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Abstract
BACKGROUND 
Most studies have defined economic well-being as socioeconomic status, with 
little attention given to whether other indicators influence self-esteem. Little is 
known about racial/ethnic disparities in the relationship between economic well-
being and self-esteem during adulthood.

AIM 
To explore the impact of economic well-being on self-esteem in adulthood and 
differences in the association across race/ethnicity.

METHODS 
The current study used data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 
1979. The final sample consisted of 2267 African Americans, 1425 Hispanics, and 
3678 non-Hispanic Whites. Ordinary linear regression analyses and logistic 
regression analyses were conducted.

RESULTS 
African Americans and Hispanics were more likely to be in poverty in compa-
rison with non-Hispanic Whites. More African Americans were unemployed than 
Whites. Those who received fringe benefits, were more satisfied with jobs, and 
were employed were more likely to have higher levels of self-esteem. Poverty was 
negatively associated with self-esteem. Interaction effects were found between 
African Americans and job satisfaction predicting self-esteem.

CONCLUSION 
The role of employers is important in cultivating employees’ self-esteem. Satis-
factory outcomes or feelings of happiness from the workplace may be more 
important to non-Hispanic Whites compared to African Americans and Hispanics.

Key Words: Economic well-being; Self-esteem; Racial/Ethnic disparities; Adulthood

©The Author(s) 2024. Published by Baishideng Publishing Group Inc. All rights reserved.

https://www.f6publishing.com
https://dx.doi.org/10.5498/wjp.v14.i2.296
mailto:j343@inha.ac.kr


Lee J. Self-esteem in adulthood

WJP https://www.wjgnet.com 297 February 19, 2024 Volume 14 Issue 2

Core Tip: Little is known about racial/ethnic disparities in the relationship between economic well-being and self-esteem 
during adulthood. Findings from this study expand on prior research in several ways: Focusing on adults’ self-esteem rather 
than adolescents, looking at racial/ethnic disparities in self-esteem among adults, better understanding of economic well-
being by including factors that have not been addressed in previous studies, and examining racial/ethnic disparities in the 
relationship between economic well-being and self-esteem.

Citation: Lee J. Disparities in the impact of economic well-being on self-esteem in adulthood: Race and ethnicity. World J Psychiatry 
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URL: https://www.wjgnet.com/2220-3206/full/v14/i2/296.htm
DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.5498/wjp.v14.i2.296

INTRODUCTION
Self-esteem is an important factor for achievement in the workplace[1,2]. Specifically, individuals with higher self-esteem 
were more likely to have characteristics that directly contribute to successful performance in the labor market[2-4]. Levels 
of self-esteem were documented as changing over the life course[5], with the highest levels of self-esteem reported just 
before entering into older adulthood, followed by a rapid decrease in later years[1,6]. The reasons for these changes can 
be attributed partially to the level of economic well-being[7]. For instance, individuals with low socioeconomic status 
(SES) backgrounds reported lower levels of self-esteem during childhood[8]. However, little attention has been given to 
examining whether other aspects of economic well-being, aside from SES, may impact self-esteem during adulthood. 
Furthermore, little is known about how aspects of economic well-being beyond standard measures of SES (e.g., poverty 
and employment), such as job satisfaction and fringe benefits, influence self-esteem; the majority of this work has focused 
primarily on the influence of economic well-being on self-esteem in adolescence or childhood rather than adulthood[3,5].

Racial/ethnic disparities in the association between economic well-being and self-esteem also exist. Research has 
shown that African Americans are more likely to have greater self-esteem than Whites and Hispanics[9], while Hispanics 
were less likely to have higher levels of self-esteem in comparison with Whites[10]. In terms of economic well-being, 
African Americans were less likely to be employed[11] and more likely to be exposed to disadvantages in income and 
assets[12]. For instance, rates of unemployment among African Americans were approximately twice those of Whites[13]. 
Given differences in levels of self-esteem and economic well-being across racial/ethnic groups, it is necessary to identify 
how race/ethnicity may moderate the relationship between economic well-being and self-esteem. Thus, the present study 
explores whether other aspects of economic well-being, aside from SES, influence self-esteem among adults and invest-
igates whether any racial/ethnic disparities exist in this relationship.

Self-esteem
Self-esteem refers to values and beliefs about oneself, as well as individual self-assessment[5,14]. Levels of self-esteem 
have a direct association with physical and mental health outcomes. For instance, individuals with low levels of self-
esteem were more likely to experience poor physical and mental health[2-4,15].

