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The authors examined (a) whether core self-evaluations in adolescence and young adulthood predict
income at midlife and (b) whether people with positive core self-evaluations are more likely to capitalize
on advantages resulting from family socioeconomic status and academic achievement, resulting in even
higher levels of income at midcareer. The sample consisted of participants from the National Longitu-
dinal Survey of Youth, a national probability sample that first surveyed participants in 1979. The authors
found that core self-evaluations and family socioeconomic status and academic achievement predict
income and that, furthermore, high core self-evaluations enhance the benefits derived from these factors.
Overall, it appears that individuals with positive core self-evaluations are particularly adept at translating
early advantages into later economic success.
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Many have argued that success is produced by perseverance in
the face of hardship and initial failure (Seligman & Csikszentmi-
halyi, 2000). Yet, little mentioned are those who seize upon and
exploit advantages, whether earned through personal effort or
bestowed by fortune. As Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi noted,
social and behavioral scientists “have come to understand quite a
bit about how people survive and endure under conditions of
adversity . . . [h]owever, psychologists know very little about how
normal people flourish under more benign conditions” (p. 5).
Certainly, in more developed nations like the United States, such
benign conditions are common in the lives of many, yet we do not
see uniform levels of success among people subject to those
conditions. Thus, although the widespread focus on what enables
people to cope with disadvantage is understandable given its
potential to lessen the impact of social problems, it is also useful
to examine why some people with certain opportunities and cir-
cumstances linked to success flourish whereas others with the
same advantages do less well and, at times, even founder.

According to Langston (1994), just as individuals respond to
negative events by coping, they may respond to positive events via
an analogous process of “capitalization” through which they cap-
ture benefits beyond those conferred by the events themselves. In
two studies of college students, Langston found that capitalization
(operationalized as people’s reactions to—what they did with—the
event) on daily positive events explained incremental variance in
positive affect and involvement even when the objective event was
controlled. Building on Langston’s work, a later series of studies
among couples and college students found that the social sharing
of positive events with others increased positive affect and life
satisfaction beyond the effects of the events themselves (Gable,
Impett, Reis, & Asher, 2004). Furthermore, these researchers

found that sharing positive news enhanced accessibility of the
event in memory, partially mediating between sharing and well-
being.

The findings from these studies on capitalization suggest that
people can derive benefit not only from the tangible outcomes of
advantageous circumstances but also by responding in certain
ways to those circumstances. Other research suggests, in addition,
that self-concept plays an important role in defining individuals’
responses to beneficial experiences and, as a result, the rewards
they reap (Brown & McGill, 1989; Bryant, 2003; Wood, Heimpel,
Newby-Clark, & Ross, 2005). Although these studies have looked
only at the very short-term effects of capitalization, they do sug-
gest that long-term differences in success may be due to chronic or
habitual tendencies to capitalize on fortuitous early life circum-
stances.

We sought to build on emergent research into capitalization and
the role of self-concept. We examined whether positive core self-
evaluations (CSEs) in adolescence and young adulthood enhance
the impact of high academic achievement and family socioeco-
nomic characteristics on income later in the career. Whereas pre-
vious literature has tended to focus on responses to relatively
minor, everyday events and their short-term affective and health
outcomes, in this study we focused on how positive self-concept
may lead individuals to draw greater long-term material rewards
from those aspects of youthful privilege and attainment that are
typically associated with career success (i.e., socioeconomic sta-
tus, education, etc.). Furthermore, in this article, we extend the
nomological network of CSE by examining its main effects on
income when individuals are at the peak of their careers, as well as
its interactive effects with youthful circumstances and achieve-
ments. In the next section of the article, we provide a brief
overview of CSEs, and then we develop hypotheses regarding the
main and interactive effects of CSE on income attainment.

Overview of CSEs

Introduced by Judge, Locke, and Durham (1997) as a disposi-
tional basis of job and life satisfaction, CSE is defined as “funda-
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mental premises that individuals hold about themselves and their
functioning in the world” (Judge, Erez, & Bono, 1998, p. 168).
CSE is indicated by four lower order personality traits (self-
esteem, generalized self-efficacy, emotional stability, and locus of
control) that have been widely studied separately but rarely studied
in concert, despite their high intercorrelations and poor discrimi-
nant validity, as evidenced by similar patterns of relationships with
outcomes such as subjective well-being (Judge, Erez, Thoresen, &
Bono, 2002), job satisfaction (Judge & Bono, 2001), and job
performance (Erez & Judge, 2001). There is considerable evidence
that the CSE traits are reflections of a more basic orientation
toward oneself and one’s approach toward one’s environment.
Erez and Judge and Judge, Erez, Bono, and Thoresen (2003) have
found support for the hypothesis that the higher order core concept
explains the substantial associations among the individual traits.
Furthermore, in the Erez and Judge study, the unique portions of
the four component traits failed to explain incremental variance in
any of the criteria (e.g., productivity, motivation, job satisfaction,
task performance) beyond the CSE factor. Thus, as Judge and
colleagues have argued, CSE may help to integrate the study of
several interrelated aspects of self-concept as well as provide a
parsimonious, yet valid, method of predicting work-related out-
comes from personality.

Hypotheses

Main Effects of CSE on Income

There is some research linking “positive” traits with income
(Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005; Ng, Eby, Sorensen, &
Feldman, 2005; Roberts, Caspi, & Moffitt, 2003). Recently, in a
meta-analysis of the determinants of career success, Ng et al.
(2005) examined the relationships of salary with numerous broadly
studied individual differences, finding positive correlations with
the two CSE traits examined (locus of control and Neuroticism).
Also, Lyubomirsky et al. (2005) conducted a review of research to
examine whether happiness leads to success, including financial
prosperity. They argued that positive emotions—and the traits
associated with them (e.g., self-efficacy, confidence, optimism,
etc.)—“lead people to think, feel, and act in ways that promote
both resource building and involvement with approach goals” (p.
804). Based on dozens of research findings, they concluded that
people high in positive traits tend to be more financially prosper-
ous. However, only a few of the studies were longitudinal in
nature. Those that were longitudinal covered a shorter period of
time than the current study and examined the impact of constructs
related to affective disposition, like cheerfulness (Diener, Nicker-
son, Lucas, & Sandvik, 2002) and trait positive affect (Staw,
Sutton, & Pelled, 1994), rather than self-concept. Given findings
that CSE predicts incremental variance beyond the Big Five and
trait positive affect in job and life satisfaction (Heller, Judge, &
Watson, 2002; Judge et al., 2003) and performance (Judge et al.,
2003), a more explicit consideration of self-concept may be useful
in better understanding the dispositional basis of work outcomes.

