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Abstract 

The validity of the Single-Item Self-Esteem Scale (SISE) in adolescents was not well 

established, and how self-esteem manifested in newly incarcerated juvenile delinquents was 

poorly described. Using a retrospective study with archival records, the SISE was compared 

to other measures of self-esteem, grit, mental health, and academic self-concept in a small 

juvenile detention center in the Midwest of the United States. Demographic data were 

analyzed, and a correlation, intraclass correlation, and kappa statistic were run to test 

relationships and reliability. The SISE was found to be a reliable and efficient tool to use with 

adolescents and juvenile delinquents. Policy recommendations applicable to juvenile 

delinquents and schools in general give direction using the findings. 
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1. Introduction 

Within education, self-esteem’s importance remains an enigma. Self-esteem has a small but 

important impact on personal success across the lifespan (Orth et al., 2012), and low 

self-esteem can lead to negative outcomes in adolescents (McClure et al., 2010; Oshri et al., 

2017). Yet, trying to artificially raise self-esteem resulted in a paradox in one study by 

worsening academic achievement instead of improving it (Forsyth et al., 2007), and another 

meta-analysis suggested self-esteem produced few benefits in education and life (Baumeister 

& Vohs, 2018). The effects of self-esteem on juvenile delinquency continued to be mired in 

debate, with the not mutually exclusive argument low self-esteem mattered but self-esteem 

generally rises in adolescence (Bachman et al., 2011; Trzesniewski et al., 2006). 

Two central aims of the present study add to existing gaps in the literature. First, the 

Single-Item Self-Esteem Scale (SISE) has been validated and found reliable for adults but of 

limited usage in children (Robins et al., 2001). The following study examined convergent 

validity among an adolescent population in a juvenile detention center. Secondly, there was a 

paucity of research about the self-esteem of first-time detained juvenile delinquents, so 

analysis of newly detained juveniles could be of significance in understanding educational 

needs of delinquents. After a brief literature review, an analysis of the data is presented, and a 

discussion follows.  

 

2. Literature Review 

Robins et al. (2001) developed the SISE as a means of a singular concept of self-esteem 

which could be evaluated with one question. Using a comparison to the Rosenberg 

Self-Esteem Scale (RSE), the authors found acceptable agreement among children (rs = .52) 

but much lower agreement than adults. Other countries, such as Germany, Peru, and Brazil, 

have translated the SISE and found acceptable psychometric properties for use in the general 

population (Brailovskaia & Margraf, 2018; Dominguez-Lara, 2020; Pimentel et al., 2018). No 

identified study examined the usage of the SISE in adolescents or juvenile delinquents in the 

United States. 

A lengthy history showed delinquency or delinquency association can serve to raise 

self-esteem in juveniles (Jang & Thornberry, 1998; F. Rosenberg et al., 1978; M. Rosenberg 

et al., 1989). A competing perspective discounted enhanced self-esteem in juvenile 

delinquents when controlling for narcissism (Barry et al., 2007; Donnellan et al., 2005). Erol 

et al. (2011) found emotionally stable and risk averse individuals generally had high 

self-esteem, and a meta-analysis by Mier and Ladny (2018) suggested high self-esteem had a 

significant albeit small effect on preventing engagement in delinquency. 

Students with high self-esteem probably have better academic outcomes and better behavior 

than students with low self-esteem, but the reasons were unclear (Alves-Martins et al., 2002; 

Çakar & Tagay, 2017; Wells et al., 2020). The effects of high self-esteem on academic 

achievement and social relationships were not unidirectional, as self-esteem was generally 

stable, reciprocal with social relationships, and while high academic achievement predicted 
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high self-esteem, the reverse was not true (Harris & Orth, 2019; Orth & Robins, 2014; Tetzner 

et al., 2017). Thapa et al. (2020) found increasing self-esteem through interventions might 

increase delinquency unless pride in criminal behavior was addressed. Whether for juvenile 

delinquents or the general population, improvement in social, emotional, and academic 

outcomes were not as simple as raising self-esteem. 

