , expected 

value was not max imi zed . 

Other s tudies involving risk-taking ~e havior have tried 

to investigate to see if there are age and s ex differences . 

Lindgran (1 969 ) s tated that men, in our culture , 3re expec ted 

Slavic to be more adventurous and to take mor e risk than women . 

(1966) showed that boys were bolder than girl s after the age 

of ten and that this tendency seemed to be fairly consistent up 

to age 16. 

Risk t aking has a lso been hypothesized to be affect ed by 

ft · 1973) Kopfs tein used differen t cognitive styles (Kops ein, · 

Matchl·ng Familiar Figures (MFF) task to measure 
Kagan's (1956) 
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the children's tendency to have a 

reflective or impuls1·ve · t cogn1 ive 
st yle. The MFF task involves the 

child looking at one s tanda r d 
st imulu s line drawing . 

amo ng s ix a l ternatives. 

He must point to the ·ct 1 entical drawing 

The child is scored h" on is respon se 
l atency ( the time from exposure to 

response) and the number of 

errors on each of 12 trials. 

The children scoring below the group d me ian on response 

time and above the group median on errors were considered im-

pulsive. The children scoring above the median on response 

time and bel ow t he median on errors we re considered reflective. 

qfter the MFF task was comp leted , Kopfstein used a "toggle

switch" task to measure r i sk taking by the children . The child 

had t o examine the pro ba bi lities of success and faLlure asso

cia ted with alternative behavi ors he mi ght perform and then 

de cide which choice he would make. Kopfstein predicted that 

impulsive children would take more risk t han reflect ive children, 

but found that there was a very small , i nsi gnificant relation

sh ip batween the cognitive styles and risk-taking behavior of 

chil dre n. 

Many investigations have focused on dec i s ion making in 

relat ion to r i sk-taking behavior . Le e (1971) stated that risk 

t akin g tendenci es may be an important determine r of an individual's 

behavior in ma ny s i tuations . Lindzey and Aronson (1959) rep orted 

· to him in a given situat ion 
that man wei ghs the alternat ives open 

·11 · ve him the maximum 
and makes the decision he believes wi gi 

plea sure anj minimum pain. 
In 1973, McGinnis and Berg attempted 

decreases with increasing potential 
to show that risk t ak ing 
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loss and increases with gains 

not subject to loss. A child's 
decis ion time in the risk-taking 

ta sk increases with the possi-
bility of loss but not necessaril y th 

e magni tu de of loss. Other 

studies in this area include Atthowe 
( 1 9 5□) and Payne (1973) . 

Atthowe reported that increased r isk 
leads to a subsequent increase 

in the decision time of an individual. p ayne did an inte rpre tive 

review of t he literature on i ndividual dec1.· s1.·on k" ma 1.ng under 

risk and discussed tw o fundamental viewpoints . The first was 

decision ~ak ing under risk as a form of information- processing 

be havio r a nd the sec ond wa s risky decision behavior s imilar 

to other forms of judgment behavior . Some mode l s of decision 

mak in g concentrate on the moment s of the distribution (expected 

value , va rian ce , etc . ) while others are based on basic risk 

dimensions (probabil ity of winning , prob3bility of losing , et c . ) . 

All the prior s tudie s describe the many p ycholog ical 

variables as they are related to risk taking . The purpose 

of th e present s tu dy was to investigate the relationship between 

self - es teem and risk-taki ng behavior in elementary school chil 

dren . Little has been reported on this relationship , though 

muc h has been stud i ed about self - es t eem . Self-esteem has been 

r e lated to c ooperative and competit i ve behavior (Vance & Richmond , 

1975) and academic achievement (Coopersmith , 1959 , 1957 ; Primavera , 

) Maslow (1970) stated in Mot ivation 
Sim on , & Primavera, 1974 • 

h o of self - esteem wi ll 
and Personality that satisfying t e nee s 

Of Se lf- conf i dence, worth , usefulness , adequac y, 
lead to feeli ngs 

d are not me~ the individual feels 
anj i mpor tance . If these nee s 

and l
· s basically discouraged . infer i or , weak, 

These unmet needs 



result in low self-esteem. 
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In dealing with self- esteem of children, 
Purkey (1970) points out that a ch "ld . 

1 views himself and his world 
by the way others see him . 

Thi s percept i on affects the child ' s 
behav ior because his behavior is 

connected with the way he sees 
himself and the world around him. A 

chi l d ' s self- esteem onsists 

of all the ideas and value feelings he has about himself (Schwartz, 

1974). 

