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A wide range of theoretical and empirical treatments link parental
background to educational and occupational outcomes for children.
Comparatively few studies have examined these e�ects in concert with
the related social psychological dynamics of self-esteem and locus of
control. Our multivariate examination of 1,927 respondents shows that
net of traditionally employed regressors such as parental education and
occupation, self-esteem and locus of control materially a�ect
respondents’ educational and occupational attainments. The article con-
cludes with a discussion of the importance of self-esteem and locus of
control as social psychological facilitants to status attainment and iden-
ti�es directions for future research.

It is widely recognized that social origins in�uence an individ-
ual’s educational attainment, occupational attainment, and
earnings (Nelson and Mathia 1995; Sewell and Hauser 1975; Blau
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and Duncan 1967; Featherman and Hauser 1978). Although
research has focused on how individuals from di�erent social
backgrounds di�er in their eventual attainments, it has ignored
a range of arguably crucial social psychological antecedents (for
exceptions, see Sewell and Hauser 1975; K. Wilson and Portes
1975; Featherman and Hauser 1978; Looker and Pineo 1983; for
theoretical work, see Kerckho� 1989).

The current study examines two social psychological
dynamics that plausibly serve in the status-attainment
process—self-esteem and locus of control. The impact of these
determinants on education and occupation are assessed net of
the impact of parents’ education and occupation as well as of
other variables, such as individual ability, race, and gender.

THE STATUS-ATTAINMENT APPROACH TO
MOBILITY

The manner in which each new generation enters the
ongoing occupational structure constitutes a major problematic
of long-standing interest to sociologists (Kerbo 1991; Looker and
Pineo 1983). Within this ongoing process, education plays an
important role both in promoting achievement and in producing
class inequalities in the intergenerational transmission of social
status (e.g., Boudon 1974; Bourdieu and Passeron 1977).
Although functionalists (Parsons 1959; Moore 1969) and con�ict-
oriented theorists (Bowles and Gintis 1976; Bowles 1977; Gintis
1971) have sharply disagreed on precisely how the institution of
schooling promotes such career preparation, they have both
emphasized strong linkages between society’s systems of educa-
tional and occupational strati�cation (Griffin and Alexander
1978).

The original Blau–Duncan (Blau and Duncan 1967) model
inspired a number of subsequent studies on these status-
attainment dynamics. Earlier research predominantly focused on
predicting educational and occupational attainment with par-
ental background and social psychological variables, such as sig-
ni�cant others’ encouragement (parents and teachers), peers’
plans, mental ability, and son’s educational and occupational
aspirations (e.g. Featherman 1971; Kelley 1973; Sewell and



Locus of Control, Self-Esteem, and Status Attainment 283

Hauser 1975; Featherman and Hauser 1978; for a reanalysis, see
Jencks et al. 1972). Much of the more recent literature in this
tradition has again demonstrated the importance of social
psychological variables, as well a factors such as ability (e.g.,
Otto and Haller 1979; Looker and Pineo 1983; Kerckho� 1989). 1

However, attainment antecedents such as self-esteem
(Rosenberg 1979) and locus of control (Rotter 1966) remain as
plausibly important but underexamined contributors in the
quantitative literature. We provide a review of these latter theo-
retical and empirical linkages before our quantitative test of
them.

SELF-ESTEEM

It is widely recognized that a person’s socioeconomic status,
including his or her educational and occupational attainments,
greatly a�ects the self-concept in general and self-esteem in
particular (Rosenberg and Pearlin 1978). As both socioeconomic
status and achievement represent, among other things, di�eren-
tial prestige, respect, possessions, and power in society, it is
arguable that they additionally play an important role in shaping
the individual’s views of self and appropriate career aspirations
(Rosenberg and Pearlin 1978).

