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In an investigation of sex differences in adaptation to college, real and ideal
self-concept and symptoms of depression were studied longitudinally in a
sample of 287 students. Survey data were collected at a summer orientation
and one semester into freshman year. No sex differences in self-concept were
found before college, but males' real self-concept became more positive over
the transition. Females were more depressed than males at both times, although
depressive symptom scores increased in both sexes. Real self-concept scores
were negatively correlated with depressive symptoms in both sexes at both times,
while the discrepancy between real and ideal self-concepts was positively
correlated with depressive symptoms among females before college and in both
sexes midway through freshman year. A one-year follow-up revealed that
females' real self-concept scores increased to match those of males by
mid-sophomore year. These sex differences are discussed in relation to
psychological development during adolescence.
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INTRODUCTION

Erik Erikson (1968) called the adolescent task of identity formation a
"crisis" because physiological, cognitive, and social changes coincide at the
point when the adolescent begins to make important life decisions. This
"crisis," while fueling new growth and awareness, also brings vulnerability
at a time when focus on the self is at its developmental height. While there
has been much research on adolescent self-esteem, findings are inconsis-
tent, sometimes revealing major change but often showing that self-esteem
is fairly stable or that whatever instability exists occurs early and is tem-
porary. Furthermore, when sex differences surface in these studies, males
consistently demonstrate higher levels of self-esteem than females. What
is lacking in the research, however, is a specific focus on changes in self-
concept and well-being during life transitions, times that are especially
likely to be characterized by flux.

Repeated assessment of self-perceptions during a single, major life
transition during adolescence may reveal temporary fluctuations that are
not apparent in broad longitudinal studies. This study explores an impor-
tant time in the development of many late adolescents: the transition to
college. College is a time when setting goals for the future and forming
an "ideal self" are key developmental tasks, when adolescents leave familiar
people and settings and adjust to new ones, and when changes in well-being
and perceptions of self may be expected. This study focuses on changes in
the real and ideal self-concepts of young men and women as they make
the transition to college and the implications of these changes for students'
psychosocial adjustment, as indicated by their experience of symptoms of
depression. What are the patterns of change, and are they different for
women and men?

Definition of Self-Concept

The construct of self-concept, as defined by some researchers (see
Cantor et al., 1987), includes the "real self" (one's idea of what one really
is), the "ideal self" (a realistic image of what one would like to be), and
the discrepancy between the two. Self-concept discrepancy, then, is where
one stands (real self) in relation to where one would like to be (ideal self).
It has been suggested both that this discrepancy can motivate self-improve-
ment (to reduce the gap between real and ideal self) and that it can cause
sadness or disappointment (Higgins, 1987). In fact, a large discrepancy be-
tween real and ideal self-concepts has been linked to depression among
college students (Blatt et al., 1976; Higgins et al., 1985). Studies such as
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these are important in that they go beyond traditional attempts to correlate
global self-esteem and depression. However, they do not tell us which as-
pect of the self-concept (real, ideal, or discrepancy) has the strongest re-
lationship to depression. Is depressive affect during the college transition
associated with a drop in real self-concept, higher ideals in the face of new
opportunities, or both? It is necessary to examine all three components of
self-concept in relation to symptoms of depression in order to understand
their patterns of association. Furthermore, relationships may differ over
time or by sex, so that a longitudinal study examining males and females
separately, as they develop, becomes important.

Sex Differences and Changes in the Self-Concept During Adolescence

As Simmons (1987) argues, dramatic discontinuity in the environment
during adolescence can produce changes in both self-concept and psycho-
logical distress. A good deal of research supports her claim, but little of it
has examined sex differences in both real and ideal self-conceptions during
critical adolescent transition periods.

Early to Middle-Adolescence

Studies of self-esteem and well-being during the transition to junior
high school have found that boys tend to fare better than girls (e.g., Abra-
mowitz et al., 1984; Eccles et al., 1989; Eccles el al., 1993; Wigfield et al.,
1991; Hirsch and Rapkin, 1987; Simmons, 1987; Simmons et al., 1987). This
may be because girls mature earlier than boys and often experience the
junior high transition at the same time as the changes of puberty. In fact,
Simmons and her colleagues (1987) found that girls experience a drop in
self-esteem to the extent that they are experiencing a large number of con-
current changes. The number of "life-transition stressors" is higher for girls
than for boys at this time, contributing to girls' lower levels of self-esteem
(Simmons et al., 1987). Furthermore, a review of the literature by Simmons
(1987) showed that girls who experience multiple stressors in early adoles-
cence do not recover from these losses by mid-high school (see also Pe-
tersen et al., 1991).