Prior research suggests that CSE may exert main effects on
income, interorganizationally (mobility across jobs and occupa-
tions) and intraorganizationally (activity within a job or occupa-
tion). First, it may influence the situations into which individuals
select themselves. Headey and Wearing (1989) suggested that each

individual has an equilibrium pattern of life events borne of stable
individual differences. They found that Neuroticism, one of the
core traits that indicate CSE, was associated with adverse financial
and job events (i.e., financial crises, unemployment, coworker
conflict) over a 7-year period. A similar study (Magnus, Diener,
Fujita, & Payot, 1993) found that individuals high in Neuroticism
experienced more problematic life events, such as failure to get
into graduate school, in the 4 years following initial personality
measurement. Finally, high-CSE individuals tend to search more
intensely for jobs during periods of unemployment (Wanberg,
Glomb, Song, & Sorenson, 2005) and to obtain more objectively
complex jobs (Judge, Bono, & Locke, 2000). Thus, CSE may
influence the types of jobs and occupations people select, the
stability of their employment, and their experiences at work, all of
which might affect income.

CSE may also affect income via its effects intraorganizationally
on motivation and performance. Erez and Judge (2001) found that
university students with positive CSE had higher levels of task
motivation (i.e., they persisted longer and reported more motiva-
tion to do well) and that motivation partially mediated between
CSEs and task performance. In a separate sample of sales repre-
sentatives, they found that CSE positively affected supervisor-
rated and sales performance and that goal-setting motivation par-
tially mediated these relationships. Furthermore, in two
longitudinal studies, Judge, Bono, Erez, and Locke (2005) found
that individuals with positive CSE are more likely to select self-
concordant work goals, and are more likely to attain those goals,
which should lead to greater work effectiveness.

In sum, it seems that people with high CSE are more committed
to and persistent in pursuit of their goals and perform more
competently in their jobs. These tendencies should, logically, lead
to higher income over the life course:

Hypothesis 1: CSEs measured in young adulthood will be
positively related to income at midlife.

Income Effects of Adolescent and Young Adulthood Life
Experiences

Previous research on capitalization has appropriately focused on
common, everyday events because the criterion was immediately
experienced affect. In contrast, our focus is on a broad, cumulative
criterion—income. Thus, we examined major aspects of adoles-
cent and young adult experience that are known to affect individ-
uals’ career prospects. Specifically, we were interested in the
moderating effect of CSE on the relationships of income attain-
ment with advantages conferred by the family of origin (parental
educational attainment and occupational prestige, childhood free-
dom from poverty) and advantages that an individual earns early in
life (educational attainment, high school grade point average
[GPA], and standardized test scores). These variables are all com-
monly used indicators of socioeconomic status that have been
linked to income and other occupational outcomes in prior re-
search (Chênevert & Tremblay, 2002; Ek, Sovio, Remes, & Jarve-
lin, 2005; Haveman & Wolfe, 1995; Pfeffer, 1977; Smart &
Pascarella, 1986). For instance, Ek et al. found that prestige of the
father’s occupation and educational attainment by the mother
during childhood predicted entrance into the labor market. Also,
Chênevert and Tremblay found that the status of fathers’ occupa-
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tions was positively related to their adult children’s wages. Finally,
although parental income seems to affect high school completion
and entry into college more than it does later academic achieve-
ment (G. J. Duncan, Yeung, Brooks-Gunn, & Smith, 1998), pa-
rental education influences entry into postgraduate education
(Mullen, Goyette, & Soares, 2003).

In general, family socioeconomic factors likely affect salary
through their impact on career aspirations and decision making
(Hartung, Porfeli, & Vondracek, 2005), access to educational and
social resources (Smart & Pascarella, 1986), and educational at-
tainment (G. J. Duncan et al., 1998; Mullen et al., 2003). Also,
family socioeconomic status, particularly income, may be linked to
tendencies to capitalize. MacLeod and Conway (2005) found that
household income was positively related to tendencies to antici-
pate future positive experiences which, in turn, is related to savor-
ing and reminiscing on positive experiences (Bryant, 2003).

As for variables related to advantages earned through effort, Ng
et al. (2005) found a corrected correlation of .29 between salary
and education level. Furthermore, positive relationships have been
found in numerous studies between occupational attainment and
both school performance (Ek et al., 2005; Margit, Vondracek,
Capaldi, & Porfeli, 2003) and standardized achievement tests that
capture cognitive ability (Dreher & Bretz, 1991; Margit et al.,
2003; O’Reilly & Chatman, 1994; Tsui, 1998). Thus, it seems
clear that such factors are potential resources upon which individ-
uals may capitalize in their pursuit of material success.

Given the wealth of prior findings, we expected that an individ-
ual’s family socioeconomic background—what we call family
advantages (parents’ education and occupational prestige, freedom
from poverty as a child)—and educational attainment, in the form
of years of education, high school grades, and standardized test
scores, will be positively related to income at midlife:

Hypothesis 2: Individuals’ family advantages will be related
to their income, such that individuals will earn more as a
result of (a) parental education, (b) parental occupational
prestige, and (c) freedom from family poverty status.

Hypothesis 3: Individuals’ educational attainment will be
related to their income, such that individuals will earn more as
a result of (a) years of education, (b) high school GPA, and
(c) standardized test (Scholastic Aptitude Test; SAT) scores.

CSEs as a Moderator of the Effect of Early Advantage

It is well-known that certain personality traits influence how
effectively individuals cope with difficult life circumstances (e.g.,
Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003; Tugade & Fredrick-
son, 2004). However, we focused in the present research on how
people flourish under more benign and generalized circumstances.
That is, we were interested in whether positive self-regard provides
any added value not only in overcoming the “bad” but also in
capitalizing on the “good.”