As an illustration, consider that Rosenberg (1979) posited four
principles of self-concept formation: re�ected appraisals, social
comparisons, self-attribution, and psychological centrality. The
�rst two principles—re�ected appraisals and social
comparisons—are more conspicuously social in the sense that
individuals sees themselves from the point of view of other
people or compare themselves to referent others or reference

1 Discussions of intellectual ability and socioeconomic status are often presented in the
context of the nature–nurture debate. In this debate, some authors (Jensen 1969; Bereiter 1969;
Gottesman 1968; Hernstein, 1973; Eysenck 1973; Hernstein and Murray 1994) have stressed the
importance of biological di�erences between children of di�erent social groups, whereas others
have stressed the importance of family environment (Kagan 1969; Hunt 1969; Jencks et al. 1972).
The crucial distinction is actually not between heredity and environment but between individual
and structural explanations for social inequality (Schi� and Lewontin 1986). The question of its
origin aside, individual ability is nonetheless is powerful predictor of attainment (Sewell and
Hauser 1975). The current study, although not directly addressing the origin of individual aca-
demic ability (e.g., IQ), controls for ability in its analysis of the status-attainment process.
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groups on the basis of social divisions, such as social class. The
latter two—self-attribution and psychological centrality—appear
more purely psychological, albeit in�uenced by social forces
(Rosenberg 1979). All four principles are posited to a�ect the
status-attainment process in a similar way, just as race, gender,
age, and social class are thought to be related to the formation
of the self-concept.

LOCUS OF CONTROL

Rotter (1954; Rotter, Chance, and Phares 1972) suggested that
people generally identify either an internal or external locus of
control in their lives. Those with an internal locus of control
tend to believe in their own ability to control events, whereas
people with an external locus of control believe other people or
events determine their own circumstances.

Related research by Kohn and his colleagues (Kohn and
Schooler 1983; Kohn 1959; Pearlin and Kohn 1966) has provided
evidence that couples socialization to such locus-of-control
dynamics. They identi�ed a distinct di�erence in child-rearing
patterns between middle-class and working-class parents. There
is a higher valuation of self-direction by middle-class parents, as
contrasted with conformity to externally imposed values by
working-class parents. The essential di�erence is that self-
direction focuses on internal standards of direction for behavior,
whereas conformity focuses on externally imposed conditions.
Thus, parents of lower status children value obedience, neat-
ness, and honesty in their children, and higher status parents
emphasize curiosity, self-control, and happiness (Bowles and
Gintis 1972). This di�erence, as elaborated by Kohn and Schooler
(1983), is probably the most robust, status-related psychological
di�erence researchers have isolated.

Research on the relationship between internal and external
locus of control and achievement motivation has provided
further evidence of stronger motivation for those with an inter-
nal locus of control (Franklin 1963; Efran 1963; Rotter and Mulry
1965). For instance, early studies by Gore and Rotter (1963),
Franklin (1963), Battle and Rotter (1963), and Lefcourt and Ladwig
(1965) have reported signi�cant relationships between higher
socioeconomic status and internal locus of control on the one
hand and lower socioeconomic status and external locus of
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control on the other. These relationships hold, even when con-
trolling for demographic factors such as race (Rotter 1966).

Contemporary and long-standing evidence shows that inter-
nal locus of control is also associated with higher self-
motivation, superior academic performance, higher social
maturity, and greater independence (Nelson and Mathia 1995;
Nowicki and Strickland 1973). These �ndings are supported by
Gurin et al. (1969), who reported that individuals with an exter-
nal locus of control received poorer grades than those with
internal locus of control. Nelson and Mathia (1995) also found
that internal locus of control is positively related to academic
achievement in college students. Other research has indicated
that people with an internal locus of control receive higher test
scores and attribute their success to internal factors rather than
fate, luck, or powerful others (Haas 1989; Kaiser 1975; Coleman
et al. 1966).