When it comes to factors that affect self-esteem, race/ethnicity has been shown to have a greater effect than other 
demographic characteristics[5], making race/ethnicity an important factor in understanding racial/ethnic differences in 
self-esteem[16]. For example, Hispanics showed lower levels of self-esteem in comparison with non-Hispanic Whites[10,
17]. Conversely, African Americans in the United States reported higher self-esteem when compared to non-Hispanic 
Whites[5,18]. While the gap between these different levels of self-esteem across racial/ethnic groups is not large in 
childhood, it increases, based on racial/ethnic disparities, with age[10].

Individuals with higher self-esteem tend to be proud of themselves regardless of their performance feedback and tend 
not to be ashamed of poor performance[18]. As such, they are more likely to adapt to a workplace even if they make 
mistakes while working, leading them to have better resilience and productivity. On the other hand, people with low self-
esteem were likely to suffer from work-related problems[2]. In other words, higher self-esteem in adulthood is critical to 
adjust workplace and produce better performance and productivity in society. Given that previous research has mainly 
addressed self-esteem before adulthood, the current study expands on the range of age in its investigation on self-esteem 
by focusing on adults.

Economic well-being and self-esteem
Economic well-being is a broad concept and can roughly be defined as economic hardship; difficulties, or challenges, such 
as trouble paying bills, dissatisfaction with individual economic resources; and an inability to meet basic household needs 
such as clothing, food, housing, and health services[19]. Economic strains greatly increase levels of stress and can pose 
threats to daily life and basic needs[20]. Individuals who have unsatisfied needs regarding their economic resources are 
more likely to suffer from stresses due to their poor economic well-being, leading them to feel a sense of uncertainty and 
unhappiness. Thus, individuals with poor economic well-being often experience difficulties in developing higher self-
esteem due to feelings of hopelessness or desperation.

https://www.wjgnet.com/2220-3206/full/v14/i2/296.htm
https://dx.doi.org/10.5498/wjp.v14.i2.296
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Racial/ethnic disparities have a close relationship with socioeconomic inequalities[21]. Hispanics are exposed to higher 
risks of chronic financial hardship due to accumulated limitations in education, employment, and access to resources[22]. 
Hispanics also experienced higher rates of poverty than non-Hispanic Whites[23]. African Americans tended to have 
lower levels of economic well-being due to racial discrimination compared to non-Hispanic Whites[24] and other factors 
which can lead to fewer opportunities for employment[11]. Conversely, non-Hispanic White men and women were less 
likely to live in poverty in comparison with African American, Hispanic, and Asian men and women[25].

As a result of economic disparities, racial/ethnic minorities with low levels of economic well-being may be more at risk 
for low self-esteem[7] due to limited resources, higher rates of unemployment, and lower economic status in comparison 
with non-Hispanic Whites. Thus, it is necessary to examine racial/ethnic disparities in economic well-being and whether 
these disparities negatively influence self-esteem.

Given that previous research regarding economic well-being has mainly addressed income-related factors such as 
poverty and employment, which are considered objective factors[26], it is necessary to shift the perspective from objective 
economic well-being to subjective economic well-being because well-being should be measured by self-evaluation of 
one’s economic status. Subjective well-being refers to a broad concept of life satisfaction[27], with subjective factors 
influencing quality of life and mental health[28]. Therefore, the current study seeks to expand the concept of economic 
well-being to include objective factors such as employment status, poverty level, and presence of work-related fringe 
benefits (such as employment-based benefits including health insurance, life insurance, and paid vacation), as well as the 
subjective factor of job satisfaction.

In terms of objective factors, unemployment has been linked to a sense of helplessness and mental illnesses, both of 
which discourage individuals from engaging in productive activities[29]. Research has shown that joblessness is 
associated with decreased personal efficacy and lower levels of self-esteem[30]. Furthermore, individuals who are 
unemployed for extended periods of time are at an even greater risk for low self-esteem[31]. Unemployment can lead to a 
sense of losing control of one’s life due to concerns about potential unemployment and the uncertainty of one’s living and 
financial situation[32]. In addition to unemployment, as poverty has an impact on lives across the life course[33], people 
who had often been exposed to poverty showed a higher prevalence of depression or suffer from poorer mental health
[34]. As a result of mental health problems, individuals in poverty may be more likely to have poor self-esteem.