High-CSE individuals may better utilize their resources for a
number of reasons. First, CSE is expected to influence situational
appraisals. As noted by Judge, Locke, Durham, and Kluger (1998),
“People who consider themselves worthy and able to cope with
life’s exigencies bring a ‘positive frame’ to the events and situa-
tions they encounter” (p. 31). Thus, CSE may affect the extent to

which one views a given circumstance as beneficial. For example,
people with high CSE not only obtain jobs that are objectively
more challenging but they also view their jobs as having more
positive characteristics (Judge et al., 2000). Along similar lines,
people high in positive affective traits tend to experience more
gratitude, defined as the recognition of a positive outcome that
may not necessarily be deserved or earned (McCullough, Tsang, &
Emmons, 2004). Thus, because of the way they tend to appraise
situations, high-CSE individuals may reap more affective and
behavioral benefits from beneficial life circumstances, even those
for which they are not solely responsible.

In addition to appraising propitious circumstances more posi-
tively, high-CSE individuals may view these circumstances and
the opportunities they afford as being consistent with their self-
image. As an illustration, Brown and McGill (1989) found that
individuals with high self-esteem experienced health benefits (self-
rated and objectively measured) from positive life events whereas
those with low self-esteem actually suffered ill effects. Another
study (Wood et al., 2005) found that individuals with low self-
esteem experienced heightened anxiety after success whereas high
self-esteem individuals experienced enhanced affect and positive
self-relevant thoughts. Further analyses suggested that the reac-
tions of individuals with low self-esteem to recent positive events
may be driven by self-verification and self-protection motives.
With regard to the former, people with low self-esteem tended to
make statements contradicting their role in their success. As for the
latter, success seemed to trigger more concerns for individuals
with low self-esteem about how well they could do in the future.

The results of these studies are consistent with other research on
self-verification theory, according to which individuals have such
a strong need for coherence that they prefer confirmation of a
negative self-concept over positive feedback that conflicts with
their self-view (for a review, see Swann, 2005). In particular,
Schroeder, Josephs, and Swann (2004) found that individuals with
low self-esteem tended to remain in jobs in which there were no
raises and to leave jobs with increasing wage levels, whereas the
opposite was true among those with high self-esteem. Moreover,
the effects of self-esteem on turnover based on pay emerged only
after a period of 2 years, indicating the necessity of examining
these processes over a lengthier period of time than is covered by
most studies on capitalization.

A final basis for the moderating role of CSE, consistent with
research cited above, is its effects on motivation and, ultimately,
performance. Although having parents who hold prestigious posi-
tions or earning a college degree can be advantageous, it may be
up to the individual to realize the benefits by grasping resultant
opportunities and persisting until those opportunities bear fruit. A
recent study by Bono and Colbert (2005) suggests some support
for the idea that high-CSE individuals will do just that. They found
that individuals with positive CSE were as strongly committed to
goals for performance improvement when they had received feed-
back from others that was more positive than their self-ratings as
when they had received less positive feedback from others. On the
other hand, individuals with negative CSE were less committed to
their goals when there was any discrepancy between ratings. Thus,
it seems that high-CSE individuals not only reacted more construc-
tively to negative feedback but were also motivated to increase
their performance when they learned they were already doing well.
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In sum, CSE should intensify the beneficial effects of adolescent
and young adulthood resources and achievements on income at
midcareer because of its relationships with appraisals, motivation,
and performance. Individuals with high CSE will view situations
more positively, will see themselves as more worthy of the advan-
tages conferred by those situations, and will work harder to extract
the benefits. These tendencies should cause early advantages to
cascade into further advantages and opportunities across the life
span, leading to higher levels of occupational attainment and, as a
result, income:

Hypothesis 4: CSE will moderate the effects of (a) family
advantages (parental education, parental occupational pres-
tige, and freedom from family poverty) and (b) educational
attainment (years of education, high school GPA, and stan-
dardized test scores) on income such that the effects of these
variables will be stronger for those high in CSE than for those
low in CSE.

Control Variables

To ensure that our hypothesis tests were as valid as possible, we
controlled for several variables that had the potential to affect our
findings. In each of the regression equations, we controlled for
race, gender, hours worked per year, and marital status. Recent
meta-analytic research found that all of these factors are related to
salary (Ng et al., 2005). Salaries tend to be higher among Whites,
men, and individuals who are married. The number of hours
worked increases income as well. Also, race and gender are
associated with self-concept (Birndorf, Ryan, Auinger, & Aten,
2005), academic performance, and educational attainment (Allen,
1992; Charles & Luoh, 2003). Finally, because net household
income was used as the outcome variable, spouse’s income was
included as a control in order to isolate each participant’s contri-
bution to household income.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Data were obtained from the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth (NLSY79), which is a nationally representative sample of
12,686 men and women who were 14 to 22 years old when they
were first interviewed in 1979 (and thus were between 37 and 45
years old in 2002). The NLSY79 was initiated and is administered
by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, a branch of the U.S. Department
of Labor.

Participants in the NLSY79 were first interviewed in 1979 and
were interviewed annually until 1994, at which time they were
interviewed on a biennial basis. Naturally, because many of the
participants have made transitions from school to work, and from
their parents’ homes to being parents and homeowners, sample
attrition has occurred in the 24-year time frame over which the
data used in this study were collected. However, apart from the
roughly 3,000 participants who were dropped from the study in
1990 (because of budget constraints), the average attrition level
was quite small, averaging roughly 200 to 300 individuals from
one interview to the next. Overall, the 1979–2002 response rate for
those who remained in the study (were neither dropped nor de-
ceased) was 80.9%. By 2002, 7,724 of the original participants

remained in the study. Participants in the 2002 sample were 72%
Caucasian, 50% male, and 59% married. The average participant
had 13.19 years of education, worked an average of 35 hr per
week, and had an average annual income of $55,564.

Participants were interviewed either in person in their dwellings
or via telephone. Across the panels, 81.3% of the interviews were
completed in person. At the local level, interviewers were respon-
sible for contacting participants in their caseloads; for participants
who could not be located or who initially refused cooperation, the
case was transferred to the national field office for follow-up. In
addition, at various points in the study, participants signed a
release allowing access to school records. Participants were paid
$10 for each interview until 1996 when the amount was increased
to $20.