Research on the relationship between self-esteem and locus
of control has additionally determined that self-esteem is signi�-
cantly related to locus of control on the dimensions of control
ideology, system blame, and self-blame, suggesting that high
self-esteem is associated with internal locus of control (Abdallah
1989). Ickes and Layden (1978) reported similar relations between
attribution for outcome and self-esteem; individuals with high
self-esteem are more likely to attribute success to internal
causes, whereas people with low self-esteem generally attribute
positive outcomes to external causes (Abdallah 1989).

It is frequently assumed that lower status individuals neces-
sarily have lower standards of aspiration with regard to educa-
tional and occupational successes. Indeed, this is a central
premise of the ‘‘culture-of-poverty’’ thesis (Lewis 1959, 1965,
1966). Culture-of-poverty themes stress that the values of poor
people are di�erent from those of others and that their children
will remain like them, with such cycles repeated across gener-
ations (Moynihan 1966). A variety of counterarguments refute
this claim (see, e.g., Steinberg 1997; Liebow 1967; Valentine
1968; Ryan 1976; Berger et al. 1973; Billingsley 1968; Hill 1972,
1987), emphasizing that it only seeks to blame the victim of
poverty in a system that fails to take responsibility for the well-
being of its citizenry (Ryan 1976; Liebow 1967). It is contended
that poor families have goals and aspirations similar to others,
but they simply do not have access to the legitimate means to
achieve these goals (see also Merton 1957; Liebow 1967).2
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More generally, there are a range of theoretical, historical,
and quantitative treatments that emphasize social structure and
its pernicious e�ects on disadvantaged groups (see, e.g., Grimes
1991; Steinberg 1997). These e�ects operate not only in
opportunity structuring, but in its more individual psychological
products as well. Theoretical elaboration and empirical assess-
ment of the U.S. social structure and its far-reaching e�ects on
attainment is well beyond the scope of our current e�ort,
what is central for our present purpose is a careful di�erentia-
tion of the conventionally delineated socioeconomic and demo-
graphic determinants of strati�cation on the one hand and their
less extensively examined psychological concomitants on the
other.

It is important to point out that although there is a relation-
ship between position in the strati�cation system and views of
the self and the social world, these structural and psychological
factors are not isomorphic. Questions as to the proximal causes
of attainment still remain. For instance, do individuals from poor
backgrounds, who nonetheless have attitudes similar to those of
more affluent backgrounds, tend to have educational and career
trajectories closer to their origins or to their acquired psycho-
logical states ? In other words, what are the psychological e�ects
of such attitudes on attainment ?

Status-attainment research has allowed us to better under-
stand the relationship between social class and the achievement
process, but most treatments have not adequately examined
key social psychological variables. There are exceptions that par-

2 This interpretation further bears on racial issues, insofar as the economic circumstances of
African American families are compared with those of White families (Steinberg 1997). For
instance, Becker and Hills (1981) reported that African American youth tend more than White
youth to adopt an external locus of control. They showed that internal locus of control is
positively related to occupational achievement, concluding that this explains the occupational
achievement di�erences between White and African American youth. Their views contrast
sharply with interpretations o�ered in more current studies (e.g., White 1991; Johnson 1992).
Some studies (White 1991) have reported that the social psychological characteristics of African
Americans are similar to Whites, whereas others have identi�ed competing interpretations of
African American achievement orientation (Johnson 1992). Consider also that Tashakkori and
Thompson (1991) revealed that African Americans report a greater external locus of control, but
that these respondents also have greater expectations for their academic achievement than
White respondents.



Locus of Control, Self-Esteem, and Status Attainment 287

tially ameliorate this oversight (Sewell and Hauser 1975; Looker
and Pineo 1983), but a study addressing the central concepts of
self-esteem and locus of control as independent forces in this
process is required. These, along with ability, consequently are
examined in the current study.

