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I. Introduction

For decades, scholars have documented the importance of self-esteem for mental health
(Zuckerman 1989; Orth, Robins, and Roberts 2008; Ida and Christie-Mizell 2012). Self-esteem is
the extent a person perceives himself or herself to be a worthy individual (Rosenberg and
Simmons 1972), and research shows that Black people often have high levels of self-esteem
(Hughes and Demo 1989). Additionally, education has been credited as an important resource
that plays a role in one’s self-worth (Crocker et al. 2003). Going to college and earning a degree
is often framed as important to individuals’ personal growth (Lundgwen and Schwab 1979).
More specifically, some scholars find evidence that educational attainment is an important
predictor of self-esteem for Black adults (Alang 2014). The pursuit of education becomes
particularly salient for Black people, given the historical barriers they have faced with schooling
in the United States. Unequal access to education, attending racially isolated schools, and
differential treatment by teachers are just a few of the challenges that Black people face in their
schooling (Tenenbaum and Ruck 2007; Diamond 2006; Morris 2012).

Although Black people have not always had positive experiences with educational
institutions, education may be important to how Black people view themselves. Some studies
find that academic competence is important to one’s self-esteem from elementary school onward
(Rosenberg et al., 1995). Though other research concludes that educational success becomes less
important as people age (O’Malley and Bachmann 1979). In addition, social support from friends
may augment education’s positive influence on self-esteem, as social support has many positive
benefits to well-being (Wang and Castafieda-Sound 2008).

With two aims, | examine whether a college degree is positively related to self-esteem

among Black people. My first aim is to investigate whether there are gender differences in the



relationship between having a college degree and self-esteem. My second aim is to discover
whether friend emotional support by gender boosts the impact of a college degree on self-esteem.

This study adds to the literature in three important ways. First, much of the literature on
education and self-esteem has focused on academic competence or ability (Rosenberg et al.
1995) and elementary and high school students (Hoge, Smit, and Hanson 1990). In this study, I
focus on college attainment to understand whether this status is meaningful to the self-esteem of
Black adults. Academic competence and ability are concepts that are highly similar to one
another and often measures an individual’s skills and behavior in the classroom. College
attainment, on the other hand, captures more than an educational outcome. Studies have found
that degree holders are more likely to secure a job than high school graduates (Georgetown
University 2016); degree holders have increased earning potential than high school graduates
(Torpey 2018); degree holders also have higher job satisfaction than high school graduates (Pew
Research Center 2011). People who are college graduates adopt a unique identity tied to their
educational status.

Next, research often finds that Black men and women have different educational
trajectories. Black women consistently surpass Black men in high school and college completion
(Slater 1994; Cohen and Nee 2000; McDaniel, DiPrete, Buchmann, and Shwed 2011). Given
differences in their educational trajectories, I investigate whether gender moderates the impact of
educational attainment on self-esteem.

Finally, I seek to clarify the mechanism through which educational attainment is related
to self-esteem among Black men and women. There is ample research on the role of social
support for Black women’s psychological well-being (Linnabery, Stuhlmacher, and Towler

2014; Elliott Brown, Parker-Dominguez, and Sorey 2000; Brown and Gary 1987). However,



fewer studies have examined the significance of social support for Black men’s well-being.
Given that social support is often related to better mental health in Black communities (Dressler
1985; Lincoln, Chatters, and Taylor 2003; 2005), more studies should consider the gendered
aspects of social support on self-esteem. In addition, I focus on a specific mechanism by
examining emotional support from friends. Scholars consistently note the importance of friends
in the informal network systems of African Americans (Myers 1980; Taylor, Chatters, and
Jackson 1997). Some studies also claim that friends are more likely to be a source of emotional
support than family members (Taylor, Chatters, and Jackson 1997). Still, less is known about the
role of friendships in self-esteem and how friendships moderate the association between college
attainment and self-esteem.

Using the concept of social support, I examine the moderating role of friend emotional
support on the relationship between college attainment and self-esteem for men and women. |
also examine the effect of a number of demographic variables on self-esteem (age, region,
urbanicity, and marital status) given that prior research indicates that these factors are associated
with psychological well-being and, more specifically, self-esteem (Orth, Robins, and
Trzesniewski 2010; Crain and Weissman 1972; Brase and Guy 2004).

