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Our Crises in Self-Esteem-A Maior 
Personnel Problem 

NEAL A. MAXWElL 

"Since universities pride themselves, in their Jtated self-concept 
on being the 'growin,~ tip of free society,' it could be very /4': 
fill ing for us to act Ollt thelt role for a change in thi..- critical. bllt 
IInglamorolls and jrtlJtrating, area," 

My experience in administration on this 
campus and elsewhere convinces me that 
the two major problems of administra
tion in almost any human institution 
grow out of the distribution of dollars 
and status. This is not intended to be a 
cynical comment, for it ought to be ob
served that the aspirations of individuals 
are certainly bound up in their needs for 
recognition, a sense of adequacy, a healthy 
relationship with authority, and the es
teem of their peers, just as much as in 
their need for economic means. 

There is a paradox in university per
sonnel work on many campuses, especially 
as I see it operating in the larger sense 
on a university campus. Often adminis
trators, professors, and staff members 
who know, at the intellectual and theo
retical level, how important self -esteem 
and status are, seem to ignore or forget 
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the reality of these factors in the world 
of action. This dualism must complicate 
your tasks as personnel officers, In any 
event, one of the major tasks in per
sonnel work, both in terms of how you 
play your roles and the outcome in terms 
of your placements and subsequent sen'
icing, is the matter of creating a climate 
in which the self-esteem of individuals 
can grow and thereby make them more 
capable of relating adequately to othe~, 
to their authority figures, and to thelC 
work. I realize, in a sense, I am saying 
these things to the wrong group, but 
not altogether. 

Self-Concepts 

One of the best things I have e~
countered with regard to self-esteem IS 

the work of Hayakawa of San FranciSCO re
State College. Hayakawa, drawing on 

h· o·,n.
search of others, as well as on IS J 

notes the fact that each of us has J 
self-concept or self-image which we tet111• 

to act out and to defend . This sel~·C03Jl 
cept, of course, does not match. III 

. 'ulars, the real self or the image that 
p~ 

(tiL
, have of us . The gap between the 

tiler!> d I' . .
tl (-concept an rea Ity IS not too senous, 
,ei1ess it is too la~ge. Our self-concepts 
uJ1!1 certainly contalIT some unrealities. A 
\\'1 on, for instance, may believe him
~lfs to be more "well-liked" than he 
se . I h .eally is; or, negative y, e may perceive 
( .... ,elf as more inadequate than others 
l!U1.W . f h bjo. The serIousness 0 t e gap etween 
{eiuity and self -concept usual! y relates 

(0 its size. 
Barakawa's point is that our self-con

cept is one of the most significant influ
t llces on our total behavior as opposed 
to dri ves, such as survival. A millionaire 
wbo has n ine million dollars, and dedi
cates himself to acquiring ten, is not 
acting out his survival instincts, but 
rather, his concepts of himself as a 
nancier, a man of action, etc. A moun

tain climber does not climb mountains 
because of the survival drive, but be
ClUse he preceives himself as a risk-taker, 
1 person who gets a personal satisfaction 
out of exhilarating danger. A secretary 
who scrimps and saves to buy a fur coat 
II acting out a concept of herself or at
tempting . to meet an unmet need that 
may be related to glamor or compensa
tory status. 

Internal Co ntradictions 

. OUf self-concepts can be undercut by 
~teroal contradictions, Hayaka wa notes 

at a boy whose father insists that he 
~Ot be afraid of dogs, even though the 
o~yhjreal1y is, will have a self-concept 
a( . l11self in which he says, "I am not 

raId of dogs," but actually he is. 
-0 'lO IS contradiction, in one way or 
'\ ~ther, probably exists in most of us. 

ealthy person would be able to acquire 

enough security so that he could admit 
to a fear and deal with it more rationally 
than to pretend that it was not there. 

Separation 

But far more serious than th e problem 
of "contradiction" is the problem of 
separation, when the self-concept is al
most completely detached from the real 
self. A salesman who perceives himself 
to be the number one salesman, but who 
is not, will continue to act out and ver
balize his undeserved self-concept to the 
distress of those about him and even
tually to his own detriment. I am not 
suggesting that we engage in making 
ourselves believe things about ourselves 
which are not true, nor am I suggest
ing we repress all our aspirations either, 
but rather that we try to bring our self
concepts in line with reality, taking fully 
into account our peculiar strengths, so 
that our self-esteem is deserved and is 
able to grow. 

Relationship to Personnel Work 

You may wonder, in some ways, what 
all this has to do with personnel work. 
It has veTY much to do, for instance, 
with the need to provide each other with 
more honest feedback about our strengths 
and job performance and about our dif
ferences, so that persons do not main
tain an unjustified concept if they are 
interested in growing. It means taking 
more time to listen to each other and 
more awareness of the needs of those 
with whom we work or with those whom 
we seek to place. 