STATE OF HYPOTHESES

We address the generic issues of interest by integrating dispa-
rate themes from the literature into a causal model that permits
assessment of the relative explanatory power of a range of
socioeconomic, demographic, and psychological variables. Net
of the traditionally postulated links between background vari-
ables and attainment, we test hypotheses that assert that (a)
self-esteem favorably a�ects educational attainment, (b) self-
esteem favorably a�ects occupational attainment, (c) internal
locus of control favorably a�ects educational attainment, and
(d) internal locus of control favorably a�ects occupational
attainment.

METHOD

Data Source

The data are from the National Longitudinal Study of the High
School Class of 1972 (NLS-72). Data were obtained from the
base year (1972), fourth follow-up (1979), and �fth follow-up
(1986).

Operationalization of Variables

Six conventionally employed background variables were used
in the analysis :

which was dummy-coded, with non-White 5 1.d Race,
of the higher attaining parent at respondents’ aged Occupation

18, which was recorded into eight occupational categories
(2 5 laborers and farmers, 3 5 operatives, 4 5 services,
5 5 clerical, 6 5 craftsman, 7 5 sales, 8 5 managers and
administrators, and 9 5 professionals and technicals), re�ec-
ting our use of standard U.S. Department of Labor classi-
�cations. Although these standard categories might have
been further re�ned or aggregated for analytical purposes,
there was no apparent reason for doing so given our main
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interest in self-esteem and locus-of-control e�ects instead of
the nuances of occupational and background e�ects.

of the higher attaining parent, was coded into totald Education
years of schooling completed.

education, which was coded the same as par-d Respondents’
ental education and used as a key control variable in the
occupational attainment model.

which was dummy coded with female 5 1.d Gender,
residence, which was coded as a dummy variabled Urban/rural

(urban 5 1), for the survey base year.

We also included variables related to aptitude, locus of
control, and self-esteem:

aptitude was restricted to two items. We used Stan-d Academic
dardized Aptitude Test (SAT) total scores (SAT verbal
scores 1 SAT quantitative scores) as proxy measures for apti-
tude. We were interested in treating the educational attain-
ments of those planning to attend college, and we reasoned
that those who are so motivated would be more likely to take
the SAT exam. We recognized that our aptitude measure
re�ects ‘‘aptitude’’ within the U.S. cultural and economic con-
�guration and that it does not serve as a more monolithic
re�ection of transcultural intelligence.

of control consisted of four items taken from the Rotterd Locus
(1966) Locus of Control scale. The items have the highest
loadings on the Locus-of-Control factor and are displayed in
Appendix 1.

is based on four items taken from the Rosenbergd Self-esteem
(1979) Self-Esteem Scale. The items have the highest loadings
on the Self-Esteem factor and are presented in Appendix 1.

Our two outcome variables were (a) educational attainment as
of 1986, when the respondent was at age 32, which was coded
into years of schooling completed, and (b) occupational attain-
ment in 1986, when the respondent was at age 32, coded with
the same categories as parent’s occupation.

With the use of pairwise deletion procedures for missing data
problems, 1,927 respondents were identi�ed. For discussion of
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case attrition in longitudinal studies such as ours, see Richards
and Gottfredson (1983).3

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

We performed multiple regression analyses examining the
e�ects of structural and social psychological variables on occu-
pational and educational attainment. Table 1 provides the ordi-
nary least squares estimates for models of occupational and
educational attainment at age 32. Bivariate associations are
reproduced in Appendix 2 for the reader’s inspection.

Although e�ects for race and gender on occupational attain-
ment are well established in the strati�cation literature (e.g. W. J.
Wilson 1980; Farley 1983; Landry 1987), our results showed race
and gender are unrelated to subsequent occupation. Education
was also seen as the chief source of occupational mobility for
people in general and for African Americans in particular, but
again the �ndings indicated no e�ects of parental education on
respondent occupation.