In high school, others have found that girls experience a greater num-
ber of stressful life events than boys, although both sexes experience an
increase in these events from freshman to senior year (Groer et al., 1992).
However, studying the transition from junior high to high school, Barone
et al., (1991) found that girls had less difficulty than boys in adapting to
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the high school environment, as indicated by a smaller drop in GPA and
less difficulty with new social environment tasks after the transition. It may
be that this later transition coincides more with puberty for boys than for
girls. These findings suggest that adolescent transitions occurring at differ-
ent points in development may affect boys and girls differently.

Late Adolescence/College

Researchers studying the transition to college (Erwin, 1982) and
changes during college (Hood et al., 1986; Hesse-Biber and Marino, 1991)
have also found that men tend to fare better than women in terms of self-
image. During the transition in particular, females have been found to
adapt less quickly than males (Stewart et al., 1986) and experience more
stress and psychological disturbance than males (Fisher and Hood, 1988)
after entering college. Hesse-Biber and Marino (1991) have suggested that
this may be because women are more susceptible to psychological distur-
bance during the college transition.

Yet others (e.g., Loeb and Magee, 1992) report similar patterns of dis-
ruption and then rebound in self-perceptions in both sexes. Findings are
inconsistent, then, regarding whether women are more vulnerable than men
during the college transition, as they are during the junior high school tran-
sition, to significant changes in self-perception.

Self-Concept Discrepancy, Maturation, and Depression

Little of the work on changes in the self during adolescent transitions
has examined real and ideal selves and the discrepancy between them. Cog-
nitive developmentalists have noted that self-concept discrepancies typically
increase with age from childhood through adolescence and have suggested
that this is a result of the cognitive differentiation that comes with maturity
(Bybee and Zigler, 1991; Katz et al., 1975). Girls, who mature physically
earlier than boys, may also show earlier psychological maturation, as indi-
cated by greater self-concept discrepancies. Indeed, several researchers have
found that girls have wider discrepancies than boys between early adoles-
cence and early adulthood, either because girls had higher ideal self-con-
cepts (Schludermann and Schludermann, 1986) or because males had
gradually increasing real self-concepts, which narrowed their self-concept
discrepancies (Block and Robins, 1993). Females have also been found to
have wider self-concept discrepancies than males in several studies of college
students (Boggiano and Barrett, 1991; Higgins et al., 1985; O'Connor, 1978).
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But real-ideal discrepancy, although in part a product of cognitive
maturation, is not necessarily a sign of psychological adjustment. Bybee and
Zigler (1991) found that the cognitively more mature students in their sam-
ple (who also had the highest discrepancy scores) scored higher on a meas-
ure of guilt than did their less-developed counterparts. This guilt was
associated with a positive ideal self-image rather than with a negative real
self-image. Thus, it would seem that females' higher ideals, perhaps reflect-
ing the multiple "ideal" roles adult women must fulfill, including work and
family (Bardwick, 1971; Higgins et al., 1985) could contribute to more guilt
feelings. Bybee and Zigler (1991) note that guilt is associated with anxiety,
disappointment, and self-hatred (see also Blatt et al., 1976). Other re-
searchers have found self-concept discrepancies and depression to be cor-
related in college students (Higgins et al., 1985) and higher in college
women than men (Boggiano and Barrett, 1991).

It has been suggested that females have less healthy, or less adaptive,
forms of coping with stressors than do males, which may account for their
higher levels of depression. Specifically, females tend to attribute failures
to internal, stable, and global factors more often than do males (Boggiano
and Barrett, 1991). Furthermore, females use rumination as a form of cop-
ing whereas males distract themselves with activity to cope with stressful
events, which Nolen-Hoeksema (1990) suggests is a reason why women ex-
perience longer and more intense bouts with depression than do men. This
"maladaptive" coping style may stem from societal messages to females
about the kind of behavior that is favored; specifically, blaming oneself,
not making waves, and other forms of "internalizing" mechanisms, which
are more consistent with a female sex role, as opposed to males' tendency
to "externalize" by projection or turning against others, which is more con-
sistent with a male sex role (Petersen et al., 1991).