II. Literature Review
Black People and Self-Esteem

Prior research on Black people and self-esteem have often reported a similar narrative.
Despite the systemic inequalities that have plagued Black people for years, researchers have
consistently found that Black people have self-esteem equal to or greater than White people
(Hughes and Demo 1989; Gray-Little and Hafdahl 2000). However, fewer studies have

investigated the importance of self-esteem for young Black adults. Research suggests that self-



esteem increases in one’s twenties and thirties to middle adulthood (Orth and Robins 2014; Orth,
Erol, and Luciano 2018). Being that many adults graduate from college in their twenties,
educational attainment may help to explain Black adults’ self-esteem.

Education and Self-Esteem

Research suggest that education may play a role in one’s self-esteem (Alang 2014). Self-
esteem is, in part, gained from our specific competence or abilities (Crocker et al. 2003).
Academic outcomes such as school grades, evaluations by teachers, and passing or failing an
exam are associated with self-esteem (Rosenberg et al. 1995; Hoge, Smit, and Hanson 1990).
Much of the earlier research on education and self-esteem focused on academic ability and
competence. These concepts are different from educational attainment, the highest level of
education that an individual has completed (U.S. Census Bureau 2016). Nonetheless, academic
ability and competence are related to educational attainment. Studies about academic
competence may show how educational attainment is connected to self-esteem.

Studies report mixed findings when investigating the relationship between education and
self-esteem. Prior research suggested that academic ability is associated with self-esteem among
elementary school children (Rogers, Smith, and Coleman 1978), early adolescents (Demo and
Savin-Williams 1983), and later adolescents (O’Malley and Bachmann 1977). As time
progressed, educational accomplishments were viewed as less influential in shaping self-esteem.
However, Crocker and colleagues (2003) suggested that academic competence was likely to be
an important source of young adults’ self-esteem, specifically during college.

Studies on young adults and self-esteem often focus on college students. Demo and
Parker (1987) examined the relationship between grade point average and self-esteem among

Black and white college students. They argue that not much is known about the effects of



academic achievement on self-esteem and how these effects might differ by race and gender.
With the exception of white women, they found no association between academic achievement
and self-esteem. Further, they suggest that college degrees might be more relevant to students’
self-esteem and call for a more specific measure to examine how young adults evaluate
themselves.

Recent studies call attention to the role of educational attainment to one’s self-esteem.
Drawing from a nationally representative sample of adults in the United States, Alang (2014)
found that educational attainment was a stronger predictor of self-esteem for African Americans
than for White people. In another study, Thomas Tobin, Erving, and Barve (2021) found that
having a college education or higher lead to higher self-esteem among Black and White adults.
However, higher education benefitted white people’s self-esteem more than Black people. They
note that few studies have examined the role of SES (i.e., education) and race in shaping
psychosocial resources, such as self-esteem.

Additionally, studies indicate that a number of other variables are implicated in shaping
self-esteem. For example, researchers have found that age is positively related to self-esteem
(Orth, Robins, and Trzesniewski 2010). Married individuals have higher self-esteem compared to
those who are not married (Brase and Guy 2004; MacDonald, Ebert, and Mason 1986). In
addition, earlier studies found region (Crain and Weissman 1972) and urbanicity (Tharenou and
Harker 1982) predicted self-esteem among Black adults.

Social Support

Multiple definitions have been put forward to describe the concept of social support

(Pearlin et al. 1981) (Turner 1999). Social support is typically conceptualized as the aid,

specifically the supply of tangible or intangible resources, that individuals gain from their



network members (Song, Son, and Lin 2011). It is often a reciprocal process that helps to
regulate thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in everyday life (Oh, Ozkaya, and LaRose 2014).
Social support can be divided into separate forms: emotional support (liking, loving, empathy),
instrumental support (goods and services) informational support (information about the
environment), or appraisal support (information relevant to self-evaluation) (Song, Son, and Lin
2011:118). For the purpose of this paper, I focus on emotional social support from friends.
Emotional support is the “verbal and nonverbal processes by which one communicates care and
concern for another, offering reassurance, empathy, comfort, and acceptance” (American
Psychological Association 2020).