Nevertheless, parental education signi�cantly predicted
respondents’ educational attainment at age 32 (b 5 .119), and
parental occupation signi�cantly predicted both respondents’
educational (b 5 .074) and occupational attainments (b 5 .080).
Respondents’ education was also materially related to occupa-
tional attainment, as was urban residency. All these latter �nd-
ings are fully in keeping with accumulated knowledge from the
broader status-attainment literature. Indeed, a number of
authors more closely speci�ed the causal steps in the generic
process we identify (e.g., Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Bowles
and Gintis 1976).

3 Our purpose in this research endeavor is to ascertain the generic importance of self-
esteem and locus of control to education and occupational attainments. We do not theorize
about or test more group-speci�c relationships that might properly be the subject of subsequent
studies. Yet, we note that our preliminary examination of relationships between attainment and
the self-esteem and locus-of-control variables did not show substantial group di�erences based
on race or gender. We note as well that as a necessary adjunct to our preliminary analyses we
conducted a series of diagnostics to detect estimation problems, such as distributional anom-
alies, multicollinearity, and heteroscedasticity. No such technical problems were diagnosed. We
also initiated LISREL modeling of the postulated relationships to disaggregate direct from indirect
e�ects ; however, the important relationships we wish to highlight are captured in the regression
results reported herein. The results we o�er here are in keeping in the principle of parsimony, by
presenting the clearest and least complex set of �ndings, which at the same time are simulta-
neously analytically defensible.



290 L. Wang et al.

TABLE 1 Standardized Regression Coefficients for E�ects of
Structural and Social Psychological Variables on Occupation
and Educational Attainment, Self-Esteem, and Locus of Control
at Age 32

Educational Occupational
Variable Attainment Attainment

Parent education .119*** .022
(5.140) (.987)

Parent occupation .074** .080**
(3.173) (3.556)

Gender (1 5 female) 2 .036 .036
( 2 1.767) (1.813)

Race (1-non-White) 2 .027 .025
( 2 1.200) (1.157)

Urban/rural .033 .052*
(1.572) (2.567)

Aptitude .309*** .052*
(13.811) (2.296)

Self-esteem (age 25) .068** .060*
(3.236) (2.940)

Locus of control (age 25) .135*** .097***
(6.246) (4.575)

Educational attainment (age 32) .392***
(17.781)

F 62.33*** 74.690***
R2 .206 .260
N 1927 1927

Notes. t ratios in parentheses.
* p , .05. ** p , .01. *** p , .001.

Not surprisingly, aptitude is a comparatively strong predictor
of education (b 5 .309). It favorably in�uences occupational
attainment, too, although showing less relative explanatory
power than does educational attainment itself.

In line with their anticipated performance in the theoretical
literature, both self-esteem and locus of control a�ect the
attainment variables. It is important to recall these e�ects are
net of the causal impacts of the other well-established predictor
variables. Hypotheses 1–4 derived above, concerning the prob-
able e�ects of esteem and control locus on attainments, are
thus con�rmed through estimation of the regression models.
Further, locus of control exerts e�ects on both education (.135)
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and occupation (.097) that are relatively greater than those of
self-esteem (.068 and .060, respectively). These di�erences are far
from enormous, but, nevertheless, the di�erential importance of
these two antecedents to attainment warrants future research
attention.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The attainment-related roles of self-esteem and locus of
control are quite suggestive when coupled with the impacts of
the parental background variables. Although parent’s social
standing and respondent’s psychological pro�le jointly a�ect
attainments, there is no necessary coupling between these
attainment antecedents. One prior interpretation is that a ten-
dency toward internal or external locus of control may be
re�ected in background-related values, attitudes, and actions
modeled by parents and viewed day to day by children at
home. In turn, these consequences of parental modeling a�ect a
child’s educational and occupational decisions and his or her
ultimate career destination (Looker and Pineo 1983; Kohn 1969;
Kohn and Schooler 1983). But our �ndings underscore the fact
that background, locus of control, and ego esteem independent-
ly a�ect attainments. Background is virtually unrelated to the
two psychological antecedents to attainment (see Appendix 2,
bivariate associations). This questions components of the inter-
generational transmission hypothesis as well as culture-of-
poverty themes. It may be that the values that a�ect attainment
are transmitted across generations in consistent and class-
related ways, but speci�c feelings about self-worth and control
of the environment speci�cally are values that do not follow this
process.