Universities which are dedicated to 
finding and articulating truth are seldom 
models in terms of the degree of candor 
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and sharing that occurs within the uni
versity family. The point is not that 
universities are less honest and open so 
far as interaction between individuals 
is concerned, but that they are seldom 
much better than other human institu
tions. 

Much of this work rests ultimately in 
the hands of the immediate supervisors 
and peers, but personnel officers might 
well consider workshops or other ways 
and means of sensitizing all of us to the 
omnipresent need for self-esteem at all 
levels in the academic world . 

For instance, I happen to agree with 
Art Buchwald who says that secretaries 
really "run" the world. An empathic 
secretary, who will be honest with her 
employer and who is conscious of his 
needs and self-concept, can be most val
uable to him and the institution. If the 
interaction between these two individuals 
is one of quality and candor, the satis
faction for the secretary can be real, and 
she can share in the achievements of her 
employer and know "the dignity of 
causality. " Of course, many supervisors 
would not understand any but the tradi
tional relationships and / or would be 
very threatened by anything new or 
probing. What I have said about secre
taries and their supervisors is just as 
true of all staff relationships . 

Yet, it is certainly true that there are 
more people around us than we care to 
admit who are leading lives of "quiet 
desperation," who hunger for recogni 
tion, deserved praise, and general ap
preciation, whose self-concepts are too 
demeaning, too unflattering, and too 
atrophied. They could be freed, en
couraged, and assisted to grow if we 
cared enough to listen and to try to 
be supportive. 
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Self- Esteem 

I am not proposing massive 
therapy or that regular institu8.rOU~ 
chores are secondary to "therap ~I,()1\,t 1 
course. But efficiency, morale, and' of 
being, individual and institutional 'lieU. 
irretrievably enmeshed with the'l 1ft 
of self-esteem. 	 ~'rl 

Hayakawa also makes the point thu 
even groups can come to have sel£--, on. 
cepts. I am sure, as personnel worker 
that you note the difference in self-cOQ: 
cepts that different groups or offices on 
college campuses have. Certainly the U. 
S. Marines have a challenging self-con_ 
cept, and we have all seen tragic cases 
of offices and departments where self
esteem is at such a low level that thosr 
who serve therein are unhappy and mis
erable and, therefore, make an institu
tion less effective so far as its impact 
on students--our raison d'eire-is con
cerned. One does not need to remind a 
group such as this that we punish each 
other very often for our own inade
quacies. The grinding interpersonal 
misery which is often a function of some
one's low or disturbed self-esteem Jills 
history books and many of our lives today. 

It would be a splendid thing if. ~he 
universities in America, by e.'{ef(ls~ng 

s~me careful leadership . in crea=~f. 
clImates that are condUCIve to . 

. deallnj!esteem, could point the way 	 tn 

Of course·with some of these proble~s.. ' al teo 

it is very easy to say that Ind .. v..~u and 
demption is not our responslblltty eeds. 
that if people have these unmet ntheir 
then these needs must be met ~! in 
family and friends "off the job, or let 

tochurch. It would be easy aIS? e uni 
industry show the way. But Sine 

.. 5 pride themselves, in their stated ing for us to act out that role for a 
l(Sluencept, on being the "growing tip change in this critical, but unglamorous 

,ilf.co society," it could be very fulfill and frustrating, area. 
. free
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"Who's Zoo" 

A busi nessman, interested in helping office women improve, mentioned eight 
types of employees that "belong in a zoo rather than an office." ' Many other 
bosses would heartily second his nominations: 

The " Friendly Adviser" and the "Voice of Experience," who spend half 
their time butting into discussi ons as soon as someone else says anything , 
even though it doesn't concern them. 

The " Discus Thrower," who throws things on people's desks instead of 
putting them down quietly and neatly. 

The "Office Technologist," who dots the "i's" and crosses the "('s" left 
uodotted and uncrossed- on records which are filed away, anyhow . 

The "Hilarious Hyena," whose outbursts of laughter rock the office and 
whose loud talking disturbs everyone around her. 

T he "Office Crab," who considers her work burdensome ana unpleasant, 
yet won't leave gracefully. 

The " Huddle Girl ," who gets everyone into a huddle and then tells about 
her grandmother's birthday. Five people lured into an "unscheduled confer
ence" for 10 minutes means 50 minutes of time wasted. 

T he "Town Crier," who eats her lunch in the office. She reads while she 
eat.~ and then relays "interesting" articles to the others, who are working. 

"All these characters," he concluded, "waste time, which is the real loss 
in any office. " 

-The Cue, "The Colorado University Employee" 

41 