Measures

Demographic characteristics. Participants’ race was noted by
the interviewer in the 1980 survey and was coded as 1 � White,
2 � Black, 3 � other, which we subsequently recoded into 1 �
White, 0 � other. Participants’ sex was coded by the interviewer
in the 1982 survey and was coded 1 � male, and 2 � female,
which we recoded into 0 � female, 1 � male. Participants’ marital
status was measured with a 2002 interview question asking the
individuals whether they were never married, married, separated,
divorced, or widowed. The variable was coded 1 if the participant
was currently married and 0 if the individual was divorced, wid-
owed, separated, or never married.

CSEs. In 2003, Judge et al. (2003) developed and validated a
direct measure of CSEs. Obviously, this measure was not available
in the NLSY79 database, so we relied on available items that
closely corresponded to the 12-item Core Self-Evaluations Scale
(CSES). The items are provided in the Appendix. Three items
(Items 1, 2, and 3) were taken from Pearlin’s personal mastery
measure (Pearlin, Lieberman, Menaghan, & Mullan, 1981), which
assesses the degree to which individuals perceive themselves in
control of forces that impact their lives. Five items (Items 4, 5, 6,
7, and 8) were taken from Rosenberg’s (1989) self-esteem mea-
sure. Two items (Items 9 and 10) were taken from the Center for
Epidemiological Studies Depression scale (see Radloff, 1997;
Ross & Mirowsky, 1989). Two items (Items 11 and 12) were taken
from Rotter’s (1966) internal–external locus of control measure.
Each of these items was evaluated on a 1–4 Likert-type scale. The
internal consistency reliability (coefficient alpha) of this scale
was .80.

To test the convergent validity of this scale, we administered it,
along with the 12-item CSES and several other “filler” scales, to a
sample of 602 undergraduates. The correlation between the two
scales was .82. This level of convergent validity is comparable to
that of established measures of other personality traits. For exam-
ple, in studies that have examined its convergent validity (Gosling,
Renfrow, & Swann, 2003; John & Srivastava, 1999; Lee, Ashton,
& de Vries, 2005; Woods & Hampson, 2005), the Big Five
Inventory (John & Srivastava, 1999) measure of Neuroticism
correlates r� � .74 with other measures of neuroticism. Thus,
judging from the standards used to evaluate convergent validities
in the personality literature (e.g., Cunningham, Preacher, & Banaji,
2001; Hicklin & Widiger, 2000; Stöber, 2001), it appears that the
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measure of CSEs used in this study displays appreciable conver-
gent validity.

Parents’ education. Parents’ education was measured with
interviewer questions asking the participant, “What is the highest
grade or year of regular school that your mother ever completed?”
The same question was asked with respect to the participant’s
father. For both questions, the number of years of education that
the parent received (e.g., high school diploma � 12 years, 4-year
college degree � 16 years) was recorded, with 21 years being the
highest possible value. The correlation between years of education
of the mother and the father was .66.

Parents’ occupational prestige. In the 1979 survey, interview-
ers asked participants the occupation of their mother and father.
Verbatim responses to the open-ended questions were then coded
according to the three-digit 1970 Census classifications (U.S.
Census Bureau, 1971). We converted these three-digit codes into
occupational status ratings using the Duncan index of occupational
prestige (O. D. Duncan, 1961). The resulting scores, on a 0–100
scale, may be interpreted as estimates of occupational prestige,
where higher scores indicate more prestigious occupations. For
example, a judge has a Duncan score of 93, whereas a farm laborer
has a Duncan score of 7. As noted by Warren and Hauser (1997),
occupational prestige or status of one’s family of origin provides
important information on an individual’s class or status within a
social hierarchy. Thus, Duncan scores were calculated as the mean
of mother’s and father’s Duncan scores. If one parent did not work
outside the household, the Duncan score for the parent who did
work outside the home was used. The correlation between the
Duncan score of the mother and the father was .10.

Family poverty status. Family poverty status at the time of the
initiation of the study was coded using the 1978 Poverty Income
Guidelines (U.S. Office of Economic Opportunity/Community
Services Administration, 1978), updated yearly by the U.S. De-
partment of Health and Human Services. Respondents were deter-
mined to be in poverty if their 1978 family income was below the
Poverty Income Guidelines. The guidelines are localized (i.e., by
state) and are adjusted by family size and by farm versus nonfarm
families. The variable was coded as 0 � not in poverty, 1 � in
poverty.

Participant years of education. Participants’ education level
was measured by an interviewer question: “What is the highest
grade of regular school that you have completed and gotten credit
for?” Interviewers recorded answers in terms of number of years,
where 12 � high school diploma and 16 � 4-year college degree,
up to a maximum of 21 years.

High-school GPA. Transcript records were obtained on par-
ticipants by NLS researchers through contacting participants’ high
schools and obtaining their records under a written release by
participants (see Rumberger & Daymont, 1982). Final course
grades were coded for the available courses. Here, we averaged
grades across up to 32 courses. Grades were scored in the typical
fashion, where 4 � A, 3 � B, 2 � C, 1 � D, and 0 � F.
Participants’ GPA was calculated for all the courses for which
grades were available.

SAT scores. SAT scores, for those who took the test and
signed a release form, were obtained from high school transcripts.
Test scores were available for 948 individuals. The math and
verbal scores were added to form an SAT composite. Consistent
with past research, where correlations between the two compo-

nents have tended to be in the “high sixties” (Casey, Nuttall, &
Pezaris, 1995, p. 699), the two components were correlated (r �
.75), albeit at a somewhat higher level than in some past research
(e.g., Cullen, Hardison, & Sackett, 2004).

Hours worked 1994–2002. In each interview, participants
were asked to report how many hours they had worked in the past
year. The hours reported were averaged from 1994 to 2002. The
average participant worked an average of 1,757 hr annually from
1994 to 2002, which translates into roughly 35 hr per week
(assuming 2 weeks’ vacation time per year).

Spouse’s income. To control for the spouse’s contribution to
household income, so that the results reflected the participant’s
unique contribution to their household income, we controlled for
spouse’s income contributed 1994–2002. If the participant was not
married at the time, spousal income was coded as 0. If the partic-
ipant’s spouse did not work outside the home, this variable also
was coded as 0 for that year.