To be sure, the components of parental socioeconomic status
are still signi�cant antecedents to achievement, suggesting that
the provision of tangible resources by families is a central moti-
vator of their sons’ and daughters’ attainments. However, the
trivial correspondence between background and locus of
control and self-esteem, when coupled with the latter’s key role
in attainments’ processes, reveals a pressing need in subsequent
research to identify alternative explanations for the low self-
esteem and external locus of control that limit human attainment.
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As an illustration, consider that our �ndings show no impact
on race (or gender) on attainment outcomes net of the other
causal factors modeled. Yet we know attainment consequences
di�er for Blacks and Whites and for men and women. We know,
too, that past research has suggested that locus of control
among African Americans hinges on objective conditions in the
labor market as well as the U.S. social structure generally, but
that it also depends on factors such as perceived market condi-
tions. When these perceptions are negative as a result of objec-
tive conditions and/or communicated misperceptions of them,
then there is a tendency toward adoption of external locus-of-
control pro�les. These undoubtedly culminate in pernicious
attainment outcomes with respect to unemployment (see
Becker and Hills 1981). Although direct race and gender e�ects
on attainment may be null or small net of other factors
modeled, it remains true that unmodeled dynamics such as
these certainly have an impact on attainment and should be the
subject of future research e�orts.

It is in this vein that we advocate the future examination of
relationships between locus of control, self-esteem, and other
social psychological factors, including signi�cant others’ in�u-
ence and personal aspirations. A pro�table line of investigation
would be the identi�cation of interactions among these
dynamics as they a�ect achievement. Status attainment surely is
the product of both the socialization processes in institutions
external to the family and the macro-level allocation processes
that provide di�erential opportunities for some relative to others
(Kozol 1991). Thus, future research might, for instance, also
expressly address the interface between political economy,
including strati�cation and labor market conditions (see, e.g.,
Grimes, 1991), and social psychological factors (see also Kohn
and Schooler 1983; Burns 1992).

Finally, we think it is important to highlight a companion
interpretation of some of our �ndings that is suggestive of
further research directions. Empirical relationships between self-
esteem or locus of control and attainment may to an unknown
degree also re�ect what some attributions psychologists refer to
as the self-serving attribution bias (Zuckerman 1979). It is argued
that people accept greater responsibility for positive outcomes
than for negative ones, although situational dynamics and other
characteristics of personality may more greatly alter such
attributional biases (see, e.g., Arkin, Cooper, and Kolditz 1980;
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Sweeney, Anderson, and Bailey 1986). Research e�orts such as
ours are not designed to judge the explanatory power of this
more psychological approach to the sociological dynamics we
investigate. Nevertheless, empirical examination of such themes
might greatly enhance the literature that forms the point of
departure for our study.
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APPENDIX 1

A. Locus-of-Control Items

Good luck is more important than hard work for success
Every time I try to get ahead, something or somebody stops

me.
Planning only makes a person unhappy since plans hardly

ever work out anyway.
People who accept their condition in life are happier than

those who try to change things.
B. Self-Esteem Items

I take a positive attitude toward myself.
I feel I am a person of worth, on an equal plane with others.
I am able to do things as well as most other people.
On the whole, I’m satis�ed with myself.

All items were originally coded on scales ranging from agree
strongly (1) and agree (2) through disagree (3) and disagree
strongly (4).
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Score on the Locus-of-Control scale corresponds with an
interval locus of control; Self-esteem items were reversed so
that a high score on the Self-Esteem Scale would correspond
with high self-esteem.
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