Social support from friends has positive effects on well-being and mental health
outcomes (Gray and Keith 2003) and is thought to function through various pathways to promote
positive outcomes. Expressions of high emotional intimacy, such as emotional support, are
known to bolster emotional well-being and promote feelings of competence and self-worth
(Taylor et al. 2014:148). Emotional support from friends is also recognized as useful with
combatting negative messages received among Black communities (Middleton 2020).

In general, findings point to two main hypotheses about social support and well-being.
These are the “direct effect” hypothesis (Mackie 1998) and the “buffering” hypothesis (Thomas
2002). The direct effects hypothesis centers on the perception that others will provide aid in
stressful situations (or as a result of membership in a social network). This social support will
lead people to have higher self-esteem and feel more control over their environment (Cohen and
Syme 1985:6). The buffering hypothesis suggests that social support is beneficial in stressful
situations, as it may “intervene between the stressful event and a person by attenuating or

preventing a negative stressful response” (Cohen and Syme 1985:7). For the purpose of this



study, I focus on the buffering hypothesis. When studying young Black adults, how might social
support influence the relationship between college attainment and self-esteem?

Young adults offer a unique perspective when examining the relationship between
college attainment, social support and self-esteem. They encompass a distinct stage in the life
course, early adulthood, in which social support may be particularly beneficial to their self-
esteem. Early adulthood is characterized by major shifts. Young adults experience changes in
housing, family and social relationships, independence, identity, and work demands (Watkins et
al. 2020). As young adults meet new people, move to different cities, enter college, and form
romantic relationships, they may become further integrated in friend support networks and
receive increased emotional support. For example, Griffin and colleagues (2006) found that
education and age were associated with varied measures of social support. Specifically, more
education was associated with larger networks of emotional support, closer relationships, and
more friends. In addition, friendship networks are also a prominent feature in Black communities
(Taylor et al. 2014). For example, a number of studies suggest that friend social support is an
important factor to Black women’s self-esteem (Patterson 2004; DeFrancisco and Chatham-
Carpenter 2000). However, less is known whether friend social support influences Black men’s
self-esteem. This is an important gap in the literature. Given that social support has a number of
benefits to Black women’s self-esteem, do men’s self-esteem also benefit from the resource?
Black Women, Social Support, and Self-Esteem

Emotional support is a type of social support. Yet, few studies investigate the influence of
emotional support, in particular, on Black women’s self-esteem. Instead, researchers often
identify support networks for developing and growing Black women’s self-esteem.

Consequently, support networks, particularly from friends, are often viewed as important to



Black women’s well-being. In one study, DeFrancisco and Chatham-Carpenter (2000) found that
social support was an important factor for Black women’s self-esteem. Friends played an
important role in equipping women with the tools to survive and persist in an oppressive society.
In another study, Patterson (2004) found that Black women maintained high levels of self-esteem
over a l4-year period, in part because of friend support networks. Friendship networks were one
of the most consistent predictors of self-esteem in both 1979 and 1992. Patterson argues that
Black women validate each other within social networks. As a result, the bonds they form within
these networks partially operate to build themselves up (Patterson 2004:321). As these studies,
suggest, friend social support play an important role in Black women’s self-esteem. Given the
influence of friend social support in Black women’s lives, emotional support may moderate the
relationship between college attainment and self-esteem.
Black Men, Social Support, and Mental Health

Compared to Black women, fewer studies have investigated the relationship between
social support and self-esteem among Black men. In fact, scholars claim that social support is
“grossly understudied” among Black men (Watkins et al. 2020). Studies that examine social
support often focus on mental health. Mental health among Black men is frequently viewed as a
pressing issue. Compared with other racial/ethnic men, young Black men experience
disproportionately higher levels of mental health challenges. This is largely due to an exposure to
a greater frequency of psychosocial stressors (Watkins et al. 2020:2). When Black men seek help
for mental health problems, they are more often to rely exclusively on informal help (Woodward
2011). For example, a 2006 study by Plowden and colleagues found that shared characteristics
(e.g., age and economic status) among Black men were influential in helping them navigate

through their health needs.



