Paradoxically, the average person believes that he or she is above average with respect to socially desirable qualities (Zuckerman & Jost, 2001).  Among self-enhancing predispositions is the tendency to consider negative life events as if they only happen to other people.  This is an important area of research as many people feel immune to unfavourable circumstances and therefore are more likely to make risky, poor decisions.  Baron, Byrne, & Watson (2005) defined the self-enhancing bias as “any cognitive bias that serves to enhance the positive self-view of the person using it.”  This study seeks to find if the self-enhancing bias is related to state self-esteem and to what degree that relation is significant.  
Some researchers believe that we may self-enhance so we can boost or maintain positive self-esteem.  This has important consequences as the question arises if self-enhancing pays off, or if it ends in futility.  Robins & Beer (2001) have found that self-enhancement does not yield greater academic performance or higher graduate rates, but that people who self-enhance may still be better off in a number of ways such as feeling better about themselves after performing a task.  In the long term, however, Robins & Beer (2001) discovered a steady decline in the rate of change of self-esteem and well-being of those who self-enhance during college.  These findings indicate that it may be helpful to adapt a self-enhancing view for a short period of time, but in the long run, maintaining the belief that you are more capable than you really are is actually hindering.  Unrealistic optimism and created positive illusions of the self have been found to increase motivation, persistence, and performance (Taylor & Brown, 1988).  
The types of behavior to which people self-enhance were studied by Taris (1999), hypothesizing that subjects would be more generous in their self-enhancement with regards to less verifiable behavior.  However this was not the case, suggesting that the degree to which we self-enhance may be unaffiliated with context.  Smith & Powel (1990) studied income expectations of college students as compared to their peers and their former high school peers who did not make it to college.  They found that participants, particularly the men, had more unrealistic expectations for themselves.  This is consistent with the self-enhancing bias and shows how individuals even show the unrealistic optimism bias when thinking about important future details such as income.  This is important because, if college students are expecting to make much more money than they should actually be expecting, then they may get into financial trouble early.
Higher self-esteem in people considering performing tasks in the future will rate the task more positively than those with lower self-esteem (Taylor & Brown, 1988).  This may perpetuate the self-enhancing bias as they gain more self confidence and find themselves able to perform.  As the popular phrase goes, “You can do anything if you believe in yourself.”  However, unrealistic optimism of a perceived ability may be detrimental in career choosing in the future (Taylor & Brown, 1988) as one may have unfounded faith in one’s ability to perform a task which is inevitably too difficult, causing great distress to self-esteem.  
This study aims to determine the relationship between self-enhancers and their state self-esteem.  I hypothesize that people low in state self-esteem show higher self-enhancing bias, particularly with respect to the unrealistic optimism bias.  I predict this because of the need people feel to preserve their own sense of self-esteem.  Secondly, I hypothesize that people with high state self-esteem show the self-enhancing bias the unrealistic optimism bias to a lesser extent because their need to preserve their self-confidence is not as great as those who have less self-esteem.
Method

Participants

There were nine subjects who participated in this experiment; five male and four female.  The age range was from 16-46 with a mean of 25.22 years old.
Design

State self-esteem and the self-enhancing bias, particularly the unrealistic optimism aspect of bias, were measured through 3 different questionnaires in this correlational experiment.  State self-esteem was determined, out of 5, by the mean of the total score on the first questionnaire.  The general self-enhancing bias was determined, out of 5, by the mean of the total score of the first half of the second questionnaire, while the unrealistic optimism bias was determined, out of 5, by the mean of the second half of the second questionnaire.  State self-esteem was treated as the independent variable while the self-enhancing bias and the unrealistic optimism bias were the dependent variables.  
Materials
The independent variable was measured when participants completed the State Self-Esteem Scale by Heatherton & Polivy (1991) on a 5-point scale.  I created a 20-item questionnaire (see appendix) to measure the self-enhancing bias in general, and then specifically the unrealistic optimism bias, by asking participants to rate how they feel as compared to the average person of the same age and gender.  The general self-enhancing bias questionnaire (see appendix) was created by asking participants to fill out on a 5-point scale how much more or less they relate to the average person of the same age and gender with respect to 10 different adjectives.  The adjectives, such as intelligence, arrogance, and honesty, were chosen randomly from an online adjective check list.  The second half of the self-enhancing questionnaire (see appendix) which measured the unrealistic optimism bias in particular was created by inventing a list of random life events such as contacting a rare disease or winning a game of chance.  The participants were asked to rate on a 5-point scale if they felt more or less likely to experience the life event as compared to the average person of the same age and gender.  Since the unrealistic optimism bias is more prevalent with negative life events, there were more negative than positive life events in the questionnaire.  
Procedure
The participants filled out two questionnaires on a Sunday afternoon only knowing that the information was going to be used in a social psychology study.  To reduce confounding, they were not told that it was a study measuring the relationship between state self-esteem and the self-enhancing bias until after the study was over.  They received an explanation after completing the questionnaires regarding what variables were being measured and what the aim of the study was.  The results were promised to them after the study was completed.
Results
The question numbers to be reverse scored on both surveys had asterisks beside them so 
when I put all the results for each person into StatSoft Inc.’s Statistica 6.0 (2001), those answers 
	Table 1
	SSE
	SE
	UO