Coopersmith (1959) developed a method 0 asses i ng self-

es t eem . He constructed a Self-Esteem Inven ory (SE) involving 

responses of "Like Me 0 or 11 Unlike e to SO 

subjective self-rating scale tha inc lud 

areas of experience such ash e school r 

social ctiviti es . Sp t nd Johnson (1 73) inv 

I 1 

r ny 

nd a r 

1g d 

l ' s internal consistency nd ound 

fifth grade s tudents nd .85 or sev n 

co C n O .8 or 

gr 

The one s tudy that w s ound including 

and risk-taking variables w s r o t d y Fu l 

This s tudy involved testing end 

disclosure, se lf-esteem, end ri a ing . T 

s tated that se lf-esteem is a subjec 1v 

individual conveys tooth rs in v and oh 

behaviors . Risk taking was said o involv 5 

a. 

on ( 972) . 

l -

pr a iv 

unc y 

of achieving the desirable goals ~1 

Two methods of measu ring each con5t c 

8 prosp c of ailur 

scale and a be havioral measure . 1 h 

ere us d , a sel - ra ting 

0 8 sures F lerton 

t t •s convergen and discr i minant 
was able to analyze t he cons rue 

Fu llerton used 104 
validity with elementary school chil dren . 
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fifth and sixth grade childre 

n randomly selected from four Cali-
fornia elementary school s · in middle class d" t. ls ricts . Also, each 
child had been previously id t 

e~ ified as mentally gifted (IQ of 

130 or better). Fulle rton measured each 
child on the six tests 

and ratings, and int er correlated these 
scores . He also used 

the Coopersmith SEI as the self- rating of 
the children ' s self-

esteem and a Beha vior Ra t ing Form for the behavioral mea sure . 

Risk wa s measu red by pencil and paper t k ass called "What Is 

Your Opinion?" whi ch is a revision of the Choice Dilemma Ques -

tionnaire , and "Some of My Interest and Plans Test . " 

In comparing self-esteem and risk taking, Fullerton sta t ed 

that high self - est e8m individuals are more actively involved 

wi th their peers and are more independent . They exper ience less 

anxi ety and tru s t th1?.inselves more whi ch in turn leads them to 

se t signi fica n tly hi gher ~oals for themselv .s than the medium 

nr low self-esteem student s . These hi gher expec t gtions of them

se lve s and their go;il s give some rationale for their taking more 

risk than the low self- esteem children . Fullerton used many 

di ffer ent comp arisons from the scores he collected . His results 

supported the convergent validity of the self- es teem ~easu res 

but s howed less convergence in the risk - taking measures . This 

t the results of discrimi nant validity 
same information applies o 

f th Personality constructs . o the test s of these ree 
Fullerton 

t t · the convergent and discriminant 
tended to just demons r a e 

th exp laining t he rea l relation
va lidi t y of these test s , rather an 

ship be twe en the con s tru cts . 
In hi s study , Fullerton also 

lf esteem and r isk taking . 
stressed self-dis closure more than se -
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He stated that further investigat· 

ions are needed involving these 
constructs, possibly under different 

testing conditions. 

The present study is an attempt to provide information 

concerning the relationship between self-esteem 
and risk taking. 

The subjects were sixth grade children but not necessarily 

mentally gifted. All levels of intelligence were included. 

Self-esteem was measured by Coopersmith's SEI, and risk taking 

was measured by a bead choice task which was presented individually 

to each child and not in a group situation as used by Fullerton. 

At present, evidence of the relationship between self-esteem 

and risk taking is scarce. Fullerton (1972) presented the idea 

that high self-esteem children would take more risk than low 

self-esteem children, yet his results did not stress this rela

tionship. Fullerton seemed to treat this relationship as rather 

minor and emphasized self- disclosure as his major consideration. 

The present study intended to elaborate on Fullerton ' s implications 

on self-esteem and risk taking. Based upon Atkinson's theory 

and research, it wa s hypothesized that high self - esteem children 

more moderate risk than medium or low would take significantly 

self-esteem children. 



CHAPTER II 

METHOD 

Sub j ects 

The subjects were 80 students (33 boys and 47 girls) from 

the sixth grade classes at St. Bethlehem Elementary School. 

12 

This is a medium sized rural school. Th· · 1s age group was chosen 

because these students' personalities should be relatively well 

formed at this time and they are generally capable of understanding 

the inst ructions and statements of the Coopersmith SEI. All 

the chi l dren were asked and encouraged to pa r ticipate in the 

study. They were given notes to take to their parents for 

approval to be tested (see Appendix A). All the children with 

parental permission were tested on both measures and later 

assigned to one of three categories of self-esteem. 

Apparatus 

Self-Esteem Measure. The Coopersmith SEI, which was re

worded in 1959 to use with children age nine and above, was 

used to measure self-esteem. The questionnaire consists of 

58 items, with eight items making up the lie scale. The remain-

d Wl.th the students' perception in four ing items are ~oncerne 

areas : ( a) parents, (b) peers, ( c) school, and ( d) self. The 

d. group setting, one class-
questionnaire was administers in a 

The Students responded to each statement as 
room at a time. 