Thus, adolescent females' larger self-concept discrepancy scores could
be either a sign of psychological maturation, an indicator of their less healthy
self-images relative to males, or both. A direct examination of the correlations
over the college transition between depression and real and ideal self-concept
scores—not just discrepancy scores—would clarify this issue. If a develop-
mental process is at work, females may experience a widening gap between
their real and ideal selves earlier than males, but males should "catch up"
at the start of young adulthood as they reach cognitive maturity as well.

Sex Differences in Depression

Allgood-Merten et al. (1990) found that depression was correlated with
low self-esteem among ninth through twelfth graders, and that girls in all
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the grades reported more symptoms of depression and more recent stressful
events than boys. Yet, Nolen-Hoeksema (1990), in her review of the re-
search on depression, concluded that there were fewer findings of gender
differences in depression among college students than in any other age
range or than among noncollege youth the same age. Indeed, while Glad-
stone and Koenig (1994) found that females were more depressed than
males in a high school sample, this sex difference was not evident in a
separate college sample. Nolen-Hoeksema (1990) and Gladstone and
Koenig (1994) have suggested that this is due to college women's experi-
ence of more gender equality and fewer environmental stressors compared
to non-college women. As noted earlier, however, other studies suggest that
the college transition may be uniquely distressing to women, as least tem-
porarily (Fisher and Hood, 1988; Stewart et al., 1986). Moreover, Boggiano
and Barrett (1991) found that college females had both greater levels of
depressive symptomatology and greater real-ideal discrepancy scores than
males.

In summary, previous work suggests that self-concept discrepancy in-
creases with age and is linked to low self-esteem and high levels of depres-
sion, that depressive symptoms are more common among females than
males, and that females have higher self-concept discrepancy scores than
males. Based on such findings, we propose that, if women have more dis-
crepant self-concepts than men at the transition to college, whether for
maturational or other reasons, they may be more vulnerable to negative
changes in self-perception and increased depression at this time. Young
men may experience similar changes linked with maturation, but may ex-
perience them later and less dramatically.

Hypotheses

This study examines changes in self-concept and symptoms of depres-
sion experienced by women and men during the transition to college (de-
fined as the period beginning the summer after high school and ending
after the freshman year of college). Rather than assessing only global self-
esteem or only ideal-real discrepancy, however, we examine changes in the
real self, ideal self, and ideal-real discrepancy separately in order to gain
insight into which aspects of the self are most vulnerable to change during
this important developmental transition and which have the greatest impli-
cations for well-being. Unlike most studies of college adjustment, this one
assesses students before they entered college (Time 1, June orientation),
as well as one semester after their arrival (Time 2, January of freshman
year). Data gathered from a reduced sample of these students midway
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through their sophomore year (Time 3) are also analyzed to shed light on
the stability of any transitional changes observed. Seven hypotheses regard-
ing the Time 1 to Time 2 transition were derived from the literature.

H1: Time 1 Sex Differences

We hypothesize that males will enter college with more positive
(higher) real self scores than females (Block and Robins, 1993; Cairns et
al., 1990; Erwin, 1982). Girls will exhibit an earlier maturation of the self-
concept than boys, demonstrated by greater ideal-real self-concept discrep-
ancies at entrance to college (Boggiano and Barrett, 1991; Bybee and
Zigler, 1991; Higgins et al., 1985; O'Connor, 1978), largely due to their
having more positive (higher) ideal selves (Schludermann and Schluder-
mann, 1986).

H2: Changes in Males

An increase in males' ideal-real self-concept discrepancy from Time 1
to Time 2 will be characterized by a decrease in real self-concept (Boggiano
and Barrett, 1991; Eccles, 1987; Erwin, 1982) and an increase in ideal self-
concept. An increase in ideals when entering college may be associated
with rapid adaptation to the college environment (Stewart et al., 1986).

H3: Changes in Females

Women's ideal self-concepts are expected to drop after entering col-
lege, perhaps as they realize, through messages sent by society, that achiev-
ing their high ideals will be difficult (Beil, 1992), and this drop in females'
ideals will be accompanied by a drop in real self-concept (Boggiano and
Barrett, 1991; Eccles, 1987).