Studies that examine social support and mental health among Black men often find a
relationship between social support and depression. In one study, Greene (2013) found that
social support from friends lowered depression levels. Compared to Black women, Black men
received more benefits to their mental health as a result of friend social support. In another study,
Okwumambua, Baker, Wong, and Pilgram (1997) examined risk factors for depression among
community-dwelling Black elders 60 years and older. The total sample consisted of 96 Black
people, of whom 48 were African American men. They found that social network was a
significant predictor of depressive symptoms. Individuals who had poor or few relations with
friends were more likely to report depressive symptoms. These studies are relevant to self-
esteem, as poorer self-esteem is associated with depression (Mereish et al. 2016). Given the
limited research on social support and self-esteem among Black men, I anticipate that emotional
support from friends will moderate the association between educational attainment and self-
esteem.

II1. Current Study

Using the concept of social support, I examine the relationship between educational
attainment, friend emotional support, and self-esteem. For a nationally representative sample of
Black men and women, I developed four hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Having a college degree is positively associated with self-esteem.
Hypothesis 2: Gender moderates the relationship between college degree and self-esteem, such
that the size of the association between college degree and self-esteem is larger for women

compared to men.



Hypothesis 3a: Friends’ caring moderates the relationship between college degree and self-
esteem for Black men, such that higher friends’ caring increases the positive association between
having a college degree and self-esteem.

Hypothesis 3b: Friends’ caring moderates the relationship between college degree and self-
esteem for Black women, such that higher friends’ caring increases the positive relationship
between having a college degree and self-esteem.

IV. Methods

The data for this study are drawn from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 —
Young Adult Sample (NLSY79-YA). The NLSY is a national probability sample of Americans.
It is part of a larger project sponsored by the U.S. Departments of Labor and Defense under a
grant to the Center for Human Resource Research at The Ohio State University (Center for
Human Resource Research 2004). The survey researchers include measures of psychosocial
resources, educational attainment, and other demographic factors. The original sample over-
represents African American, Hispanic, and economically disadvantaged white youth.
Participants were interviewed annually from 1979 to 1994 and biennially after 1994. Initial ages
ranged from 14 to 22 years old.

In 1986, children born to the women of the NLSY were surveyed. The children have been
interviewed every two years since 1986. In 1994 and biennially thereafter, youth who were 15
years of age and older (NLSY—Y A) were surveyed separately from their younger counterparts.
The survey gathered information relevant to this current study, such as self-esteem, social

support, and educational attainment. From the NLSY-YA, I utilized data from the 2016 wave.
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Narrowing the Sample

I narrowed the sample to Black participants who have at least graduated from high
school. These participants are more likely to attend college. Additionally, listwise deletion was
used for all variables with missing data. The final analytic sample consists of 190 Black men and
274 Black women (N = 464). Descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 1.
Dependent Variable

Self-esteem is the dependent variable for this study and is a 10-item Rosenberg Self-
esteem Scale, a well-known valid and reliable measure (Rosenberg 1965). Each item of the scale
ranges from strongly disagree to strongly agree and include: 1) I am a person of worth; 2) I have
a number of good qualities; 3) I am inclined to feel that I am a failure; 4) [ am as capable as
others; 5) I feel I do not have much to be proud of; 6) I have a positive attitude; 7) I am satistied
with myself; 8) I wish I had more friends; 9) I feel useless at times; J) I sometimes think I am
“no good at all.” I reverse coded the appropriate items'. To create a measure of self-esteem, |
sum all items and recode so that the result is a scale that ranges from 10 (lower self-esteem) to 40
(higher self-esteem). Black men in the sample have an average self-esteem score of 33.83. Black
women in the sample have an average self-esteem score of 33.59. Self-esteem did not vary
significantly between men and women in the sample.
Independent Variables

Educational attainment is the main independent variable. In 2016, the survey asked
respondents to indicate the highest grade that he or she completed. Responses range from high

school to completed post-baccalaureate professional education (e.g. law school, medical school,

! The following items were reverse coded for self-esteem: I am inclined to feel that I am a failure; I feel I do not
have much to be proud of; I wish I could have more respect for myself; I certainly feel useless at times; I sometimes
think I am no good at all.
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or nursing). I recode education as a binary variable, splitting the sample between those that had
completed a bachelor’s degree or more (1=Yes) and those that had not. Of Black men, 14%
reported having a college degree. Of Black women, 24% reported having a college degree.
Education varied significantly between men and women in the sample.
Moderating Variables