 

3. Methods 

The following study sought to investigate two phenomena: Does the SISE have convergent 

validity in adolescents with another valid and reliable self-esteem instrument, the State 

Self-Esteem Scale (SSES) (Heatherton & Polivy, 1991)? What was the nature of self-esteem 

for juveniles first-time detained in a juvenile detention center? The significance would 

provide evidence of the suitability of the SISE in adolescents and shed light on the 

self-esteem of juveniles newly incarcerated. The results could be used to strengthen 

educational programs for juvenile delinquents and all adolescents. 

The study was conducted using Jeffrey’s Amazing Statistics Program (JASP Team 

(2020). JASP (Version 0.14)[Computer software]). The software G*Power suggested, for 

correlation, a sample size of 194 would be needed for p = .05, β = .20, and r = .20 (Faul et al., 

2009). First, the sample was described using descriptive and inferential statistics. Next, three 

stages of analysis were conducted to examine the use of SISE in an adolescent population: 

correlational analysis with the SSES and other scales, an intraclass correlation analysis, and 

kappa statistic. Analysis procedures for concurrent validity of the SISE and SSES were 

similar to other single-item measures (e.g., Konrath et al., 2014; Robins et al., 2001). 

3.1 Data Collection 

An archival review of records from a regional juvenile detention center in the Midwest in the 

United States was conducted. Anonymity and confidentiality were of primary importance, so 

all names and identifying information were stripped before removing the data from the 

facility. Files were initially stored as a Microsoft Excel file, and all information was checked 

for completeness and accuracy. Any student who lacked either or both the SISE and SSES 

were removed from the study. The file was then saved as a CSV file and exported to JASP 

for analysis. 

3.2 Sample  

Students were selected from one regional juvenile detention center which served primarily 

suburban and rural students from the years 2014-2020. Students were placed in the detention 

center by order of a local court. Upon entrance, students were interviewed by the detention 

center staff to ascertain if students had previously been in secure detention. Within five days 

of entrance, students completed a school case study with social, emotional, and academic 

measures. The school had three teachers present daily, with an average attendance of 20 

students per day. School operated on a block schedule, and technology enabled electives and 

interventions. 
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The sample included 559 juveniles, with an average age of 15.62 (SD = 1.06; Range = 14-17) 

and primarily male (81.4%; N = 455), with a small female population (18.6%; N = 104). Most 

students were in high school (grade level M = 9.88; SD = 1.36; Range = 6th-12th), and the rate 

of special education (41%; N = 228) was high compared to nondelinquents. There were 

White (52.4%; N = 293), Black (44.7%; N = 250) and Hispanic (2.9%; N = 16) students. 

Academically, the students were significantly behind similarly situated peers in reading 

(grade equivalency M = 6.57) and mathematics (grade equivalency M = 6.83) on the Test of 

Adult Basic Education (TABE) compared to average grade level of 9.8. Students also 

completed the Grit-Short scale (M = 3.40; SD = 0.61), the Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire (SDQ) (M = 15.19; SD = 5.87), Marsh’s Mathematics Academic Self-Concept 

(ASC) Scale (M = 14.55; SD = 4.00), and Marsh’s Language Arts Academic Self-Concept 

Scale (M = 15.99; SD = 5.29). All scales had established reliability and validity (Duckworth 

& Quinn, 2009; Goodman, 1997; Marsh, 1990). A juvenile delinquent’s grit and ASC were 

similar to nondelinquent peers, but the SDQ revealed there was a high rate of students in the 

borderline and abnormal range. The prevalence of borderline and abnormal scores on the 

SDQ suggested the possibility of mental illness. 

Self-esteem was measured using the SISE on a scale of 1-7 (M = 4.65; SD = 1.81) and SSES 

(M = 73.11; SD = 12.82). Blacks (M = 5.06; SD = 1.84) and Whites (M = 4.27; SD = 1.70) 

differed significantly on the SISE [F(2,556) = 14.01, p = <.001], as confirmed by Tukey’s 

test. For the SSES, significant differences were found as well using ANOVA with Welch’s 

correction [F(2,41.032) = 14.898, p = <.001] and Tukey’s test. Statistically significant 

differences on the SISE were also found between males (M = 4.73; SD = 1.73) and females 

(M = 4.31; SD = 1.88) on an ANOVA test [F(1,557) = 14.48, p = .035]. Differences on the 

SISE by age and grade level were not statistically significant. 