H4: Sex Differences in Changes

Based on the above, it is predicted that there will be a sex difference
in change in discrepancy scores from Time 1 to Time 2, due mainly to
males' experience of a more positive change in ideal self scores than fe-
males. Therefore, the change in males' discrepancy scores is predicted to
be larger than females'.
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H5: Sex Differences in Symptoms of Depression

Because of their greater ideal-real discrepancies (Boggiano and Bar-
rett,1991; Bybee and Zigler, 1991; O'Connor, 1978; Schludermann and
Schludermann, 1986) and vulnerability during school transitions (Eccles et
al., 1989; Hesse-Biber and Marino, 1991; Simmons et al., 1987), females
are expected to be more depressed than males prior to college entrance
(Time 1) and especially following it (Time 2).

H6: Correlations of Self-Concept Scores and Symptoms of Depression

Those students whose self-concept discrepancy scores are large are hy-
pothesized to show the most symptoms of depression at each point of meas-
urement, stemming from dissatisfaction with thei r actual selves in
comparison to their aspirations (Garg, 1992; Higgins et al., 1985). Since
low self-esteem and depression are related (e.g., Allgood-Merten et al.,
1990; Rosenberg, 1986), it is expected that real self-concept will be nega-
tively correlated with symptoms of depression. Ideal self-concept, on the
other hand, will be positively correlated with depressive symptoms, since
the more out of reach goals are, the more likely one is to blame oneself
for not living up to them (Bybee and Zigler, 1991).

H7: Sex Differences in Self-Concept/Depression Correlations

Based on evidence that self-perceptions may be more closely linked
to well-being in females than in males, correlations between real self-con-
cept and symptoms of depression and between self-concept discrepancy and
symptoms depression are expected to be stronger for females (Boggiano
and Barrett, 1991; Hesse-Biber and Marino, 1991). This could also be ac-
counted for because of a greater variance among the females.

METHOD

Participants

This study analyzes the responses to a repeated survey of 287 students
(128 males and 159 females) from the class of 1996 at a private, urban
university on the East coast. Students' years of birth ranged from 1969 to
1975, and the average age at the time entrance to college in the summer
of 1992 was 18.25. The majority of the participants (73%) were Caucasian,
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14% were Asian, 5% were African American, and 8% were of other ethnic
backgrounds. Their parents were generally well educated and wealthy, with
25.4% of mothers and 40.2% of fathers having received a graduate or pro-
fessional school degree. Only 12% of families had incomes less than
$25,000 per year, 42.7% had incomes of $25,000-$75,000 per year, and fully
54.3% had incomes over $75,000 per year. However, these figures were all
self-reported by the students and must be interpreted cautiously.

Survey and Measures

A questionnaire was completed at each of two points during the col-
lege transition: at a June orientation, almost 3 months prior to students'
enrollment in college (Time 1) and seven months later, in January of the
students' freshman year in college (Time 2). We assume that the period of
transition to college begins around the end of the senior of high school
and ends somewhere during or after the freshman year of college. Our
Time 1 and Time 2 administrations roughly span this transition period.

Sherwood Self-Identity Questionnaire

The entire survey, in which the scales used in this study were embed-
ded, was originally meant as a general survey of the class of 1996 when
they entered the university. The university researchers who adapted the
scales did so in order to keep the entire survey to a reasonable length.
Two scales from the survey are the focus of this study. The first scale meas-
ures real and ideal self-concept and was adapted from Sherwood's (1965)
26-item scale. Seven semantic-differential items were used: academically
outstanding vs. academically poor, emotionally healthy vs. emotionally un-
healthy, display strong leadership ability vs. lack leadership ability, popular
with same sex vs. unpopular with same sex, popular with opposite sex vs.
unpopular with opposite sex, intellectually self-confident vs. lack intellectual
self-confidence, and socially self-confident vs. lack social self-confidence.
These items were thought to be the most important issues from the Sher-
wood scale for assessing self-concept in a university-wide survey because
they tap issues of importance to incoming college students.