Given workers’ well-being has become critical in achieving economic development and improving individuals’ 
satisfaction with their lives[35], fringe benefits enhancing individuals’ satisfaction with their jobs should be considered in 
relation to their well-being. In the workplace, individuals with better financial planning may be more likely to have 
higher levels of self-esteem. For example, individuals with a retirement plan as part of their fringe benefits were likely to 
develop greater self-esteem due to financial assistance in later life[36]. While previous research has mainly addressed the 
effects of unemployment or poverty as predictors of self-esteem, less is known about the relationship between subjective 
factors of economic well-being and self-esteem in adulthood.

As a subjective factor, levels of job satisfaction can also influence self-esteem. Psychological stressors from the 
workplace arise from a lack of support from supervisors, job strain, or job insecurity[37]. As some of these stressors are 
attributed to individuals’ differing perceptions of their jobs, levels of job satisfaction may either positively or negatively 
influence their mental health. Research has identified relationships between mental health and job satisfaction[38,39]. For 
example, employees who consider themselves unemployed are more likely to have poor physical and mental health[40], 
while those who are employed and suffer less from work-related stresses may be satisfied with their work situation. In 
addition, job strains, which result from subjective perceptions of one’s workload and workplace support, can also impact 
psychiatric morbidity negatively[41].

Racial and ethnic disparities
African Americans may be more likely to have lower self-esteem in comparison with Whites. This disparity can be 
explained by the influence of negative perceptions of minority groups by the majority culture. In other words, because 
African Americans in the United States are stigmatized as a minority group, they tend to have poor self-esteem compared 
with Whites[42]. Furthermore, racial majority, referring to non-Hispanic Whites, are less likely to report poor self-esteem 
than minority groups[18]. When African Americans compare their poor resources and lower SES to their non-Hispanic 
White counterparts, this can lead to a negative self-perception as disadvantaged and inferior in comparison to Whites[5]. 
However, racial/ethnic disparities in self-esteem have not been consistent[9]. Little empirical evidence exists to support 
the inconsistent findings during adulthood. Therefore, further exploration is needed to determine whether risk factors 
that lead to low self-esteem differ across racial/ethnic groups.

The current study
Given that different levels of self-esteem across individuals and racial/ethnic groups may lead to disparities in quality of 
life, exploring which factors contribute to unequal levels of self-esteem should be investigated. The research questions in 
this study are as follows: (1) Are there racial/ethnic disparities in economic well-being after controlling for individual 
characteristics? (2) How does economic well-being influence self-esteem? and (3) Does this association differ across race/
ethnicity? We hypothesize that: (1) There are racial/ethnic disparities in poverty, employment, fringe benefits, and job 
satisfaction; (2) Economic well-being (employment, poverty, fringe benefits, and job satisfaction) influences self-esteem; 
and (3) Race/ethnicity moderates the relationship between economic well-being and self-esteem. Findings from this 
study expand on prior research in several ways: Focusing on adults’ self-esteem rather than adolescents, looking at 
racial/ethnic disparities in self-esteem among adults, better understanding of economic well-being by including factors 
that have not been addressed in previous studies, and examining racial/ethnic disparities in the relationship between 
economic well-being and self-esteem.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
Target sample
The primary data source for the proposed study is the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 (NLSY79), which was 
conducted by the United States Department of Labor. The NLSY79 is a nationwide representative data set of 12686 
participants living in the United States whose ages ranged from 14 to 22 years back in 1979, when the survey was first 
conducted. The NLSY79 participants have been re-interviewed annually from 1979 through 1994 and biennially since 
then. The initial response rate was approximately 90% with retention rates over 90% in the first 16 waves, and the rates in 
subsequent waves were over 80%. The NLSY79 measured self-esteem in 1980, 1987, and 2006. The current study uses data 
from the NLSY79 for the year 2006, which is the latest wave of the NLSY79 available, to access findings related to self-
esteem in order to explore the effect of economic well-being on self-esteem. The final sample from the 2006 wave consists 
of 2267 African Americans, 1425 Hispanics, and 3678 non-Hispanic Whites, and those who were not interviewed (non-
interview) or refused to be interviewed were excluded from the study. Of the 7370 participants, males made up 48.7% 
(3589) while females accounted for 51.3% (3781).

Measures
Self-esteem: The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale was used to measure respondents’ self-esteem. The scale illustrates a level 
of approval or disapproval toward oneself[43]. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale consists of 10 items with a four-point 
Likert-type scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 3 (strongly agree). Five items were reversed prior to using the scale 
for analysis. All items were summed with higher scores indicating higher self-esteem (range 5-30; mean ± SD = 23.48 ± 
4.45).