Gender is a moderating variable in this study. It is dummy coded as female (1=Yes) and
male. 59% of the sample are women, and 41% are men. Friends’ caring is another moderating
variable in this study. It is assessed through one-item that evaluates friend emotional support:
“How much do you feel loved and cared for by your friends?” The measure ranges from 1 (not at
all) to 5 (a great deal). Higher scores indicate a greater perception of feeling loved and cared for
by friends. For Black men, the average for friends’ caring is 4.25. For Black women, the average
for friends’ is 4.27.
Control Variables

In line with previous research, I control for age, region, urbanicity, and marital status.
Examinations of age show that self-esteem increases during young and middle adulthood (Orth,
Robins, and Trzesniewski 2010). Studies have also found that married people have higher self-
esteem compared to those who are not married (Brase and Guy 2004; MacDonald, Ebert, and
Mason 1986). While there are inconsistent findings about the effect of region on self-esteem,
earlier studies found that region was an important predictor of self-esteem among Black adults
(Crain and Weissman 1972; Baughman and Dahlstrom 1968). There is also some evidence that
urbanicity is associated with self-esteem among young adults (Tharenou and Harker 1982). I also

include another measure of social support as a control variable to examine the effect of talking to
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friends about worries, called “friend support.” I conducted a correlation analysis to confirm that
friend support was not highly related to the friends’ caring variable.

Age 1s measured in years and ranges from 17 to 34. In 2016, only certain age groups were
asked questions about self-esteem. As a result, [ recode education as an ordinal variable. The
responses are separated into categories that captures the life trajectory of young adults. These
categories are late adolescents (17-18-year olds), young adults (23-25-year olds), and adults (33-
34-year olds). In my analyses, late adolescents are the reference group. They are compared to the
young adult and adult groups. Of Black men, 6% are late adolescents, 50% are in their twenties,
and 44% are in their thirties. Of Black women, 4% are in their late teens, 42% are in their
twenties, and 54% are in their thirties.

I use region data from the NLSY79—Y A to construct a measure of whether respondents
lived in the southern United States. Using the labels defined by the Census in 1997, participants
reported their current region as living in the South, Northeast, North Central, or the West. Of
Black men, 69% lived in the South, 15% lived in the North Central, 9% lived in the Northeast,
and 7% lived in the West. Of Black women, 59% lived in the South, 20% lived in the North
Central, 13% lived in the Northeast, and 8% lived in the West. Region is recoded as whether the
participant live in the South (1=yes) or the Northeast, North Central, and West.

Respondents were also asked whether they lived in an urban or rural residence. Urban
residence is recoded as whether the respondent reported living in an urban residence (1=urban)
or a rural residence. Of Black men, 91% reported living in an urban residence, compared to a
rural residence. Of Black women, 90% reported living in an urban residence, compared to a rural

residence.
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The data provide a categorical measure of official marital status. Marital status is recoded
as whether participants reported being married (1=yes) or never married, separated, divorced,
and widowed. Of Black men, 15% were married, compared to being non-married. Of Black
women, 16% were married, compared to being non-married.

Last, friend support is assessed through one-item. Specifically, participants are asked:
“How much can you open up to your friends if you need to talk about your worries?” The
measure ranges from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a great deal). The higher the score, the more participants
perceived that they can open up to friends about worries. For Black men, the average for friend
support is 4.10. For Black women, the average for friend support is 4.14.

Analytic Strategy

Linear regression is first used to examine the relationship between having a college
degree and self-esteem. I further explore whether this relationship is moderated by gender.
Finally, I assess whether friends’ caring moderates the relationship between a college degree and
self-esteem for men and women.

The analytic strategy for this study proceeds in three steps. First, I estimate a linear
regression to establish the effect of having a college degree on self-esteem. Next, [ include an
interaction term in the model to examine whether gender moderates the relationship between
having a college degree and self-esteem. Then, | separate the sample by gender. I include an
interaction term in the models to examine whether friends’ caring moderates the relationship

between a college degree and self-esteem for men and women.