The overwhelming majority of students, greater than 95%, had persistent and pervasive 

problems in regular school before detention. Many students were expelled or attended 

alternative schools. Attendance and behavioral problems were the norm, and students 

struggled, as a group, with completing academic activities. 

3.3 Data Analysis 

There were three levels of analysis. First, correlations were run to reveal the strength of 

relationships between SISE and Grit-S, SDQ, SSES, Mathematics ASC, and English ASC. 

Then an intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) and a kappa statistic were conducted. The 

different statistical analysis explored the relationships toward other constructs and detailed 

reliability. 

Correlation, as shown in Table 1, revealed the SISE had a significant correlation, using 

Spearman’s rho, with SSES, SDQ, and Grit-S. The SDQ’s high score means borderline or 

abnormal, so the direction was negative. Examining the SSES, the correlations with the SDQ 

and Grit were even stronger, and there was also a correlation with Marsh’s mathematics ASC. 

The SISE did not correlate with the TABE reading or mathematics test. A post priori test was 

run to see if the SDQ, for students in or above the borderline range, had a statistically 
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significant relationship to the SISE. Despite the logistic regression test showing significance, 

McFadden’s pseudo-r revealed only 3% could be explained. Though Grit and the SDQ were 

not a focus of the study, the correlations were interesting and deserving of further study. 

 

Table 1. SISE Correlation 

Variable  Statistics SISE  SSES  SDQ  M ASC  ENG ASC  GRIT  

1. SISE   n   —             

  Spearman's rho   —             

  p-value   —               

2. SSES   n   559   —           

  Spearman's rho   0.465  ***  —           

  p-value   < .001   —           

3. SDQ   n   232   232   —         

  Spearman's rho   -0.292  ***  -0.547  ***  —         

  p-value   < .001   < .001   —         

4. M ASC   n   147   147   145   —       

  Spearman's rho   0.121   0.279  ***  -0.243  **  —       

  p-value   0.144   < .001   0.003   —       

5. ENG ASC   n   147   147   145   147   —     

  Spearman's rho   0.056   0.124   -0.227  **  -0.111   —     

  p-value   0.504   0.133   0.006   0.180   —     

6. GRIT   n   148   148   145   146   146   —   

  Spearman's rho   0.181  *  0.275  ***  -0.342  ***  0.263  **  0.292  ***  —   

  p-value   0.027   < .001   < .001   0.001   < .001   —   

 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001   

Note. SISE = Single-Item Self-Esteem Scale. SSES = State Self-Esteem Scale. SDQ = 

Strengths & Difficulties Questionnaire. M ASC = Mathematics Academic Self-Concept. ENG 

ASC = English Academic Self-Concept. GRIT = Grit-Short Scale. 

 

Reliability of the SISE by comparing to the SSES was examined using the ICC and kappa 

statistic. Using the ICC, a fair agreement was found at .421 [F(1,558) = 2.45, p = <.001]. The 

kappa statistic, identical to Pearson’s chi-square test when 2x2 (Feingold, 1992), was 

examined with the SISE average of 5 and the SSES average of 73 being the cutoff for high. 

The results were a kappa statistic of 0.347 (p = <.001, agreement of 67.4%; both high = 203, 

both low = 174, SSES high = 90, and SISE low = 92; SE = 0.04; CI 95% = .269-.425). Even 

rounding the SISE to 4 as the high cutoff to be conservative still produced a fair agreement. 

According to Cicchetti (1994) and Sim and Wright (2005), the ICC and kappa statistic have a 
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fair to moderate agreement between the SISE and the SSES. 

3.4 Results 

The reliability of the SISE was adequate for use in adolescents to quickly and efficiently 

measure self-esteem. Similar to findings in the original study (Robins et al., 2001), the SISE 

had a weaker correlation than found in adults. This study used a different scale, the SSES 

instead of the RSE, and lends further support the SISE could prove useful in clinical and 

research settings with adolescents and juvenile delinquents. Reading ability was not 

correlated, though one could theorize the SSES and RSE, being longer, were more difficult to 

read and interpret. A possible cause for the weaker association was the different constructs of 

self-esteem measured by the different instruments, but comparison of findings to past 

research suggested the SISE performed as expected.  

The finding suggested Blacks scored higher than Whites and females scored lower than males. 