Poverty: Poverty indicates whether individuals’ total family income was above or below the poverty level. The poverty 
variable was classified into two groups: Those who were above the poverty level (coded = 0) and those who were below 
the poverty level (coded = 1).

Job satisfaction: Respondents were queried about their levels of job satisfaction regarding up to five jobs. Respondents 
were asked how they felt about current/recent jobs with a four-point scale ranging from 1 (very like) to 4 (very dislike). 
All items concerning jobs were reverse-scored prior to conducting the analysis, with a higher score indicating higher 
satisfaction with their jobs. Total job satisfaction scores were computed by calculating the mean of individual items (range 
1-4; mean ± SD = 3.36 ± 0.65).

Employment: Respondents reported their employment status by answering one of the following conditions: Employed, 
unemployed, out of labor force, or in active forces. The respondents were classified into two groups: Those who were 
employed (coded = 1) and those who were not (coded = 0).

Fringe benefits
Respondents answered yes/no about whether they received any of nine fringe benefits from up to five of their jobs: 
Hospital and life insurance, paid vacation and sick days, dental benefits, maternity/paternity leave, retirement plans, 
profit sharing, training, childcare, and flexible work schedule hours. The respondents answered either yes (coded = 1) if 
they had ever received the benefits or no (coded = 0) if they had not. Total fringe benefits were computed by adding all 
answers (range 0-35; mean ± SD = 6.18 ± 3.76).

Baseline variables
Demographics variables were included as covariates in this study as follows: Age, gender, education, urban/rural 
residence, and marital status.

Analysis strategies
Ordinary linear regression analyses and logistic regression analyses were conducted to examine whether there are racial/
ethnic disparities in economic well-being after controlling for individual characteristics. Ordinary linear regression 
analyses tested whether economic well-being influences self-esteem and if this association differs across race/ethnicity.

RESULTS
Table 1 indicates racial/ethnic differences in variables used in the current study. Hispanics reported lower levels of self-
esteem than African Americans and non-Hispanic Whites. With respect to economic well-being, African Americans were 
more likely to receive fringe benefits than Hispanics. On the other hand, Hispanics indicated higher job satisfaction 
compared with African Americans and non-Hispanic Whites. Both African Americans and Hispanics were vulnerable to 
low levels of income: They were more likely to be in poverty and unemployed and received less education than non-
Hispanic Whites. In addition, both African Americans and Hispanics were less likely to be currently married in 
comparison with non-Hispanic Whites.

Findings for research question 1: Are there racial/ethnic disparities in economic well-being after controlling for 
individual characteristics?
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Table 1 Sample characteristics by race/ethnicity (mean ± SD)

Variables African American (n = 2267), 
% 

Hispanic (n = 1425), 
%

Non-Hispanic White (n = 
3678), %

Total (n = 
7370)

P 
value

Self-esteem 23.66 (4.48) 22.91 (4.48) 23.59 (4.41) 23.48 (4.45)
a,c

Economic well-being

Fringe benefits 6.40 (4.06) 5.95 (3.82) 6.12 (3.55) 6.18 (3.76) a

Job satisfaction 3.32 (0.67) 3.41 (0.63) 3.36 (0.65) 3.36 (0.65)
a,c

Poverty 24.1 17.1 7.7 14.5 a,b,c 

Employment 74.7 78.0 83.4 79.7 a,b,c 

Demographics

Age (yr) 44.57 (2.22) 44.50 (2.25) 44.58 (2.27) 44.56 (2.25)

Gender (male) 49.0 49.5 48.2 48.7

Education (non-higher 
education)

73.1 74.6 56.8 65.2
b,c

Urban resident 85.7 89.1 67.6 77.3
a,b,c

Marital status (marriage) 35.5 54.3 67.4 55.1
a,b,c

aSignificant difference between African American and Hispanic at 0.05.
bSignificant difference between African American and non-Hispanic White at 0.05.
cSignificant difference between Hispanic and non-Hispanic White at 0.05.