	Total mean
	3.905556
	3.711111
	3.622222



	SD
	0.925717
	0.902487
	1.232316



	Male mean
	3.88
	3.66
	3.7



	Female Mean
	3.9375
	3.775
	3.525




were accordingly adjusted.  The mean of the results for each participant was found, between 1 and 5, and categorized as SSE for state self-esteem, SE for self-enhancing bias, and UO for unrealistic optimism bias.  The second questionnaire was broken down into general self-enhancing and specifically unrealistic optimism, so there were two correlation coefficients calculated with the means of each participant; state self-esteem with the general self-enhancing bias, and state self-esteem with specifically the unrealistic optimism bias.  All results were broken down into males and females.  As Table 1 shows, the mean for all participants in state self-esteem was 3.91, the self-enhancing bias was 3.71, and specifically the unrealistic optimism bias had mean 3.62.  Differences in the males’ and females’ means are also displayed in Table 1.  The female participants had higher state self-esteem, showing more of a general self-enhancing bias rather than the unrealistic optimism bias.  The male participants showed about the same unrealistic optimism as self-enhancing bias.
	Table 2

Correlation Coefficients
	SSE
	SE
	UO

	
SSE
	1.00


	.86*
	.61

	SE
	.86*


	1.00
	.37

	UO
	.61


	.37
	1.00



      * p < .05, N = 9
Table 2 shows the correlation of state self-esteem with the self-enhancing bias was significant and positive (r = .86, p < .05), however state self-esteem and the unrealistic optimism bias was positive but not significant (r = .61, p > .05).  
Discussion


I predicted that participants with low state self-esteem would show a higher tendency to engage in the self-enhancing and unrealistic optimism biases, however the results indicate that, while most people had relatively high state self-esteem, those with lower state self-esteem actually showed less of a bias than the rest of the participants.  Similarly, I predicted that participants with high state self-esteem would show a smaller degree of self-enhancing bias and a smaller degree of unrealistic optimism while the results show that high self-esteem correlated significantly with high self-enhancing bias and positively but not significantly with unrealistic optimism bias.  State self-esteem was studied as if it was independent of self-enhancement, but it may be the case that state self-esteem actually depends on how much we self-enhance.  Self-enhancement theory was considered in making my predictions, but perhaps self-consistency theory better suits how the participants responded.  Self-consistency theory proposes that “people interpret and judge their achievements and abilities in ways congruent with prior self-conceptions” (Jussim, Coleman, & Nassau, 1987, p. 95).  This theory suggests that individuals with low state self-esteem would more readily accept and bias information negatively in order to maintain a consistent self-image.  Not using either theory for the complete explanation, Brown, Collins, & Schmidt (1988) suggest that both low and high self-esteemed personalities seek to improve their self-esteem but those with low self-esteem are hindered in that process by not believing that they can achieve a more positive state.  Unexpected results also could have come from the relatively small number of participants.  However, not all of my results were inconsistent with previous findings, as, similarly to the studies of Smith & Powel (1990), I found that males showed a greater unrealistic optimism bias than females, as can be seen from Table 1 in the Results section. 
Perhaps future research on the topic should be taken in the direction of research done by Brown, Collins, & Schmidt (1988).  They contend that all humans seek self-enhancement, but at different levels, not necessarily as a function of self-esteem.  Further hypothesized was the idea that individuals with high self-esteem self-enhance through direct links to positive outcomes centered around the self, while individuals with low self-esteem find indirect forms to self-enhance; through association with others for example.   


As Robins & Beer (2001) have pointed out, self-enhancing has not been shown to improve circumstances such as performance in college, but the bias may have psychological benefits.  This is particularly important as those with low self-esteem do not self-enhance as much and therefore are not getting the added psychological health that self-enhancing may bring.  It seems that they would be spiraling downward for a time, but the same research offers hope, proposing that they may be better off in the long run.  An interesting application of these ideas is that, since those with low self-esteem in part stay low is that they do not self-enhance to the degree that others do, and therefore they may be low in self-esteem as a result of information that is true, maybe they should be taught to overestimate themselves (Beyer, 1990).  
Taking the new results into consideration, this correlation can be applied when helping people with low self-esteem.  They may need practical support in their lives, rather than just people talking to them, as it appears that words of encouragement may not be accepted as they are inconsistent with their self-schema and will be dismissed away.  Participating in a fun activity with the low self-esteem individual should help as long as it is something the individual is particularly good at.  Then, since they are partly low in self-esteem because of a lack of self-enhancing, they should find it encouraging that they perform well and will therefore not need to self-enhance because they are good without the bias.  