Annual income 1994–2002. In each interview, participants
were asked to report their total net household income in the past
year. Income was averaged from 1994 to 2002. The Consumer
Price Index was used to translate earlier salaries into 2002 dollars.
Income, as well as several other study variables, was positively
skewed. Although in many cases this skew is reduced through data
transformations such as taking the natural log of salary (e.g.,
Finkelstein & Boyd, 1998), such transformations change the mean-
ing of the distribution of the variable, replacing a linear relation-
ship with a nonlinear one. Often the theoretical rationale behind
this presumed nonlinear relationship is not explicated (Russell &
Dean, 2000). As Gullikson (2006) noted, “Taking the natural log
of the independent variable, for example, implies a ‘diminishing
returns’ relationship.” In terms of the hypothesized influences
investigated here—most notably, the interactions involving
CSEs—this would imply that the interactive effects would decline
with increasing levels of income. Because we do not necessarily
believe that this complex form of the relationship will hold, we did
not transform the variables. Moreover, Busemeyer and Jones
(1983) and Russell and Dean (2000, p. 168) have cautioned against
the conventional use of such transformations on statistical grounds.
Russell and Dean wrote, “Nonlinear transformations can cause
more uncertainty in interpreting tests of moderation than they
resolve” (p. 168). One of the statistical difficulties created by log
transformations is Type II error. Russell and Dean noted that log
transformations of positively skewed dependent variables (which
is exactly the case here) “greatly enhance” the probability of
committing a Type II error (concluding that an effect is nonsig-
nificant when, in fact, it is significant).

Educational attainment and family advantages composite vari-
ables. Because the family advantages variables (parents’ educa-
tion, parents’ occupational prestige, freedom from poverty status
as a child) could be combined to form an overall index of familial
advantage, we standardized them and combined them to form a
single index. Similarly, we standardized the educational attainment
variables (years of education, high school GPA, SAT score) and
formed another single composite index. These variables are man-
ifest or aggregate variables because (a) the items define or com-
pose the concepts (e.g., educational attainment is defined by years
of education and educational achievement) and (b) the items are
not interchangeable indicators (each is a conceptually distinct
variable). Because “internal consistency reliability is not an ap-
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propriate standard for evaluating the adequacy of the measures in
formative models” (MacKenzie, Podsakoff, & Jarvis, 2005, p.
712), we do not report coefficient alpha reliability estimates for
these composite variables.

Results

Descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between the study
variables are provided in Table 1. In order to estimate the moder-
ating effect of CSE on the relationship between the background
variables and income, we estimated a series of multiple regres-
sions, one for each hypothesized interaction. For the sake of
parsimony, in the main regression analyses we report results only
for the family advantages and educational attainment composite
variables, but we should note that the significance level was the
same for the individual components (parents’ education, parents’
occupational prestige, freedom from poverty status as a child,
years of education, high school GPA, SAT score).

Consistent with Aiken and West (1991), in computing the in-
teraction, we centered both CSEs and the background variables at
their means. In the regressions, because practical effect-size esti-
mates (Grissomand & Kim, 2005; Kline, 2004) are available here,
we report both raw or unstandardized (B) coefficient estimates in
their natural (dollar) units, as well as standardized regression (�)
coefficients. The unstandardized estimates can be interpreted as
follows: A unit change in the independent variable produces a
predicted change in income that is equal to the regression weight.
For example, if the coefficient on hours worked per year is $10,
then for every hour a participant works, predicted income increases
by $10. For dichotomous independent variables, the interpretation
is similar. For example, if the coefficient on marital status is
$4,000, all else equal, married individuals are predicted to earn
$4,000 more than nonmarried individuals. We conducted the re-
gression analyses hierarchically, such that the control variables
were entered on Step 1, the main effects (CSEs and the family
advantages or educational attainment variable) were entered on
Step 2, and the interaction was entered on Step 3. We report
changes in variance explained (�R2) at Steps 2 and 3, though the
unstandardized and standardized coefficient estimates are reported
for all variables based on the fully specified regression.

The regression results estimating the interactive effect of CSEs
and family advantages (the composite of parents’ education, par-
ents’ occupational prestige, and freedom from poverty) in predict-
ing income are provided in Table 2. As the table shows, family
advantages, CSEs, and the interaction predicted income; all of
these effects were in the predicted direction. Table 3 presents the
regression results involving CSEs and participants’ educational
attainment (years of education, high school grades, and SAT
scores). As with family advantages, both the main effects (CSEs,
participants’ educational attainment) and the interaction were sig-
nificant and in the predicted directions.

We should note that controlling for both advantages—family
advantages and educational attainment—had very little effect on
the interactions. In the analysis of family advantages, the interac-
tion term changed little, increasing somewhat for the raw coeffi-
cient (B � $13,362, p � .01), and decreasing slightly for the
standardized coefficient (� � .109, p � .01). In the analysis of
educational attainment, the interaction increased slightly (B �
$24,240, � � .153, p � .01). We did not enter both variables into T
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one single analysis so as to maintain the sample size advantages of
the analysis of family advantages (see Table 2).

Although the hierarchical regression results suggested that the
interaction terms were significant, the amounts of incremental
variance explained by the interactions in Tables 2 and 3 were
modest (1.1% and 1.9%). However, as Ozer (1985) noted, R2 is
often a misleading measure of effect size, particularly when inter-
preted in isolation. To further illustrate the form and practical
relevance of the interaction, we graphed the interactions involving
family advantages and educational attainment in the top and bot-
tom of Figure 1, respectively. The results show that the relation-
ship between family advantages and income is stronger for those
with high (1 standard deviation above the mean) CSEs than for
those with low (1 standard deviation below the mean) CSEs.