On both the Time 1 and Time 2 questionnaires, students were given
a 1-7 scale between each adjective pair with the following instructions:
"Rate yourself on each of the following traits as compared with the average
person your age." The Time 1 questionnaire subsequently read: "Please
make both an X indicating your present picture of yourself and an O for
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your aspired picture of yourself." The Time 2 questionnaire read: "Please
make an X indicating your present picture of yourself," and on the next
page, preceding a separate but identical set of items, "Please make an X
indicating your ideal picture of yourself." That is, the real and ideal scales
were separated on the Time 2 questionnaire, while they were marked on
the same scale on the Time 1 questionnaire. The scales were separated at
the second administration because many students did not read the instruc-
tions carefully at Time 1 and marked only their real selves (these students'
surveys were not used). This slight change in the survey at Time 2 was
made for ease of interpretation by the students and therefore eliminated
possible missing or incorrect data. The final sample used in this study con-
tained only those students who marked their surveys correctly at both sur-
vey administrations. We acknowledge that the different formats at Time 1
and Time 2 is a weakness of this study.

Real and ideal self scores were each averaged across the seven items
in the scales, so that each participant had one overall real self score and
one overall ideal self score. These scores could range from 1 to 7. High
scores indicate a more positive self-concept while low scores indicate a
more negative self-concept. The difference between real and ideal scores
was calculated by subtracting real from ideal for each item and then aver-
aging these differences to form an overall ideal-real discrepancy score that
could range from 0 to 6. Larger discrepancy scores indicate a greater dis-
satisfaction with self. Coefficient alphas were acceptable: .79 for real self,
.90 for ideal self, and .87 for the discrepancy between real and ideal selves
at Time 1, and .84 for real self, .92 for ideal self, and .86 for the discrepancy
at Time 2.

Beck Depression Inventory

The depression scale is an adaptation of the Beck Depression Inven-
tory (BDI; Beck, 1967), which taps both affective and physiological symp-
toms of depression. The original scale is composed of 21 items and has
been shown to be reliable and valid for use with college students (Beck,
1967; Bumberry et al., 1978, cited in Handal et al., 1987). It was necessary
to reduce the BDI in order to keep the longer freshman survey a to a
reasonable length. Eight of the original items were used in the present
study—those concerning sadness, pessimism, self-accusations, suicidal ten-
dencies, crying, insomnia, fatigue, and anorexia—and items concerning
loneliness and heaviness of limbs were added to yield a ten-item scale.
These items were thought to be the most salient symptoms of depression
from the original BDI and were deemed by the researchers to be sufficient
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for the purpose of being included as a measure of well-being in the fresh-
man survey. Students used a 7-point scale to indicate how much they were
affected by each symptom in the last two weeks. Item scores were averaged
to form a total score ranging from 1 (not depressed) to 7 (very depressed).
This reduced BDI scale was reliable, with an alpha of .85 at Time 1 and
.87 at Time 2. However, since the items tap only symptoms of depression
it must be kept in mind that there is no basis for inferring clinical depres-
sion from scores on this scale.

Procedure

The first questionnaire was administered in June 1992, during an ori-
entation at the University prior to the students' freshman year (Time 1);
fewer than 25% of admitted students were not able attend the orientation,
which required a separate trip to campus early in the summer; these stu-
dents were given the questionnaires when they arrived on campus in the
week before classes began. The second questionnaire was completed in
freshman English classes during the students' second semester, approxi-
mately seven months later (Time 2). Although efforts were made to ensure
that each of the 1203 members of the class of 1996 completed surveys, we
were only able to collect data for 941 students (79%) at Time 1 and 633
students (53% of class; 67% of the original sample) at Time 2. Further-
more, there were many students who failed to complete all of the survey
items, failed to complete them correctly, or failed to return the surveys.
The final sample included only students for whom we had complete data
at both times, resulting in an N of 287 (24% of the class). However, the
gender and ethnic breakdowns of this sample were almost identical to those
in the population of entering students at this university, ensuring some de-
gree of representativeness. Still, it should be noted that these results are
not necessarily generalizable to the class as a whole or to entering college
students in general.