Past findings support these results, lending credence to the validity and reliability because the 

SISE possessed similar demographic outcomes as other well-known measures of self-esteem 

(Birndorf et al., 2005). Adolescents generally were found with rising self-esteem, and healthy 

self-esteem depended on one’s coping ability and outlook on the future (Greve et al., 2001; 

Jackman & MacPhee, 2017). Meta-analysis of studies found females have generally lower 

self-esteem (Helwig & Ruprecht, 2017), and other large-scale studies also were similar in 

finding the positive discrepancy of self-esteem for Blacks compared to Whites (Adams, 2010; 

Kiecolt & Hughes, 2017). There were not significant differences by age or grade.  

Juvenile delinquents did not score noticeably different than nondelinquents on a measure of 

self-esteem, consistent with findings placing juvenile delinquents similar to normal 

adolescent development (Orth et al., 2018). Of note, there was a relationship of the SISE with 

the SDQ and the Grit-S scale. The SDQ’s significance suggested the presence of mental 

illness lowered ASC, grit, and self-esteem. The direction or meaning of the relationship were 

not explained with the tests utilized. Three major findings emerged: the use of the SISE, the 

self-esteem of juvenile delinquents, and policy recommendations.  

 

4. Discussion 

The correlation, ICC, and kappa statistic suggested the SISE was an efficient, low intrusive 

means to measure self-esteem in adolescents and juvenile delinquents. Compared to other 

measures of self-esteem (Bachman et al., 2011; Bleidorn et al., 2016), the SISE was 

comparable and found adolescents had high self-esteem, Blacks had higher self-esteem than 

Whites, and males were higher than females. Though the study was in a juvenile detention 

center, juvenile delinquents appeared more like nondelinquents than different. 

The nature and significance of self-esteem in juvenile delinquents remain problematic and 

debatable, but low self-esteem did not define the sample. Few studies, such as the present one, 

examined newly detained juvenile delinquents. Researchers have long found self-esteem and 

delinquency have a weak relationship, and delinquency can serve to raise self-esteem, as 
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stated by Kaplan’s theory (Bynner et al., 1981; Jang & Thornberry, 1998; F. Rosenberg et al., 

1978). Self-esteem was one of many characteristics which affect the actions of juvenile 

delinquents and all adolescents, and researchers were apt to consider other factors, such as 

risk-taking styles, callous unemotional characteristics, and mental health (Barendregt et al., 

2015; Jackman & MacPhee, 2017; Walker et al., 2020). Possibly Kaplan’s theory explained 

how juveniles newly incarcerated, which would be hypothesized to be a calamitous low point 

in one’s life, nevertheless, did not demonstrate a low self-esteem in the juvenile delinquent 

population. 

If self-esteem cannot be easily generalized as one direction or the other, then there should be 

pause for the many nostrums circulating in education today. Current educational initiatives in 

many locations follow the fashionable social and emotional learning (SEL) theory, which 

believes if educators would teach a psychoeducational curriculum around simplistic topics, 

meaningful changes and improvements in school would occur instanter. The simpler seems to 

be the better, around ideas such as grit (“Try hard and don’t give up”), a growth mindset (“I 

think I can, I think I can”), and self-esteem (“I love myself”), students and schools can 

transform similar to the Sneetches going in and out of the star-off and star-on machine in Dr. 

Seuss’s The Sneetches. The teachers were like the fix-it-up chappie, introducing different 

nostrums year after year without the promised results, and SEL displaced the traditional 

curricula required for success in college and career programs. 

Concerning juvenile delinquents, there were observed problems (e.g., the SDQ), but 

self-esteem might not be the panacea claimed. Many programs call for extreme praise, such 

as at the rate of praise to reprimand as high 9:1 (Caldarella et al., 2019), yet many studies 

suggested praise was either not effective or might be harmful (Brummelman et al., 2017; 

Lepper et al., 1973; Gneezy et al., 2019; Moore et al., 2019). Other efforts included 

eliminating grade retention because it was harmful to students (Hughes et al., 2018; 

Klapproth et al., 2016) and the negative effects of school exclusionary policies in favor of 

letting students escape meaningful discipline (Anyon et al., 2014; Eyllon et al., 2020) 

Yet, mantras around grit, self-esteem, growth mindset, and other constructs did not transform 

students and instill academic and social skills with emotional stability. Extreme praise with 

extreme misbehavior, passing despite pervasive and obvious lack of effort or achievement, 

and making bad behavior good often led to unintended consequences (the no retention, no 

exclusion policy, in tandem with an avalanche of praise and rewards, lacked mechanisms to 

make students work and behave). The confusion of rampant defiance and disruption with 

hearing 90% of the time praise should be replaced with the realization not only does praise 

lack a strong evidence background to change behavior, but why would one change if all one 

hears and sees were compliments. 