As shown in Model 1 of Table 2, African Americans were more likely to receive fringe benefits than non-Hispanic 
Whites (β = 0.33, t = 2.70, P < 0.01). There were no significant disparities between Hispanics and non-Hispanic Whites. 
Model 2 of Table 2 indicated that the racial/ethnic disparities in fringe benefits between African Americans and non-
Hispanic Whites remained significant (β = 0.52, t = 0.06, P < 0.001) after controlling for demographics. Individuals with 
higher education (β = -1.12, t = -10.09, P < 0.001, living in urban areas (β = 0.52, t = 3.97, P < 0.001), and who were married 
(β = 0.42, t = 3.81, P < 0.001) were more likely to receive the fringe benefits. On the other hand, Hispanics had higher 
levels of job satisfaction in comparison with non-Hispanic Whites (β = 0.05, t = 2.27, P < 0.05). When demographic 
variables were entered into the model, Hispanics remained significant, indicating greater job satisfaction compared with 
non-Hispanic Whites (β = 0.07, t = 2.98, P < 0.01). Respondents who had higher education and were married were more 
satisfied with their jobs (β = -0.06, t = -3.15, P < 0.01; β = 0.09, t = 4.65, P < 0.001).

Table 3 indicates racial/ethnic disparities in poverty and employment. Both African Americans [β = 1.40, Wald = 
242.12, odds ratio (OR) = 4.05, P < 0.001] and Hispanics (β = 0.84, Wald = 57.94, OR = 2.30, P < 0.001) were more likely to 
be in poverty in comparison with non-Hispanic Whites (Model 1). The significant differences remained after controlling 
for demographics (Model 2). More African Americans (β = -0.56, Wald = 60.81, OR = 0.57, P < 0.001) and Hispanics (β = -
0.30, Wald = 11.73, OR = 0.74, P < 0.01) were unemployed than non-Hispanic Whites (Model 1). As demographics were 
entered into the model, these disparities remained significant between African Americans and non-Hispanic Whites (β = -
0.27, Wald = 11.38, OR = 0.77, P < 0.01) while there was no significant association between Hispanics and non-Hispanic 
Whites. Females were more likely to be in a low-income family (β = -0.53, Wald = 39.12, OR = 0.59, P < 0.001) and be 
unemployed compared to males (β = 0.53, Wald= 62.83, OR = 1.70, P < 0.001). In addition, individuals with low levels of 
education were significantly associated with poverty (β = 1.34, Wald = 126.70, OR = 3.82, P < 0.001) and unemployment (β 
= -0.76, Wald = 92.81, OR = 0.47, P < 0.001). Lastly, married individuals were less likely to end up in poverty (β = -2.01, 
Wald = 348.81, OR = 0.13, P < 0.001) or be unemployed (β = 0.58, Wald = 70.44, OR = 1.79, P < 0.001).

Findings for research question 2: How does economic well-being influence self-esteem and does this association differ 
across race/ethnicity?

As shown in the Table 4, there were significant racial/ethnic differences in self-esteem. Model 1 indicated that African 
Americans were more likely to have greater levels of self-esteem compared with non-Hispanic Whites (β = 0.26, t =1.85, P 
< 0.1). Model 2 showed that the racial/ethnic disparities between African Americans’ and non-Hispanic Whites’ self-
esteem remained significant (β = 0.67, t = 4.53, P < 0.001) after controlling for demographics. Model 3 indicated that 
African Americans’ elevated levels of self-esteem significantly persisted even after controlling for economic well-being (β 
= 0.70, t = 4.72, P < 0.001). Males were more likely to have greater self-esteem (β = 0.27, t = 2.21, P < 0.05). Having less 
education (β = -1.21, t = -9.34, P < 0.001) was negatively associated with self-esteem, while being married (β = 0.45, t = 
3.42, P < 0.01) was positively associated with self-esteem.

With respect to economic well-being, those who received fringe benefits (β = 0.07, t = 3.90, P < 0.001) were more 
satisfied with their jobs (β = 0.77, t = 8.28, P < 0.001), and those who were employed (β = 0.56, t = 2.46, P < 0.05) were more 
likely to have higher levels of self-esteem. Poverty was negatively associated with self-esteem (β = -1.25, t = -5.23, P < 
0.001). Interaction effects were found between African Americans and fringe benefits predicting self-esteem (β = 0.13, t = 
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Table 2 Regression results of unstandardized coefficients (standard error) and (standardized coefficients) predicting economic well-
being

Economic well-being
Variables

Fringe benefits Job satisfaction

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

(Constant) 6.12 (0.07) 6.06 (1.05) 3.35 (0.01) 3.24 (0.18)

Ethnicity

African American 0.33 0.52 -0.03 0.00

(0.12) (0.13) (0.02) (0.02)

[0.04]b [0.06]c [-0.02] [0.00]