14



Table 1 Means, Proportions, and Standard Deviations (SD) for All Study Variables by Gender
Status, National Longitudinal Survey of Youth — Young Adult Sample (2016)
Black Men Black Women
(N=190) (N=274)
Mean/Prop. S.D. Mean/Prop. S.D.
Self-Esteem 33.83 4.14 33.59 4.68
College degree or more (1 = yes) .14 24%%*
Friend social support
Friend support: 1 (low) to 5 (high) 4.10 1.21 4.14 1.20
Friends’ caring: 1 (low) to 5 (high) 4.25 1.02 4.27 1.06
Demographics
Age
Late adolescents .06 .04
Young adults .50 42
Adults 44 .54
Married (1=yes) 15 .16
South (1=yes) .69 .59
Urban (1=yes) 91 .90

@ Asterisks denote significant differences between Black men and women at p <_.01.
V. Findings

Table 2 presents two regression models to examine the association between having a
college degree and levels of self-esteem. The models include the unstandardized regression
coefficients, standard errors, and statistical significance. Model 1 illustrates whether having a
college degree is positively associated with self-esteem. Model 2 illustrates whether gender
moderates the relationship between a college degree and self-esteem. In model 1, I find that
having a college degree (b =1.38, se =.52, p <.01) is positively associated with self-esteem.
Friends’ caring (b = .66, se = .28, p <.05) is also positively associated with self-esteem. The
results for age show that compared to late adolescents, adults have significantly higher self-
esteem (b =2.42; se = .96, p <.05). In model 2, I find that gender does not moderate the
relationship between having a college degree and self-esteem. In other words, the relationship

between holding a college degree and self-esteem did not differ by gender.
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Table 2 Self-Esteem Regressed on All Study Variables, National Longitudinal Survey of Youth —
Young Adult Sample, (2016) (N=464)
Model 1 Model 2
b se b se
College degree or more (1 = yes) 1.38** .52 2.76%* 91
Friend social support
Friend support: 1 (low) to 5 (high) 18 25 .19 25
Friends’ caring: 1 (low) to 5 (high) .66* 28 .65* 28
Demographics
Age
Young adults 1.78 95 1.70 .95
Adults 2.42%* .96 2.42%* .95
Married (1= yes) .08 .58 11 .58
South (1= yes) .64 42 .60 42
Urban (1= yes) 1.13 .69 1.13 .69
Female (1= yes) -42 41 -.09 45
Interaction terms
College degree or more x Female -2.00 1.10
R-squared .09 .10
Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients (b) and standard errors (se).
*p<.05
** p <.01
**% p <.001

® Reference group for age is late adolescents.

In Table 3, Models 1 and 2, I test for whether friends’ caring moderates the association
between having a college degree and self-esteem. I assess this separately for men and women
(Model 1 examines men, and Model 2 examines women). In model 1, the interaction term
between college degree and friends’ caring is not statistically significant. For men, the
relationship between having a college degree and self-esteem did not differ by friends’ caring.
The other measures in the model are also not statistically significant. In model 2, the interaction
term between college degree and friends’ caring is not statistically significant. In other words, for
women, the relationship between having a college degree and self-esteem did not differ by
friends’ caring. However, a few measures in the model are significant. Compared to late
adolescents, young adults (b = 3.54; se = 1.37, p <.05) and adults (b =4.16; se = 1.37, p <.01)
have significantly higher self-esteem. In addition, friends’ caring is also positively associated

with self-esteem (b = 1.09; se = .41; p <.01).
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Table 3. Self-Esteem Regressed on All Study Variables by Gender Status, National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth — Young Adult Sample, (2016)
Model 1 Model 2
Black Men Black Women
(N=190) (N=274)
b se b se
College degree or more (1= yes) 1.96 5.34 1.93 3.38
Friend social support
Friend support: 1 (low) to 5 (high) .34 .35 -.04 .35
Friends’ caring: 1 (low) to 5 (high) 21 42 1.09%* 41
Demographics
Age
Young adults -.52 1.30 3.54%* 1.37
Adults .36 1.31 4.16%* 1.37
Married (1 = yes) .86 .90 -34 7
South (1 = yes) 13 .65 .90 .57
Urban (1 = yes) .26 1.04 1.48 92
Interaction terms
College degree or more x Friends’ 24 1.20 -28 74
caring
R-squared 11 11
Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients (b) and standard errors (se).
*p<.05
** p <.01
**% p <.001