eit her "Like Me" or "Unli ke Me. " 
• t s given for each □ne po1n wa 

l
· n the pos1·tive direction. it em checke d 

This included items 
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designating high self-esteem h 

c ecked in the "Like Me" column and 
items designating low self-esteem 

checked in the "Unlike Me" 
column. This test has a built 1.n 

lie scale. If f our or more 
of these questions were answered incorrectly, th e student's data 
was eliminated from the t 

res of the study. The SEI 1 s statements 

were placed on tape to control for readi"ng differences since 

many of the students would not have been able to read and under-

stand the statements to which t he y t were o respond . (The teachers 

reported that many of the students would have difficu lty under

standing and responding to the statements if they had to read 

them.) Us ing the tape all owed all the students to hear the 

statements with the same voice inflections and helped to control 

misunderstanding by incorrectly reading the sentences . The 

tape also presented eac h child with a uniform amount of time 

between statements . To help reduce talking and discussions 

between and within classes, all the SEI ' s were given successively 

on the same day during a two hour block . (See Appendix D) 

Risk- Taking Measure. A game was used to measure the wi lling

ness of each child to take risks . It was administered individually 

in an enclosed area with only the sub ject an d the experimenter 

present. The game consi sted of five transparent containers , 

ten black and white beads . each containing 
Each container 

exact ratl. 0 
between the white and black beads . 

differed in the 

Container one contained nine white beads and one black bead 

. t of - ten chance of winning . The 
which represented a n1n e-ou -

white and three black beads repre
second container had seven 

chance of winning . 
s enting a seven-out-of-ten 

The third container 
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represented a fif ty-fift y chance 

with five beads of each color. 
The fourth container contained three 

white and seven black beads 
representi ng a three-out-oft h - enc ance of winning. The last 
container represented a one-out-of-ten 

chance of winning with 
one white and nine black beads. 

CandY was used as the incentive 
or reward. The students r · ece1ved one piece of candy if they 

chose container one and drew out a white bead. They received 

two pieces for container two and a white bead, three for con-

tainer three, and so on. In °ther words, as the probability 

of winning decreased, the amount of reward increased. 

Procedure 

Permission for student participation was acquired from 

the Montgomery County School Board and the principal of the 

St. Bethlehem Elementary School. The principal was informed 

specifically of the purpose and procedures of the research. 

In a discussion with the sixth grade teachers, the procedure 

and purpose was explained, and their assistance was solicited. 

All of the teachers appeared eager and enthusiastic to cooperate 

with the study. Each classroom was visited and an explanation 

was given to the students concerning the purpose of the study 

and to elicit their help (see Appendix 8). Each child was given 

a letter requesting parental permission to participate and was 

· the letter to their teacher as soon as instructed to return 

the next day and no later than five days 
possible, preferably 

after receiving the letter. 
Within the time limit, 91 of the 

permission letters were returned. 
All the children, with per-

We re given the SEI. 
mission to participate, 

The remaining 



students we r e seated in a designated area 
in the classroom and 
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instructe d to work on individual assignm t 
ens. The SEI was 

admi nistered by classrooms. 
As stated previously, the state-

ments were taped as a control for s 1 . 
. evera variables. The students 

were instructed that there were no right or 
wrong answers but 

t o respond to each statement as be1·ng "Li·ke M 
e" or "Unlike Me." 

Examples were given so the students would better understand 

. the basis of responding. The students were provided with pencils 

and were told to mark column "A" on the computer form if their 

answer was "Like Me" and column 11 8 11 if their answer was "Unlike 

Me." Each statement was read twice with pauses between them 

to allow for responding. Prior to beginning, statement number 

37, 11 I really don't like being a boy-girl," was explained. 

Then the students were asked if there were any general questions, 

and instructed that once the test began no questions would be 

answered (see Appendix C for more detailed instructions). All 

the students began and ended at the same time. When the students 

finished the questionnaire, their answer sheets and pencils 

were collected, and the students returned to their classroom 

activities. 

The tests were computer scored after all the risk assess-

ments were completed to control for possible experimenter bias. 

By computing the standard deviation and mean, the three categories 

were set up. devl·ation above the mean marked the 
One standard 

group, and one standard devia
beginning of the high self-esteem 

for the low self-esteem 
tion below the mean was the top score 

standard deviation below and 
group . Those falling between one 



one standard deviation above th 
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e mean were the medium self-esteem 
group. Using the lie scale of the SEI 

, the responses of those 
students who inappropriately checked four or 

more of these state-
ment s we re not used in the data . · computation. 

The risk-taking behavior was .. 
measured 1nd1vidually two 

days later. Each child was called from 
his classroom to come 

to a testing area consisting of a large partition, a table, 

two chairs, and the risk-taking game. T wo areas were set up 

in the hall outside the classroom doors. Each student was 

greeted and seated in front of a table containing the risk game. 

Once t he subject was seated, he was instructed as to the procedure 

of the game. The chances for winning and exactly what could 

be won was also explained to the student. Each student was 

informed that if he pulled out a white bead from the chosen 

container, he would win the related prize. If he pulled out 

a black bead, he would win nothing (for more explicit instructions 

see Appendix E). The student was then asked to choose the con

tainer from which he wished to select a bead. This choice was 

recorded on the data sheet. The beads were then poured into 

an empty opaque container, and the student was asked to reach 

d If l·t was white, he won the candy. in and take out one bea. 