Hispanic -0.06 0.08 0.05 0.07

(0.14) (0.15) (0.02) (0.03)

[-0.01] [0.01] [0.03]a [0.04]b

Ages 0.00 0.00

(0.02) (0.00)

[0.00] [0.01]

Gender (male) -0.02 -0.02

(0.11) (0.02)

[-0.00] [-0.02]

Education (non-higher education) -1.12 -0.06

(0.11) (0.02)

[-0.15]c [-0.04]b

Residence (urban) 0.52 0.01

(0.13) (0.02)

[0.06]c [0.01]

Marital status (marriage) 0.42 0.09

(0.11) (0.02)

[0.06]c [0.07]c

aP < 0.05.
bP < 0.01.
cP < 0.001.

1.78, P < 0.10) and African Americans and job satisfaction predicting self-esteem (β = -0.81, t = -3.86, P < 0.001). As shown 
in Figure 1, self-esteem among African Americans was less influenced by job satisfaction than it was among non-Hispanic 
Whites and Hispanics. The gap between those who were less satisfied with jobs and those who more satisfied with jobs 
among African Americans (0.56) was smaller than that among non-Hispanic Whites (1.43) and Hispanics (1.36).

DISCUSSION
The findings of this study suggest evidence of important racial/ethnic disparities both in economic well-being and self-
esteem for adults. In terms of economic well-being, African Americans were more likely to be in poverty and be 
unemployed in comparison with non-Hispanic Whites and received significantly greater fringe benefits than their 
counterparts. Hispanics were at greater risk of unemployment compared with non-Hispanic Whites; however, they were 
more satisfied with their jobs than non-Hispanic Whites. Also, African Americans reported higher self-esteem compared 
with non-Hispanic Whites. With regard to the relationship between economic well-being and mental health, those who 
received fringe benefits were more satisfied with jobs, and those who were employed reported higher levels of self-
esteem. Furthermore, poverty was negatively associated with self-esteem. Interaction effects were found: African 
American ethnicity moderates the relationship between fringe benefits and self-esteem, as well as the relationship 
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Table 3 Logistic regression coefficients (Wald) [odds ratio] of predicting economic well-being

Economic well-being

Poverty EmploymentVariables

Model 1 Model 2
95%CI

Model 1 Model 2
95%CI

(Constant) -2.56 (0.07) -3.10 (0.85) Lower Upper -3.45 (2.35) 1.96 (0.66) Lower Upper

Ethnicity

African American 1.40 0.83 1.89 2.80 -0.56 -0.27 0.66 0.89

(242.12) (69.73) (60.81) (11.48)

[4.05]c [2.30]c [0.57]c [0.77]b

Hispanic 0.84 0.54 1.36 2.18 -0.30 -0.90 0.76 1.09

(57.94) (20.22) (11.73) (1.03)

[2.30]c [1.72]c [0.74]b [0.91]

Ages 0.02 0.99 1.06 -0.01 0.96 1.02

(1.49) (0.37)

[1.02] [0.99]

Gender (male) -0.53 0.50 0.70 0.53 1.19 1.94

(39.12) (62.83)

[0.59]c [1.70]c

Education (non-higher education) 1.34 3.02 4.82 -0.76 0.40 0.55

(126.70) (92.81)

[3.82]c [0.47]c

Residence (urban) -0.35 0.57 0.87 -0.02 0.83 1.15

(10.62) (0.07)

[0.71]b [0.98]

Marital status (marriage) -2.01 0.11 0.17 0.58 1.56 2.05

(348.81) (70.44)

[0.13]c [1.79]c

aP < 0.05.
bP < 0.01.
cP < 0.001.
CI: Confidence intervals.

between job satisfaction and self-esteem.
In terms of income-related factors, findings among African Americans and Hispanics are consistent with previous 

research indicating lower levels of economic well-being across racial/ethnic minority populations[23,24], with results 
showing higher rates of unemployment and poverty in these groups. However, although they are less likely to be 
employed compared to non-Hispanic Whites, the findings from this study provide evidence that African Americans are 
more protected by fringe benefits compared to non-Hispanic Whites once they are employed.