Because the two composite or index variables conceal the
practical nature of the variables, we also report the results for
the individual family advantages (parents’ education and occu-
pational prestige, freedom from poverty) and educational at-
tainment (years of education, high school GPA, SAT scores)
separately. These results, from regressions specified in the same
manner as those in Tables 2 and 3, are shown in Figures 2, 3,
and 4. The interaction between parents’ education and CSEs—
shown in the top of Figure 2—reveals that the education level
of one’s parents is much more predictive of income for those
high in (1 standard deviation above the mean of) CSE than
those low in (1 standard deviation below the mean of) CSE. Put
another way, there was a small difference ($3,989) between
individuals high and low in CSEs at low parental education

Table 2
Regression Analysis Predicting Income With Family Advantages, Core Self-Evaluations, and
Their Interaction

Variable B � R2

Constant �$86,956.18 —
Step 1: Control variables .337**

White (1 � Caucasian, 0 � other) �$1,199.58 �.01
Male (1 � male, 0 � female) $18,790.01** .12**

Married (1 � married, 0 � other) $4,879.15** .03*

Hours worked per year $12.04** .13**

Spouse’s income $1.33** .51**

Step 2: Main effects .354**

Family advantages $4,347.54** .12**

Core self-evaluations $26,295.77** .12**

Step 3: Interaction .365**

Family Advantages � Core Self-Evaluations $10,504.25** .11**

Note. Regression coefficients are given in 2002 dollars. The family advantages variable is a composite of
parents’ education, parents’ occupational prestige, and nonpoverty status. N � 5,525. For all variables,
unstandardized and standardized coefficient estimates are reported from the last step. �R2 � .017 for Step 2;
�R2 � .011 for Step 3 ( ps � .01).
*p � .05. **p � .01.

Table 3
Regression Analysis Predicting Income With Educational Attainment, Core Self-Evaluations, and
Their Interaction

Variable B � R2

Constant �$160,556.77
Step 1: Control variables .337**

White (1 � Caucasian, 0 � other) $5,305.15 .02
Male (1 � male, 0 � female) $29,605.21** .13**

Married (1 � married, 0 � other) $8,327.47 .03
Hours worked per year $18.41** .14**

Spouse’s income $1.47** .56**

Step 2: Main effects .424**

Educational attainment $5,702.38** .11**

Core self-evaluations $41,499.44** .11**

Step 3: Interaction .443**

Educational Attainment � Core Self-Evaluations $23,002.46** .15**

Note. Regression coefficients are given in 2002 dollars. Educational attainment is a composite of participants’
years of education, high school grade point average, and Scholastic Aptitude Test scores. N � 617. For all
variables, unstandardized and standardized coefficient estimates are reported from the last step. �R2 � .087 for
Step 2; �R2 � .021 for Step 3 ( ps � .01).
**p � .01.
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levels but a much larger difference ($34,001) at high levels of
parents’ education. The bottom of Figure 2 and top of Figure 3
reveal very similar results for the other family advantages
variables—parents’ occupational prestige and living above ver-
sus below the poverty line at the commencement of the study.

Turning to the educational attainment variables, as shown in the
bottom of Figure 3, years of education had a mildly positive effect
on earnings for those with negative CSEs but a much stronger
effect on earnings for those who have positive CSEs. Similarly, as
shown in Figure 4, for individuals with negative CSEs, having
good high school grades, or high SAT scores, is of little or no
benefit. However, for individuals with positive CSEs, these grades
and test scores translate into important income advantages.

As another means of analyzing the nature of the interaction, we
conducted simple slopes analysis using the approach of Aiken and
West (1991) and the software developed by Schubert and Jacoby
(http://www.igroup.org/projects/sissy/). For the family advantages
composite variable, the slope for individuals 1 standard deviation
above the mean on CSEs was B � $13,187, � � .34 ( p � .01).
The slope of those 1 standard deviation below the mean was B �
$3,107, � � .08 ( p � .05). For the educational attainment com-
posite variable, the slope for individuals 1 standard deviation
above the mean of CSE was B � $11,318, � � .23 ( p � .01),
whereas the slope for those 1 standard deviation below the mean
on CSE was B � $1,370, � � .03 (ns). These results confirm that
family advantages and educational attainment operate more
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Figure 1. Interaction of core self-evaluations (CSEs) with family advantages (top), and interaction of CSEs
with educational attainment (bottom). High CSE � 1 standard deviation above the mean on core self-
evaluations; low CSE � 1 standard deviation below the mean on core self-evaluations. Above and below average
values for family advantages and educational attainment are �1 standard deviation from the mean.

1219CORE SELF-EVALUATIONS



strongly for those with high or positive CSE than for those with
low or negative CSE.

Because individuals with positive CSEs might be expected to
start their own businesses, we investigated (a) whether CSE was
linked to being self-employed, (b) whether self-employment was
linked to income, and whether controlling for self-employment
affected the coefficients of (c) CSEs or (d) the interactions on
income. In estimating these relationships, we computed a variable
indicating the average degree to which an individual was self-
employed over the interval for which we assessed income (1994–
2002). The average of this variable was .076, indicating that the
average individual was self-employed 7.6% of the time from 1994
to 2002. First, there was a small but significant positive correlation

between self-employment and CSE (r � .04, p � .01), indicating
a slight tendency for self-employed individuals to score higher on
CSEs. Second, self-employment was positively related to income
(r � .14, p � .01), indicating that self-employed people earned
significantly more. Third, controlling for self-employment status
did not affect the coefficient of CSEs on income. For example, in
the regressions involving family advantages and educational at-
tainment in Tables 2 and 3, the coefficient on CSEs did not change
in the former case and increased slightly in the latter case (from
� � .11 [see Table 3] to � � .12 after controlling for self-
employment). Fourth, controlling for self-employment did not
significantly affect the interaction effects in any analysis. For
example, for the interactions involving family advantages and
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Figure 2. Interaction of core self-evaluations (CSEs) with parents’ education (top), and interaction of CSEs
with parents’ occupational prestige (bottom). High CSE � 1 standard deviation above the mean on core
self-evaluations; low CSE � 1 standard deviation below the mean on core self-evaluations.
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educational attainment in Tables 2 and 3, the coefficient on the
interaction involving family advantages was unchanged from that
reported in Table 2 (� � .11), and the interaction involving
educational attainment increased slightly, from � � .15 (see Table
3) to � � .16. Thus, even though individuals with positive CSEs
are slightly more likely to be self-employed, and self-employment
is correlated with income, controlling for self-employment had
little effect on the results.