If black, he did not. After the entire procedure was completed 

to hl·s class and asked to send out the next he was sent back 

student. Were Cal led out in a random order so as 
The students 

to control for studen t anticipation. 
The entire risk-taking 

h students had a measurement 
procedure was repeated until all t e 

th data sheet. Since 
of their risk-taking behavior recorded on e 



two experimenters were used 17 
' a prepared s h peec was developed to 

introduce the game to each t 
s udent to control 

presentation differ-
ences. The two games were id t· 

en ical and were developed to control 
for the distances and relationships between 

each container and 
the student, so as to keep from· f 

in luencing the student to choose 

a container that happened to be out of li·ne 
or closer to him. 

In an attempt to control talking and explanati·on 
of the procedure , 

all the students were tested the same day . Th ey were each given 

a ticket showing the amount of candy they had won , ranging from 

zero to five pieces. This was to keep them from showing the 

candy and starting investigations into what was going an . The 

children were asked to conceal their ti ckets and not repeat what 

they had done because it was very important that everyone would 

have the same knowledge of the procedure and the same chance 

as the first person. The students were instructed that they 

would be able to trade in their tickets for their prizes when 

everyone ha d finished the game . At the end of the day, after 

testing was completed, everyone that had participated in the 

study received at least one piece of candy , regardless if they 

had won or not. · t suggested this and the students The experimen er 

voted that all should receive same candY· Those that had won 

received the amount on their tickets . 
The candy was distributed 

. t veal which students had won a reward . 
in a manner that did no re 

. t his ticket and one or more 
Each student handed the experimen er 

pieces of candy was gi ven to him . 
During this time, the students 

and that the results would 
were told the purpose of the study 

. parents were interested. 
if they or their 

be available at a late r date 
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CHAPTER IIt 

RESULTS 

Self-Esteem 

The mean and standard deviation 
of the SEI scores were 

determined and used to designate the th ree self-esteem groups 

(N = 80, M = 30.15, SD= 8.53). The high self-esteem group 

(N = 15 ) consisted of all scores one standard deviation or more 

above the mean. The low self-esteem group (N = 11) consisted 

of all st ores one standard deviation or more below the mean. 

The medium self-esteem group (N = 54) consisted of all scores 

between one standard deviation below and above the mean. Eleven 

student's s cores were dropped before computation due to having 

four or more incorrect responses on the lie scale. 

Risk Taking 

Each student's choice of containers in the risk-taking 

game was recorded and interpreted in the following manner: 

Moderate risk was defined as the . 5 probability of winning 

(Container three). This was the optimum strategy choice , in 

· · d also receiv-that there was a 50 percent chance of w1nn1ng an 

ing a substantial reward . 
The other containers either in vo lved 

or less reward to win . 
lower probabilities of winning 

Non-

' th extreme ( Low . hoices on e1 er moderate risk was defined as c 
one and two], . . h •ces [Containers 

risk= . 9 & .7 probab1l1ty c 01 

b bility choices [Containers four 
and high risk= .3 & .1 pro a . 

. tions of the risk-taking 
The means an d stan dard dev1a 

and fiv e ]). 
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levels for the self-esteem groups were calculated and are presented 
in Table 1. 

Test of the Hypothesis 

In order to test the hypothesis, an 
analysis of variance 

was computed to analyze the relationship between the self-esteem 

groups and the risk-taking behavior of the sixth grade students. 

The results of the analysis revealed no significant differences 

be tween the three different self-esteem gr F(2 77) □95 
□ups, , = • , 

p > .05. 

Table 2 presents the percentages of the risk-taking choices 

made in ea ch of the three self-esteem groups . This table shows 

that 47% of the high self-esteem students chose the moderate 

risk choice, whereas only 24% and 9% of the medium and low self

esteem groups, respectively, chose the . 5 probability of risk . 

These percentages are in the direction predicted by the hypothesis , 

although not significant. 



TABLE 1 

Mean and Standard Deviation of Risk-Taking 

Levels for the Self-Esteem Groups 

Self-Es teem 
Group M SD 

Low (N = 11) .63 .18 

Medium (N = 54) .65 .20 

High (N = 15) .66 .17 

Total (N = 80) .65 .18 

20 



Self - Esteem 
Group 

Low 

Medium 

High 

TABLE 2 

Percentage of Risk-Taking Choices 

Per Self-Esteem Group 

Low 

73(8 ) 

67(36) 

53(8) 

Risk- Taking Levels 

Moderate 

9( 1) 

24(13) 

47(7) 

High 

18(2) 

9(5) 

□(□) 

Note. The numbers in parentheses indicate the number of 

students choosing that level. 

21 
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

The statistical results of the present 
study suggest that 

there are no significant differenc b t 
es e ween the three self-

esteem groups on their risk-taking behavior. 
The hypothesis 

that the high self-esteem children would take significantly 

more moderate risks was not supported by this analysis. There 

is some encouraging data concerning the proposed relationship. 