While there are no studies that focus specifically on racial/ethnic disparities using a comprehensive measure of fringe 
benefits, previous work has shown that minorities are less likely to have employer-sponsored health plans[44], a form of 
fringe benefits. In addition, African Americans and Hispanics are less likely than non-Hispanic Whites to have health 
insurance, and uninsured minorities tend not to buy private insurance compared with uninsured non-Hispanic Whites. 
Our study adds to this literature by showing that, with a more comprehensive measure of fringe benefits, African 
Americans report higher fringe benefits than non-Hispanic Whites. As African Americans are more likely to have lower 
SES compared with non-Hispanic Whites, they may actively seek out jobs that provide employer-based benefits in order 
to supplement a lack of access to health insurance. These efforts may be related to the findings that they received more 
fringe benefits than non-Hispanic Whites, who may seek fringe benefits less often due to higher income. In other words, 
fringe benefits may play a role as an alternative to social insurance or social safety nets by covering some parts of social 
benefits.
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Table 4 Regression results of unstandardized coefficients, (standard error), and [standardized coefficients] predicting self-esteem

Self-esteem
Variables

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

(Constant) 23.78 (0.09) 24.54 (1.23) 21.37 (1.26) 20.16 (1.30)

Ethnicity

African American 0.27 0.67 0.70 3.02

(0.14) (0.15) (0.15) (0.74)

[0.03]a [0.07]d [0.08]d [0.33]d

Hispanic -0.35 -0.05 -0.10 1.70

(0.17) (0.17) (0.17) (0.92)

[-0.03]b [-0.01] [-0.01] [0.16]a

Ages -0.02 -0.02 -0.02

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

[-0.01] [-0.01] [-0.01]

Gender (male) 0.26 0.27 0.29

(0.12) (0.12) (0.12)

[0.03]b [0.03]b [0.04]b

Education (non-higher education) -1.43 -1.21 -1.19

(0.13) (0.13) (0.13)

[-0.16]d [-0.14]d [-0.14]d

Residence (urban) 0.10 0.05 0.02

(0.15) (0.15) (0.15)

[0.01] [0.00] [0.00]

Marital status (marriage) 0.72 0.45 0.42

(0.13) (0.13) (0.14)

[0.08]d [0.05]c [0.05]c

Economic well-being

Fringe benefits 0.07 0.07

(0.02) (0.02)

[0.06]d [0.06]d

Job satisfaction 0.77 1.10

(0.09) (0.13)

[0.12]d [0.17]d

Poverty -1.25 -1.23

(0.24) (0.24)

[-0.08]d [-0.08]d

Employment 0.56 0.57

(0.23) (0.23)

[0.04]b [0.04]b

Fringe benefits X, African American 0.13

(0.07)

[0.05]a

Fringe benefits X, Hispanic -0.14
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(0.09)

[-0.05]

Job satisfaction X, African American -0.81

(0.21)

[-0.30]d

Job satisfaction X, Hispanic -0.40

(0.26)

[-0.13]

aP < 0.10.
bP < 0.05.
cP < 0.01.
dP < 0.001.

Figure 1 Effects of job satisfaction and race/ethnicity on self-esteem.

Hispanics may be likely to commit to their workplace compared to their counterparts due to greater levels of job 
satisfaction. Furthermore, as minorities with greater job satisfaction may be more productive in the workplace, their work 
may result in greater performance and contribute to a more productive society. In other words, impacts of employment 
may be much more extensive in Hispanics. As such, increasing levels of job satisfaction is important to improve the 
quality of minorities’ lives while also building a productive workplace.

In terms of self-esteem, consistent with prior studies that African Americans reported greater levels of self-esteem[5,
10], this study also shows African Americans reporting higher self-esteem. This result provides further evidence that 
racial/ethnic differences in self-esteem have continued from adolescence to adulthood. Previous research has mainly 
addressed self-esteem among adolescents rather than adults[2,3,5]. However, given that adulthood is another stage of life 
entering into new environments and tasks, self-esteem is still important in understanding adulthood as self-esteem 
influences individuals’ success or performance[2]. In particular, as most individuals are employed when they become 
adults, it is necessary to examine how economic factors influence their self-esteem. On the other hand, this study 
demonstrates the associations between economic factors and self-esteem among adults. Consistent with previous studies
[30,31], findings indicate that unemployed individuals and those in poverty are more likely to have poor self-esteem. In 
addition, those who received more fringe benefits and are more satisfied with their jobs are more likely to develop greater 
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levels of self-esteem. Given that little is known about the relationship between economic well-being, which is affected by 
factors such as job satisfaction and fringe benefits, and self-esteem, findings of the current study shed light on the 
importance of examining economic factors other than just poverty or employment, which were the primary focus of 
earlier research. In particular, because we found that individuals with higher job satisfaction and greater support from 
their workplace have better self-esteem, and workers with greater self-esteem are more likely to perform better work, 
employers should be encouraged to create a positive environment in the workplace and expand the benefits they offer to 
employees.