RESULTS

The Transition from High School to College

Because this study aimed to test seven specific hypotheses, planned
contrasts between means were made using F tests in order to test each
hypothesis, rather than employing a general 2 (sex) x 2 (time) analysis of
variance (ANOVA) design. These analyses examined (1) sex differences at
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Table I. Mean Scores on Self-Concept and Depression Scales
Over the Transition to Collegea

Scale

Real Self
Females
Males

Ideal Self
Females
Males

Discrepancy
Females
Males

Depression
Females
Males

Time 1

4.84(1.02)
4.97(0.85)

6.31(0.81)
6.29(0.85)

1.48(1.23)
1.32(1.09)

1.90(0.70)d

1.66(0.56)

Time 2

4.97(1.05)
5.32(0.93)c

6.42(0.76)
6.26(0.89)

1.45(1.13)d
0.94(0.92)

2.08(0.77)b

1.90(0.71)

aStatistical comparisons are between males and females within
each time point; thus, means should be compared vertically. Time
1 = June 1992, Time 2 = January 1993. N = 287 (females =
159, males = 128) for components of self-concept; N = 285
(females = 158, males = 127) for Time 1 depression scale; and
N = 282 (females = 157, males = 125) for Time 2 depression
scale

bp < .05.
cp < .01.
dp < .001.

each point in time, (2) change over time in each sex separately, and (3)
sex differences in change over time. Outcome measures in the first set of
planned contrasts were real self-concept, ideal self-concept, and discrep-
ancy between the two; depression scores were the outcome measure in a
second set of analyses. Means and standard deviations for each of the meas-
ures at each point in time are shown in Table I.

Contrary to the hypothesis (H1), there were no significant sex differ-
ences in real self, ideal self, or ideal-real discrepancy scores at Time 1,
before college. Although ideal self scores did not differ by sex at Time 2,
males rated themselves higher (more positively) than females on the real
self scale at Time 2, F(1, 285) = 8.65, p < .01. Perhaps as a result, males
had significantly lower discrepancy scores at Time 2, F(1 285) = 16.77,
p < .001.

Change in Self-Concept

Analyzing change in self-concept for each sex individually using an
ANOVA with time as a repeated measures variable, the passage of time
between summer orientation and second semester of freshman year was
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associated with a significant increase in real self scores for males, F(1, 127)
= 15.48, p < .001. The transition did not bring about a change in males'
ideal self scores, nor did it have any effect on females' real or ideal self
scores. Probably because of the significant increase in males' real self scores
from Time 1 to Time 2, their discrepancy scores decreased over time, F(1,
127) = 7.90, p < .01, while females' discrepancy scores did not change.

Due to these sex differences over time, the degree of positive change
in real self scores from Time 1 to Time 2 showed a nonsignificant tendency
to be greater for males than females, p < .08. Moreover, largely because
men's real self scores became more positive, a significant sex difference in
change in discrepancy scores from Time 1 to Time 2 was apparent, males
showing a greater reduction in the gap between real and ideal self than
females, F(1, 285) = 3.96, p < .05. Change in ideal self scores from Time
1 to Time 2 was similar in the two sexes; scores were high and did not
change much. These results do not bear out hypotheses about males' (H2)
and females' (H3) changes in real and ideal self-concept, but do support
the hypothesis that males' change in discrepancy would be larger than fe-
males' (H4).

Sex Differences in Depression

We found that females were significantly more depressed than males,
both at Time 1, F(1, 278) = 10.61, p < .001, and at Time 2, F(1, 278) =
4.08, p < .05, supporting our hypothesis [H5]. During seven months be-
tween summer orientation and second semester, depression scores in-
creased in both males, F(1, 123) = 16.29, p < .001, and females, F(1, 155)
= 9.76, p < .01. The change in depression scores from Time 1 to Time 2
did not differ by sex.

Table II shows that females' depression scores at Time 1 were nega-
tively correlated with their real self scores and positively correlated with
their discrepancy scores, as hypothesized (H6), but were not associated with
their ideal self scores. Males' depression scores at Time 1 were negatively
correlated with their real self scores and ideal self scores but were not as-
sociated with their discrepancy scores. At Time 2, both sexes conformed
to the hypothesized pattern (H6): There was a negative correlation between
depression and real self scores and a positive correlation between depres-
sion and discrepancy scores for both males and females.