* Reference group for age is late adolescents.
VI. Discussion and Conclusion

The present study aimed to examine the relationship between a college degree and self-
esteem among young Black adults, investigate whether there were gender differences in the
relationship between college attainment and self-esteem, and discover whether friend emotional
support by gender boosts the impact of a college degree on self-esteem. This study found that
having a college degree was positively related to self-esteem. Thus, Black adults with a college
degree reported higher self-esteem scores. These findings are consistent with the work of Alang
(2014) who investigated whether the effects of psychological resources on depressive symptoms
vary by race. One finding was that educational attainment was a stronger predictor of self-esteem
for African Americans than for whites. Research on Black people’s self-esteem may contribute
to literature and expand our understanding of what factors precede a high-self-esteem and,

subsequently, impact psychological well-being and mental health. While my first hypothesis was
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supported, Thomas Tobin, Erving, and Barve (2021) notes that few studies examine the role of
race and SES (e.g., education) on psychosocial resources such as self-esteem. More investigation
is needed on the relationship between educational attainment and self-esteem among different
racial and ethnic groups.

There was no significant gender variation when examining the effect of a college degree
on Black adults’ self-esteem. Additionally, there were no significant variations in friend
emotional support when examining the effect of a college degree on self-esteem. This was true
for both men and women. However, the effect of friend emotional support on Black women was
significant and positive. Studies consistently report the significance of social support for Black
women’s self-esteem and psychological well-being (Patterson 2004; DeFrancisco and Chatham-
Carpenter 2000; Warren 1997). However, emotional support specifically is often not the focus in
studies about social support and self-esteem. Instead, conversations about emotional support are
often grouped with discussions about general social support and support networks. Emotional
support from friends is a distinct type of social support. As Black women navigate early
adulthood, they often encounter shifts in careers, identity, and family and social relationships
(Watkins et al. 2020). Emotional support from friends offers a safe space for women to feel
loved and appreciated and can build confidence and self-esteem.

Further, my findings support the differential responses to friend emotional support based
on gender. Some studies suggest that social support from friends positively impact Black
people’s self-esteem (Hughes and Demo 1989). Yet, it is important to note that there may be
important gendered differences. Future studies should investigate how different models of social

support (e.g., family emotional support) impact Black men’s self-esteem.
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Although emotional support from friends did not moderate the relationship between
having a college degree and self-esteem, age was a significant predictor of self-esteem among
Black women. Specifically, being a young adult (23-25-year olds) was a significant predictor of
Black women'’s self-esteem. Additionally, being an adult (33-34-year olds) was an important
predictor of self-esteem. These findings are consistent with research suggesting that self-esteem
tends to increase from late adolescence to middle adulthood (Orth et al. 2012). Interestingly,
however, age was not an important predictor of self-esteem for Black men. Perhaps it is that
Black men enter adulthood with very high levels of self-esteem. In one study, Hunter and Davis
(1992) investigated the meaning of manhood among Black men. Men rated sense of self (e.g.,
self-esteem, independence) as one of the most important attributes to being a man. Still,
compared to Black women, there are far fewer studies on sources of self-esteem for Black men.
Future studies should consider mechanisms that impact Black men’s self-esteem. Such an
analysis could contribute to important findings about Black men’s psychological well-being.

This study includes a few limitations. First, the study would be strengthened by an
increased sample size. The small sample size (N=474) limits the statistical power. Although the
sample size provided sufficient power to detect the results reported, additional differences may
have emerged had the sample size been larger. Second, this study was cross-sectional. As a
result, it is difficult to make causal inference or predictions. Reverse causality is a possibility.
The statistical patterns observed may actually reflect the impact of self-esteem on educational
attainment. Longitudinal studies are needed to investigate the impact of educational attainment
on self-esteem over time among Black adults. Such studies would help rule out the possibility of
reverse causation. Last, another potential limitation involves the age of the sample. I limit the

sample to participants who have graduated from high school. However, there are a small number
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of participants who are in their late teens and did not have the time to attend college. I attempt to
address this limitation by controlling for age. Despite the limitations, this study adds to the
limited research on education, social support, and self-esteem among Black men and women.

In conclusion, having a college degree is an important predictor of self-esteem for young
Black adults. Emotional support from friends does not moderate the relationship between having
a college degree and self-esteem for men or women. However, emotional support from friends

and age are important predictors of self-esteem for Black women.
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