CONCLUSION
Findings from this study reveal that African Americans moderate the relationships between job satisfaction and self-
esteem. Job satisfaction among African Americans had less of an effect on increasing self-esteem, whereas job satisfaction 
had a great impact on increasing levels of self-esteem among non-Hispanic Whites. Generally, greater numbers of non-
Hispanic Whites already meet their basic needs through sufficient income than African Americans, and, as such, they do 
not need to receive benefits to maintain their daily lives because their physiological needs are more satisfied than those of 
African Americans. Consequently, satisfactory outcomes or feelings of happiness from the workplace may be more 
important to them, while African Americans may seek out tangible benefits rather than personal satisfaction with their 
jobs. For these reasons, fringe benefits have a greater effect on the self-esteem of African Americans, while job satisfaction 
has a greater effect on the self-esteem of non-Hispanic Whites. These findings offer further evidence that employment-
based benefits are critical to increase levels of self-esteem for African Americans who have entered into labor markets and 
job satisfaction is more important for non-Hispanic Whites’ self-esteem in adulthood.

Although the current study provides important information on the relationships between economic well-being and 
self-esteem in the context of race/ethnicity, the findings from this study should be interpreted in the context of 
limitations. The proposed study was conducted by ordinary linear regression and logistic regression even though the 
NLSY79 measured self-esteem throughout three separate waves for a longitudinal study: 1980, 1987, and 2006. Given that 
few respondents might be employed in the labor market before their early 20s, it is not reasonable to consider economic 
well-being factors in 1980 and 1987. However, given that it is limited to capturing the complexity of the relationship 
between economic well-being and self-esteem, further study should use longitudinal data set to identify the cumulative 
effects of economic well-being on self-esteem during adulthood as well as to examine the causal relationships. While the 
current study includes new factors of economic well-being, such as job satisfaction and fringe benefits, it is necessary to 
include additional factors, such as welfare benefits, in order to explore different effects of employment-based benefits and 
government support. Furthermore, the current study indicated that other socio-demographics were related to self-esteem. 
Although the main focus of this study identified racial and ethnic disparities in the association between economic well-
being and self-esteem, we suggest that future studies may show a benefit from a deeper exploration of how other factors 
interact with economic well-being and self-esteem.

ARTICLE HIGHLIGHTS
Research background
Little attention has been given to examining whether other aspects of economic well-being may impact self-esteem during 
adulthood. Given differences in levels of self-esteem and economic well-being across racial/ethnic groups, it is necessary 
to identify how race/ethnicity may moderate the relationship between economic well-being and self-esteem.

Research motivation
Little is known about how aspects of economic well-being beyond standard measures of socioeconomic status (e.g., 
poverty and employment), such as job satisfaction and fringe benefits, influence self-esteem; the majority of this work has 
focused primarily on the influence of economic well-being on self-esteem in adolescence or childhood rather than 
adulthood.

Research objectives
This study aims to explore the relationships between economic well-being (employment, poverty, fringe benefits, and job 
satisfaction) and self-esteem, and investigate the moderating effects of race/ethnicity on the association between 
economic well-being and self-esteem.

Research methods
Using secondary data, ordinary linear regression analyses and logistic regression analyses were conducted.

Research results
African Americans and Hispanics were more likely to be in poverty in comparison with non-Hispanic Whites. More 
African Americans were unemployed than Whites. Those who received fringe benefits, were more satisfied with jobs, and 
those who were employed were more likely to have higher levels of self-esteem. Poverty was negatively associated with 
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self-esteem. Interaction effects were found between African Americans and job satisfaction predicting self-esteem.

Research conclusions
Satisfactory outcomes or feelings of happiness from the workplace may be more important to Non-Hispanic Whites, 
while African Americans may seek out tangible benefits rather than personal satisfaction with their jobs. Employment-
based benefits are critical to increase levels of self-esteem for African Americans who have entered into labor markets and 
job satisfaction is more important for non-Hispanic Whites’ self-esteem in adulthood.

Research perspectives
We suggest that future studies may show a benefit from a deeper exploration of how other factors interact with economic 
well-being and self-esteem, and that the use of a longitudinal data set could identify the cumulative effects of economic 
well-being on self-esteem during adulthood as well as the causal relationships.
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