When the percentages of responses per self-esteem group are 

considere d, there seems to be differences between the different 

groups, though further investigations would have to be condu cted 

to support this generalization. 

One possible explanation for these contradi ctory results 

is based on the risk-taking measure used in the present study. 

Because of the small number of choices in the game, there was 

an averaging of the results. All of the groups tended to have 

th f 55 Thl·s affected the statisti cal e overall average o • • 

1 revealed no significant di f feren ces. analysis and obvious y 

I l·f more choices were included, some of tis suggested that 

this averaging could be avoided. 
In addition, increasing the 

nu mber of sub j ects in the low and hi gh self-esteem groups would 

f the statistical analysis. 
als o increase the power o 

testing, about using candy 
There was some concern, prior to 

or rewards . It was felt the 
children may merely seek to get 

the risk factor involved. 
the mo s t candy and not consider 

This 



did not seem to have an influ 
ence an the children's choices. 

From observations~ it seemed that 

23 

mast of th t . es udents carefully 
thought out the possibiliti· es bf e □re mak· ing their response. 
I f anything, the children actually 

chase mare conservatively 
by choosing the smaller reward cant. 

ainers in the r isk-taking 
game. 

Much research has shown that ther . 1 e 18 a ack of consi s tency 

and validity in risk-taking measures. Sl • ( 
□vi e 1964) stated 

t hat he felt one reason for these negat ive results was that 

risk ta king is a multidimensional concept and that each different 

method may be measuring diff e r ent combi nations of these dimen

sions. I t has also been report ed that risk- taking measures 

ar e too subjective in nature. Thi s makes it difficult ta dis

tinguish the ex tent to whi ch r i sk taking is determined by 

individual di f f e ren ces in t he perceptions of the risk or by 

differences in the r eact ions to that perceived risk . Kogan 

and Wallach ( 1960, 1964, 1967) an d Wallach , Kogan , and Bern ( 1964) 

a l so studied t he vali di t y of risk - taking measures and emphasized 

the fl uctuat ion of r i sk- taking levels . All of these results 

seem t o point to t he di ff i culty in assessing risk and the possi 

bi l i t y of e rr ors or misrepresentations in the resulting data . 

Of r 1.sk measurement could help exp lain some This di f fic ulty 

1·n the obtained results of the present study . of the problems 
that high self - esteem students 

In review, the hypothesis 
f . med A possible 

k Was not con ir . 
woul d ta ke more moderate r i s s 

It is still beli eved 
expl anation wa s off e r e d an d di scussed . 

more confident in taki ng 
that the hi gh self-esteem chi l dren a re 



risks and are more motivated to f 
per □rm well on tasks in order 

to maintain their self-images. Coopersmith (1967) stated that 

medium self-esteem individuals 
are not encouraged or required 

to extend their efforts but are supported for whatever efforts 

they do exe rt . This implies that th h 1 
ese c i dren would ta ke 

24 

more limited risks . He also reported that the medium se lf-esteem 

individuals were somewhat more an xious than high self- esteem 

individuals , and this could inhibit their willingness to take 

risks . The low self-esteem students appear to display greater 

anxiety, poorer self- estimates, and negative expectations , so 

it would seem to be less probable that these s tudents wou ld 

consider the kinds of r i sky decisions predicted or the more 

confident, high se lf- esteem s tudents . 

More resea rch is needed before any def init canclu ion 

abou t the effects self- esteem may have on ri ing c n 

reached . Using a different or improv d r is - a ing asure 

11 t this s tudy and ur hr init should be possible to rep ca e 

of the proposi ion of ered in vestigate the implications 

present investigation . 

h 



25 

REFERENCES 

At kinson, J. W. Motivational determinants 
of risk-taking behavior. 

Psychological Review, 1957 , 64(6) , 359_372 _ 

At kinson , J. W. (Ed.). Motives in f an t asy , -- action, and society. 
Princeton, N. J.: Van Nostrand, 1958 _ 

Atkins on , J. W. An introduction t o mot i va t i on. Princeton , N. J .: 

Van Nostrand, 1964. 

At ki nson , J . W., & Feather , N. T. (Eds ) A th f • • eory o achievement 

motivati on. New York : Wiley, 1966 . 

Atthowe, J . M. Types of conflict , and their resol uti on : a 

re in terpretati on. J ournal of Experimental Psychology, 

1960 , 59 , 1-9 . 

Brody, N. Achievement, test anxiety , and subjective probability 

of success in risk taking behavior . J ournal of Abnormal 

and Social Ps ychology , 1963 , 66, 413-418 . 

B J S G d J J & Austin G A A study of thinking . runer , •• , □□ now, •• , , • • - -

New York : Wiley, 1956 . 

C L Test of a portfolio theory of risk 
oombs, C.H ., & Huang , • 

preference . Journal of Experimental Psychology , 1970, 

85 , 23-29 . 

Coopersmith , S. 
t s of self- esteem . 