Discussion

Our primary purpose in this study was to examine whether
people with a positive self-concept capitalize better on those

advantages accrued in their youth that tend to be associated with
long-term material success. We found that CSEs were a significant
moderator of each of the socioeconomic and academic achieve-
ment variables examined. Higher socioeconomic status, strong
academic performance, and educational attainment in adolescence
and young adulthood all had more positive effects on income later
in life among those with high CSE compared with those with low
CSE. In fact, these resources barely seemed to make a difference
for individuals with low CSE and, in some cases (i.e., SAT scores),
actually seemed to have a slight negative impact. It seems that
resources, such as family advantages, and positive CSE together
are necessary to the attainment of above average levels of income.
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Figure 3. Interaction of core self-evaluations (CSEs) with family poverty status (top), and interaction of CSEs
with participants’ years of education (bottom). High CSE � 1 standard deviation above the mean on core
self-evaluations; low CSE � 1 standard deviation below the mean on core self-evaluations.
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Thus, although our results attest to the importance of personality in
obtaining objective success, they also support the Lewinian per-
spective in that the highest level of success is attained by those
who have favorable early life circumstances and the “right” tem-
perament to exploit those early advantages.

These findings reveal that, consistent with past research, people
can profit from positive events beyond the effects of the events
themselves. Furthermore, the time span of this study suggests that
the benefits of capitalization are not simply a matter of whether
one can continue to feel good about a positive experience the next
day or the next week but also of the extent to which one can
translate resources into long-term gains. Whether one manages to
do so may be explained by one’s basic assumptions about oneself.

In fact, CSE seems to explain not only who will benefit from
advantages but whether individuals will benefit at all. Harkening
back to Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi’s (2000) comment, quoted
earlier, the results presented in this study confirm that not all
individuals flourish under benign circumstances. Some do just as
poorly as, or worse than, those exposed to greater adversity,
depending on their core self-concept.

It is surprising to see how little positive impact socioeconomic
status has in the presence of low CSE in light of popular beliefs
that kids from middle- and upper-class families “have it made” and
the substantial body of research that seems to support such beliefs.
Even more surprising, however, are the interactive effects of CSE
with academic achievement when one considers that, in a country
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Figure 4. Interaction of core self-evaluations (CSEs) with high-school grade point average (top), and inter-
action of CSEs with Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores (bottom). High CSE � 1 standard deviation above
the mean on core self-evaluations; low CSE � 1 standard deviation below the mean on core self-evaluations.
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that prides itself on being merit based and egalitarian, education is
supposed to be the ultimate leveler. Academic achievement is
probably the most highly touted and widely supported route to
wealth. Yet, results of this study reveal that the incomes of simi-
larly credentialed individuals may vary considerably because of
differences in self-concept.

A second purpose of this study was to expand the nomological
network of CSE. The relationship of CSE with subjective out-
comes, such as job and life satisfaction, has been better established
by prior research than its relationship with objective outcomes.
Furthermore, CSE has rarely been examined as a moderator. In this
study, the main and interactive effects of CSE on income were
consistently stronger than the main effects of the socioeconomic
and academic variables, suggesting that CSE in youth bears a
powerful influence on individuals’ career paths and subsequent
earnings.

Future Research

It would be interesting to direct further research toward exam-
ining how and why young adults with high CSE better capitalize
on their resources, resulting in higher income later in their careers.
Schroeder et al.’s (2004) finding that people with low self-esteem
were actually more likely to leave jobs where they were given
raises than were people with high self-esteem may extend to other
aspects of career management. On the basis of the self-verification
explanation that individuals are motivated to maintain a stable
self-concept, low-CSE individuals may avoid other opportunities
that could lead to increased income simply because such opportu-
nities are so rattling to their sense of place in the world.

In addition to self-verification motives, approach and avoidance
motivation may lead to different career strategies for positive and
negative CSE individuals. The fact that the former appear to set
more self-concordant goals (Judge et al., 2005) indicates that they
are more approach motivated (motivated toward positive out-
comes) than are negative CSE individuals. Meanwhile, the Wood
et al. (2005) findings that success prompted individuals with low
self-esteem to worry about how well they could do in the future
indicates that they are given to avoidance motivation, that is, the
tendency to pursue goals related to avoiding negative outcomes. At
least one other CSE trait—Neuroticism—has been linked to avoid-
ance motivation as well (Elliot & Thrash, 2002). Thus, it is worth
further exploring in future research how CSE is related to approach
and avoidance motivation, particularly relative to other relevant
traits like extraversion and positive and negative affectivity.

Another interesting question is whether differences in capitali-
zation are evident immediately or over a longer period of time.
Given that CSE has been associated with setting more challenging
goals (Erez & Judge, 2001), it could be that people with higher
CSE make more ambitious plans right away—for example, aiming
for jobs with higher levels of responsibility directly after receiving
a graduate degree or seeking to leverage their parents’ career
networks early in their own careers. On the other hand, differences
in capitalization could take longer to manifest. Perhaps individuals
with similar circumstances also initially hold similar expectations
about what can be accomplished with the resources they possess.
After all, social lore about well-off parents and a good education
seems ubiquitous enough to produce fairly consistent impressions
among people about their potential benefits. But people with poor

self-concepts may be more likely to become discouraged over time
if those benefits are not borne out exactly as they expected. Thus,
it may take a few years of seeking out jobs commensurate with
one’s credentials or working the parents’ contact list—and running
into the inevitable roadblocks—before the advantages of a positive
self-concept begin to be seen.

To test these rival hypotheses, we separated earnings into early
(1994–1996) and later (2000–2002) categories and then repeated
the regressions in Tables 2 and 3 with these two income variables.
In this analysis, the interaction of CSEs and educational attainment
was slightly stronger in predicting later earnings (� � .10, p � .01)
than earlier earnings (� � .09, p � .01). For the family advantages
variable, the coefficient for later earnings was exactly the same as
for earlier earnings (� � .08, p � .01) and significant in both
cases. In all cases, the size of these coefficients was smaller than
those reported in Tables 2 and 3. This is likely because separating
income into earlier and later categories reduces the variability of
the measure, thus attenuating its relationship with the independent
variables.