Many practitioners and programs operated off the premise juvenile delinquents needed 

improved self-esteem to avoid future criminal behavior. Yet a paradox existed, as 

delinquency might be a protective effect against low self-esteem (Gold, 1978). Delinquent 

behavior and nonconformity, specifically violence, probably increased self-esteem, and 

association with fellow delinquents enhanced self-esteem (Jang & Thornberry, 1998; Muslu 
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et al., 2017; Woessner & Schneider, 2013). Assumptions about self-esteem and the complex 

interaction with other behaviors should not be made without considering contextual factors.  

Teachers should not play psychotherapist, but building positive relationships in a safe 

environment is paramount with the acceptance some children’s behavior would be 

incongruent with such an ecology. Gearheart and Tucker (2020) have a replacement for the 

one-size-fits-all approach: Individualization of responses and case management hold the most 

promise. No training, education, or professional development program for adults with severe 

problems will give overwhelming praise, promise promotion disassociated from effort or 

attendance, continue to allow disruptive and defiant behavior as a preferable environment for 

peers, and offer only mantras to increase positivity as the main response. There exists a 

paradox: Grit and growth mindset emphasize effort and a positive future orientation and call 

into question giving praise such as one is smart, yet self-esteem programs and praise 

regiments offer the opposite. One cannot simply raise one characteristic in isolation and fix 

all which ails, and teachers cannot easily sort out psychoeducational constructs, such as 

self-esteem, to result in a meaningful intervention for students.  

 

5. Conclusion 

The SISE was found to be a valid and reliable instrument for juvenile delinquents and 

adolescents in general. Boden et al. (2008) pointed out the problem of self-esteem: Other 

psychological characteristics explain much of the variance of self-esteem and later problems. 

Focusing on improving self-esteem without concomitant achievement has not been effective 

and possibly could be better funneled into making adolescents resilient (Baumeister et al., 

2003; Martínez-Martí & Ruch, 2017). In juvenile detention centers, students brought 

psychological and substance abuse issues which placed the youth in a peer group similarly 

situated. The value of self-esteem in later life remains problematic and multifaceted, so 

educators should exercise caution in bandwagon approaches which promise large benefits. 

Adolescents and juvenile delinquents, on average, have a raising self-esteem as one 

progresses through middle and high school. Students who have problems need identified, but 

mental healthcare workers are better positioned to make sense of findings than teachers.  

Low self-esteem in adolescents related to mental health problems across the lifespan, but 

other psychological factors moderated and mediated the effects (Boden et al., 2008; Harpin et 

al., 2016; Jennings et al., 2018). A discrepancy in self-verification or reflected appraisal, both 

within the individual and group context, negatively impacted emotions and self-regulation 

(Cast & Burke, 2002; Keith & Scheuerman, 2018). Self-esteem depends on many factors, and 

different types of relationships can produce different responses in adolescents (Fu et al., 

2017). Research produced mixed, often contradictory results, with the need to consider 

juvenile delinquents on a case-by-case basis when examining self-esteem and possible 

interventions. 
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6. Limitations 

Despite an adequate sample size, there were limitations. First, only one location was included 

in the sample, which might hamper generalizability. Secondly, repeated administration would 

improve reliability studies. Third, having access to the scores on the individual questions of 

the SSES, Grit-S, and the two ASC scales would allow for more in-depth analysis. Finally, 

there was the possibility nondelinquents might differ from juvenile delinquents.  

Future research should consider other variables, such as the SDQ, ecological factors, time in 

detention, and age of onset. Building off Krauss et al. (2018), self-esteem does not happen in 

a vacuum, and a holistic approach to social, mental, academic, and physical factors could 

further define the dimensions of self-esteem in a juvenile delinquent population. Another 

concern is the refinement of the type of self-esteem measured by the different instruments. 
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