A method for determining ype 

1 Psychology, 1959 , 59 , 87- 94 . 
~J~o~u~r!n~a~l:_Eo~f'_£A~b!!:n~o~r:_!!m~a~l~ a!_!:n~d!,_.;:S~o~c~i~a-=-:.,.:::.J._ ~ ~;..... 

Coopersmith , S. The antecedents of self - esteem . 
San Francisco : 

Freeman , 1967 . 



deCharms, R., & Dave•, P. N. 

fear of failure' 
subjective probability, 

and risk-taking beh . 
avior. Journal 

.::□;....f_P_e_r_s_o_n_a..;;l.;;;i..;;t..;i.y_:;:a.:.:n.::::d.....:::S.!:!o!::.c=.ia~l ~PC,;s~~h~l:.9.£l.Y_ 
ye o ogy, 1965, 1(6), 558-568. 

Fullerton, W. S. Self-disclosure, self-est . 
eem, and risk-taking: 

A study of their convergent d • . 
an discriminant validity in 

Hope of success 
' 

26 

elementary school children (Doctoral D· t . 
isser ation, University 

of California, 1972). Dissertation Abstracts International 

1972, 33, 50148. (University Microfilms No. 73-8250, 225) 

Hamilton, J. D. Motivation and risk-taking behavior: A test 

of Atkinson's theory. Journal of Personality and Social 

Psychology, 1974, 29(6), 856-864. 

Jordan, T. E., & deCharms, R. The achievement motive in normal 

and mentally retarded children. American Journal of Mental 

Deficiency, 1959, 64, 457-466. 

' 

Kagan, J. Developmental studies in reflection and analysis. In 

A. H. Kidd & J. L. Revoire (Eds.), Perceptual development in 

children. New York: International Universities Press, 1966. 

Kogan, N., & Wallach, M. A. Certainty of judgment and the 

Psychologi·cal Reports, 1960, 6, 207-213. evaluation of risk. _ _ _ 

k t k. . A study in cognition Kogan, N., & Wallach, M.A. ~R1i~s~~a~i~n£g~--~~;!!:!.;_x.....::~..::.::~~;;._ 

and personality. New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1964. 

Kogan, N., & Wallach, M.A. Risk taking as a function of the 

situation, the person, and the group. 
In G. Mandler, 

M. Wallach (Eds.), New directions 
P. Mussen, N. Kogan, & 

in psychology III. New York: 
Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 

1967. 



Kpofstein , D. Risk-taking beh . av1or and cognitive style. 
Development, 1973 , 44, 190_192_ 

Lee , W. Decisi on t heor y and human b h . 
e av1or. New York: 

1971. 

27 

Child -
Wiley, 

Lindgren, H. C. An introduction t 
o social psychology. New 

York: Wiley, 1969. 

Li ndz ey , G., & Aronson, E. (Eds.). The handbook of soc1·a1 
psy-

chology. 2nd Ed. V. 3. Massachusetts: Addison-Wesley, 
1969 . 

Maslow, A. H. Motivation and personality. New York: Harper 

& Row, 1970. 

McClelland, D. C. Risk taking in children with high and low 

need for achievement. In J. W. Atkinson (Ed.), Motives 

in fantasy, action, and society. Princeton, N. J.: Van 

Nostrand, 1958. 

McClelland, D. C. The achieving society. Princeton, N. J.: 

Van Nostrand, 1961. 

Pan kove, El, & Kogan, N. Creative ability and risk-taking in 

elementary school children. Journal of Personality, 1968 , 

36, 420-439. 

Payne, J. W. 

risk: 

Alternative approaches to decision making under 

Moments versus risk dimensions. Psychological 

Bulletin, 1973, 80(6), 439-453. 

Pollatse k , A., & Tversky, A. A theory of risk. Journal of 

970 7 540-553. 
Mat hematical Psycholog~, 1 ' ' 



Primavera , L. H., Simon, w. E. , & Primavera, A. M. 
ship between self-esteem and 

28 

The relation-
academic ach· ievement: An 

investigation of sex differences. 
Psychology in the Schools 

1974, 11, 213-216. 

Purkey, W. W. Self concept and h 
- sc □ol achievement. New Jersey: 

Prentice Hall, 1970. 

Raynor, J. 0., & Smith, C. P. Achi·ev t 
emen -related motives and 

risk-taking in games of skill and chance. 
Journal of Per-

sonality, 1966, 34, 176-198. 

Roberts, G. C. Effect of achievement moti vation and social 

environment on risk taking. Th R h Q e esearc uarterly, 1974, 

45 ( 1), 42-55. 

Schwartz, S. Are you one of your favorite people? J ournal 

of School Health, 1974, 44, 30-33. 

Slavic, P. Assessment of risk taking behavior . Psychologi cal 

Bulletin, 1964 , 61(3), 220-233. 

Slavi c , P. Risk-taking in children: Age and sex differences . 

Child Development , 1966 , 37, 169-176 . 

Spatz , K. c., ~ Johnston , J . o. I nternal consistency of the 

Educational and Ps ycho-Coopersmi th self - esteem inventory. 

logical Measurement, 1973, 33, 875-876 . 