It is important to keep in mind that in our study we examined
predictors not only of salary but of income from all sources
(excluding spousal income). Because high-CSE individuals may
realize greater potential for gain from their circumstances and
achievements and more strongly believe in their ability to influ-
ence outcomes, they may be more likely to pursue income-
producing opportunities outside of their jobs. Such individuals
may engage in more investment or try to apply their skills to other
endeavors, resulting in higher levels of overall earnings. Future
research should consider this possibility.

Practical Implications

Only recently have researchers begun to consider hindrances to
the psychosocial well-being of relatively advantaged youth (Luthar
& Latendresse, 2005). Luthar and Latendresse found even higher
use of cigarettes, alcohol, and drugs and higher rates of anxiety and
depression among suburban youth from high-income households
compared with inner-city youth. In turn, suburban adolescents
displaying these characteristics had poor grades and teacher rat-
ings. Thus, privileged youth may be more at risk than typically
believed.

Numerous researchers have argued that the popular focus on
improving the self-esteem of youth is fallacious (see Baumeister,
Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 2003). Among their criticisms is that
effect sizes in relationships between self-esteem and criteria have
been small. However, the effects in this study are hardly negligi-
ble, and, in fact, they are quite meaningful in terms of real
earnings. This being the case, the outlook for income attainment by
advantaged youth with negative CSEs may seem rather bleak.
After all, their supposed advantages seem to confer no income
advantage at all. However, although further inquiry would be
needed to address this possibility, it may be that CSE itself can be
enhanced through intervention.

Crocker and Park (2004) argued that seeking to enhance self-
esteem can have detrimental long-term effects because of the
self-centered means used in its pursuit. Yet, Dubois and Flay
(2004) presented a model suggesting that the pursuit of high
self-esteem can be conducive to positive outcomes when done in a
manner adaptive to the norms and demands of one’s environment
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and in concert with the promotion of other aspects of mental
health. This suggests that it could be worthwhile to pursue research
addressing the potential for deliberate and enduring changes in
levels of CSE, which underlies not only global self-esteem but also
other aspects of the self-concept that Dubois and Flay’s model
imply are necessary in order for the pursuit of self-worth to be
adaptive, such as a sense of mastery and optimism.

Given evidence that CSE is a fairly stable trait (Judge et al.,
2000), it may not seem worthwhile to attempt to change it. How-
ever, according to the density distributions approach to personality
(Fleeson, 2001), traits are manifested in personality states, that is,
behaviors that express various levels of the trait. State levels vary
such that an individual may deviate substantially from his or her
central tendency, depending on the situation. McNiel and Fleeson
(2006) provided evidence that extraverted behaviors and neurotic
behaviors led to positive and negative affect, respectively, among
individuals who were not high in levels of these traits but were,
nonetheless, instructed to act as if they were. Thus, if CSE affects
income attainment through certain behaviors related to job perfor-
mance or career management, then interventions that effect behav-
ior change in those areas—that is, changes in state CSEs—could
prove fruitful for those interested in better capitalizing on early
advantages. Of course, further research would be needed to deter-
mine what behaviors are associated with CSEs and whether mean-
ingful changes can be effected in those behaviors. If the underlying
self-view remains negative, then significant behavioral change
may not be sustainable or even possible, particularly if CSEs
permeate a wide range of behaviors that influence income rather
than just a few gross behaviors, like goal setting, that may be
affected by appropriate intervention.

Finally, although not the primary focus of this article, it is worth
noting that among individuals without early advantages, positive
CSEs do little to enhance future earnings. Perhaps this is due to
their having few advantages to capitalize on. In that case, inter-
ventions that attempt to alter CSEs among disadvantaged youth
without changing their circumstances, or vice versa, may not have
the desired impact on their long-term material success. This is
consistent with Swann, Chang-Schneider, and McClarty’s (2007)
recent argument that “just as it is not enough to change self-views
only, so too is it not enough to change people’s behaviors and life
circumstances only” (p. 91). Swann et al. also argued that circum-
stances influence self-views, which could be responsible for the
moderate correlation between CSEs and family advantages in our
sample (r � .33). If so, this would be further reason to emphasize
situational interventions in addition to self-concept change in
programs targeting disadvantaged youth.

Conclusion

Academics have spent considerable time puzzling over why
wealth does not translate into happiness (see Csikszentmihalyi,
2000), but they are only beginning to consider that commonly
recognized protective factors like material resources, good school-
ing, and academic achievement far from guarantee even objective
success. In this study we have shown that people endowed with
these advantages do not necessarily capitalize on them in the long
run. Those who do, however, seem best positioned to reap soci-
ety’s rewards, at least in the material sense, and people with
positive CSEs are the most likely to capitalize on early advantages.
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Appendix

Measure of Core Self-Evaluations

1. I have little control over the things that happen to me. (reverse scored)
2. There is little I can do to change many of the important things in my life. (reverse scored)
3. What happens to me in the future mostly depends on me.
4. I feel that I am a person of worth, on an equal basis with others.
5. I feel that I have a number of good qualities.
6. All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure. (reverse scored)
7. I feel I do not have much to be proud of. (reverse scored)
8. I wish I could have more respect for myself. (reverse scored)
9. I’ve been depressed. (reverse scored)

10. I’ve felt hopeful about the future.
11. What happens to me is of my own doing.
12. When I make plans, I am almost certain to make them work.

Note. Three items (Items 1, 2, and 3) were taken from “The Stress Process,” by L. I. Pearlin, M. A.
Lieberman, E. G. Menaghan, and J. T. Mullan, 1981, Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 22, p.
353. Copyright 1981 by L. I. Pearlin. Pearlin’s personal mastery measure assesses the degree to
which individuals perceive themselves in control of forces that impact their lives. Five items (Items
4, 5, 6, 7, and 8) were taken from Society and the Adolescent Self-image (Rev. ed.), by M.
Rosenberg, 1989, Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press. Copyright 1989 by M. Rosenberg.
Two items (Items 9 and 10) were taken from the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression
scale (see Radloff, 1997; Ross & Mirowsky, 1989). Two items (Items 11 and 12) were taken from
the internal-external locus of control measure in “Generalized Expectancies for Internal Versus
External Control of Reinforcement,” by J. B. Rotter, 1966. Psychological Monographs General and
Applied, 80 (1, Whole No. 609). Copyright 1966 by J. B. Rotter.
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