V O Coop erative and competitive 
ance, J . J ., & Richmond, B. • 

f t Psychology in the 
be havior as a function of sel - es eem . -

Schools, 1975, 12(2), 225-229 . 

Wallach, M. N & Bern, D. J . A., Kogan , • , 
Diffusion of responsi-

Journal of 
bility and level of risk taking in groups . 

Abnormal and Socia l Ps ycholog ~, 
1964, 68, 263- 274 . 

, 



APPE NDIX A 

PARENT AL PERMISSION LE TTER 

Dear Paren t s : 

I am a graduat e st~dent at Aust i n Peay Stat e Un i versity 

and am i nterested in doing research w1·th 1 e emen t ary schoo l 

chi l dren . I am presently looking at two aspects of children : 

(1) the child ' s percept ion of himself (se f - esteem) and (2) 

29 

the child ' s tenden cy to ~hoose between different levels of 

attractive alternatives (risk taking) . I would lie to include 

your chil d in my study . The individual results of this study 

will be kept conf idential and will not affect your child' s 

grades or school war ~ in □ny way . Your coope ation will b 

gre tly appr c i ated . Please sign this form on he desi nated 

line if you L~ill allow your child to answer a questlonnair 

nd p □ rt i cipate in this s tudy . 

Sincere than s , 

ancy C. Young 

ive my permission for --.,,,,-~-:-:--.;-;::::=----
Child ' s Nome 

in this s udy . 

Parent ' s Signature 

0 par icipate 
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APPENDIX B 

INTRODUCTION - COVER STORY 

11 I am Nancy Young and am a stud t t . 
en a Austin Peay State 

University. Many of you may already know me because I have 

worked at St. Bethlehem before. I want your help with something 

that is extremely important to me. I think you will enjoy it. 

I've talked with your teachers and they seem ta think you will. 

It's short, easy, and you will get to play a game where you will 

make a choice of what you want to do. I really want all of you 

to participate. How many of you would like to help me? Please 

raise your hand. Greatl I will need your parent's permission 

before I can take you out of your classes even just for a few 

minutes. I have some permission slips that I want you to take 

home and have your parents sign. They will tell your parents 

about what we'll be doing and there are lines for them to sign 

your name and theirs. It is very important that you bring these 

back tomorrow because I will need them all before I can start. 

How many will remember to bring them back tomorrow? Please 

raise your hands. I'm going to enjoy working with you and want 

to thank you for your help." 

, very i·mportant that you bring the permission 'Remember it's 
t hr Also, please 

1 and g].·ve them to your eac e. sips back tomorrow 

only fold them once in half and not wad them up. 

Thank you!" help me when I check them. 

This will 



31 

APPENDIX c 

INSTRUCTIONS~ SELF-ESTEEM INVENTORY 

"I am passing out some answer h 
s eets and first want every 

one of you to put your name and h 
omeroom teacher's name on this 

sheet. I want you to answer some t· ques ions about yourself. 

This is not a test and it w1·11 t b no e graded A, B, c, ... 

It's just to give me some information about each of you. Some 

sentences are going to be played on the tape recorder. Each 

sentence will be read twice, so listen carefully, and put your 

answer down quickly. You will have to stay quiet so you and 

the others around you can hear. When you hear the sentence, 

ask yourself, 'Is this sentence like me or unlike me?' There 

are no right or wrong answers to these sentences. Just answer 

each of them as being 'Like Me' or 'Unlike Me.' If the sentence 

says how you usually feel and is like you, blacken in column 

'A' on your answer sheet for a 'Like Me' response. (Write 'Like 

Me' mark column 'A' on the black board.) If the sentence is 

not like you usually feel, blacken in column '8' on your answer 

sheet for an 'Unlike Me' response. (Write •Unlike Me' mark 

An example Of this could be a sentence 
column '8' on the board.) 

like 'I like hotdogs.' I could answer this as 'Like Me,, because 

l
·f someone did not like hotdogs, he would 

I do like hotdogs, but 
t honestly say that 

have to put 'Unlike Me' because he could no 

he liked hotdogs. 

dark, and if you 

on the answer sheet 
Please make your marks 

d II 

do it real goo• erase, 
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"Ones nt ence that needs a l'ttl 

' l e explaini ng says : ' I reall y 

don 't like being a boy-girl .• If yo u are a boy , thi s means ' I 

really don ' t like being a boy.' If you are a girl, it means 

, 1 really don't like being a girl.' Are th ere any questions 

before we begin? ( Pause) Remember to mark column 'A' if it 

is like you an d column 'B' if it is unlike or not like you. 

Please put an answer down for every sentence. Ready!" 

ON TAPE: "Listen carefully to each sentence because each will 

only be read two times. Mark each statement as being like you 

or unl ike you . Column 'A' is for 'Like Me' and column 1 B1 for 

•Un like Me.' We are now ready to ,begin. (Start sentences.) 
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APPENDIX D 

COOPERSMITH SELF-ESTEEM INVENTOR 
Y (SEI) 

1. I spend a lot of time daydreaming. 

2. I'm pretty sure of myself. 

3. I often wish I were someone else. 

4. I'm easy to like. 

s. My parents and I have a lot of fun together. 

*6. I never worry about anything. 

7. I find it very hard to talk in front of the class. 

8. I wish I were younger. 

9. There are lots of things about myself I'd change if I could. 

10. I can make up my mind without too much trouble. 

11. I'm a lot of fun to be with. 

12. I get upset easily at home. 

*13. I always do the right thing. 

14. I'm proud of my school work. 

15. Someone always has to tell me what to do. 

16. It takes me a long time to get used to anything new. 

17. I'm often sorry for the things I do. 

18. I'm po~ular with kids my own age. 

19. My parents usually consider my feelings. 

*20. I'm never unhappy. 

21. I'm doing the best work I can. 

22. I give in very easily. 



23• I can usually take care of myself. 

24 • . I'm pretty happy. 

25. 

26. 

*27. 

28. 

29. 

I would rather play with children 

My parents expect too much of m e. 

I like everyone I know. 

I like to be called on in class. 

I understand myself. 

30. It's pretty tough to be me. 

younger than me. 

31. Things are all mixed up in my life. 

32. Kids usually follow my ideas. 

33. No one pays much attention to me at home. 

*34. I never get scolded. 

35. I'm not doing as well in school as I'd like to. 

36. I can make up my mind and stick to it. 

37. I really don't li ke being a boy - girl. 

38 . . I have a low opinion of myself. 

39. I don't like to be with other people. 

40. There are many times when I'd like to leave home. 

*41. I' h m never s y. 

42. I often feel upset in school. 

43. I often feel ashamed of myself. 

44. I'm not as nice looking as most peop le . 

45 - If I have something to say I usually say it. 

46. ~ids pick on me very often. 

47. My parents understand me. 

*48. th I always tell the tru • 

34 



49. 

50 . 

51. 

52 . 

53 . 

54 . 

*55 . 

56 . 

57 . 

58 . 

My teacher makes me feel I'm not 
good enough. 

I don't r.are wha t happens to me . 

I ' m a failure . 

I get upset easily when I ' m scolded . 

Most people are better li ked than r am. 

I usually feel as if my parents are pushing 

I always kn ow what to say to people . 

I often get discouraged in school . 

Things usually don ' t bother me . 

I can ' t be depended on . 

me . 

These are the sentences that make up the lie seal . 

(All the se sentences were taped and played 

They were to respond to each of th 

Me . " ) 

as ng L '" 0 
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APPENDIX E 

INSTRUCTIONS - RISK-TAKING GAME 

11 Th is i s the game you've been waiting for. y 
□u get to 

choose what you want to do and may e . 
ven win a prize. You see 

the five containers in front of you. E h 
ac one has ten beads 

in it, but they each have different numbers of 
black and white 

beads. The fi r st container (point to each container) has nine 

white and one bla~k bead. This means that nine out of ten times 

You wil l pick a white bead and w1·n a pr1·ze. Th e second container 

has seven white and three black beads, which means that seven 

out of ten times you will pick a white bead. The third has 

five of each color and you have a 50-50 chance of getting a 

white bead. The fourth container has three white and seven 

black, with a three out of ten chance of picking a white bead. 

The last container has only one white and nine black beads, 

with a one out of ten chance of getting the white bead. You 

have the best cha nces with container number one and less chances 

as you go up to f ive, BUT you win a larger prize if you choose 

a harder container. 

with each contain er? 

h s of winning Do you understand your c ance 

(Pause) 
I want you to choose one container 

thl·s empty container (sh ow 
and I will pour those beads into 

the container). 
in and take out one 

Then I want you to reach 

Wl
·11 win the prize that goes 

bead . If it is a white bead, you 

with that container. 
won't win anything. 

If it is black, you 

You HAVE TO HAVE A WHITE BEAD TO WIN-
The prizes are: One 



piece of candy for the first container, two 37 

Pieces for the 
three pieces for the third, four pieces for second, 

the fourth, and 
five pieces for the fifth container. 

Think it over and 
pick 

out the container you want to try." 

(After the student makes his choice and picks out the 
bead, 

he will be given a ticket to be redeemed later 
for his prize.) 

"I'm going to give you a ticket that 
says how many pieces 

of candy you won. When I finish with all th e sixth graders, 

I will come in and let you trade your ticket for your prize. 

Be very careful and keep up with it until this afternoon. Please 

put it up and don't let anyone else see it. I want you to keep 

what we did a secret so everyone will have the same chance that 

you did. Please don I t tell your friends. Just say you played 

a game and they'll find out when they come out. Do you think 

you can keep this secret until this afternoon? Please try real 

hard. It I s real important. Thanks for helping and I' 11 see 

you later this afternoon. 11 (When the student went back to his 

classroom he was asked to inform the next child to come out 

and to which station.) 
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