Tests of the significance of the difference between two independent
correlations revealed that the strength of the correlation between depres-
sion and self-concept discrepancy scores was greater for females than for
males at both Time 1 (z = 2.43, p < .01) and Time 2 (z = 1.72, p < .05),
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Table II. Correlations Between Depression and
Self-Concept Scales, by Sexa

Depression

Scale

Real Self
Females
Males

Ideal Self
Females
Males

Discrepancy
Females
Males

Time 1

-0.26d

-0.22b

-0.05
-0.36d

0.18b

-0.11

Time 2

-0.57d

-0.34d

-0.03
-0.00

0.51d

0.34d

aN = 158 females, 127 males. Time 1 = June 1992; Time
2 = January 1993.

bp < .05.
cp < .01.
dp < .001.

as hypothesized (H7). Furthermore, the negative correlation between
males' depression and ideal self scores was significantly stronger than the
corresponding correlation for females at Time 1 (z = 2.71, p < .01), and
the negative correlation between depression and real self scores was sig-
nificantly stronger for females than for males at Time 2 (z = 2.42, p <
.01). Sex differences in the other correlations were nonsignificant.

To explore the implications of changing self-conceptions for well-being,
correlations between changes in scores on the self and depression measures
were also calculated for each sex. For males, change in depression was
negatively correlated with change in real self score (r = -.21, p < .05); that
is, those who gained the most in real self-concept were less likely to become
depressed over time than those whose changes in real self-concept were
less favorable. However, neither the correlation of change in depression
with change in ideal self nor that with change in discrepancy was significant
for males. For females, an increase in depression was also negatively cor-
related with an increase in real self score (r = - .24, p < .01). In addition,
it was positively correlated with change in discrepancy score (r = .23, p <
.01); if discrepancy increased over time, so did depression.

One-Year Follow-Up: Sophomore Year

In order to assess the stability of these findings, and check for a pos-
sible weakening of sex differences after the transitional period had ended,
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Table III. Mean Scores on Self Concept and Depression Scales Only for
Students Who Responded at All Three Times (N = 124)a

Scale

Real Self
Females
Males

Ideal Self
Females
Males

Discrepancy
Females
Males

Depression
Females
Males

Time 1

4.91(1.04)
4.95(0.83)

6.31(0.65)
6.44(0.47)

1.40(1.04)
1.49(0.83)

1.94(0.69)d

1.69(0.55)

Time 2

4.98(1.16)
5.36(1. 04 )b

6.46(0.71)
6.41(0.94)

1.48(1.17)'
1.05(0.98)

2.06(0.70)
1.83(0.73)

Time 3

5.19(0.89)
5.26(0.75)

6.50(0.64)
6.50(0.42)

1.31(0.84)
1.23(0.74)

2.20(0.79)
1.92(0.59)

aStatistical comparisons are between males and females within each time
point; thus, means should he compared vertically. Time 1 = June 1992;
Time 2 = January 1993; Time 3 = January 1994; N = 124 (females = 79,
males = 45) for self-concept scales; N = 118 (females = 76, males = 42)
for depression scale.

bp < .10.
cp < .05.
dp < .01.
ep < .001.

a follow-up questionnaire (with self-concept and depression scales identical
to those on the Time 2 questionnaire) was distributed to the same students
at the start of the second semester of their sophomore year (Time 3), one
year after they had completed the Time 2 survey. Perhaps because this
follow-up was not group administered but instead was mailed to students
in their dormitories, the response rate was low, reducing the effective N
with complete data at all three time points to 124. It should be kept in
mind, then, that it is unclear whether the findings here are a result of the
passage of time or of the characteristics of the specific subsample of stu-
dents who filled out the Time 3 survey. For this reason, analyses using the
Time 3 data are presented cautiously as a supplement to the main analyses.

Table III reports means and Table IV reports correlations for self-con-
cept and depression among the 45 males and 79 females who responded
at all three times. As a qualitative comparison of Tables I and III demon-
strates, means for each measure are slightly different when the N is re-
stricted to those participants who completed three surveys. For example,
the males who returned the Time 3 survey appear to have more positive
ideal self scores than do males who completed only the first two surveys.

When the previous analyses were redone using the reduced sample
and looking across all three time points, there were no sex differences in
real self, ideal self, or discrepancy scores at Time 3. The sexes seemed to
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Table IV Correlations Between Depression and Self-Concept Scales Only
for Students Who Responded at All Three Times, by Sexa

Scale

Real Self
Females
Males

Ideal Self
Females
Males

Discrepancy
Females
Males

Depression

Time 1

-0.41d

-0.36b

-0.12
-0.09

0.33c

0.32b

Time 2

-0.55d

-0.17

-0.15
0.14

0.45d

0.31b

Time 3

-0.51d

-0.33b

-0.36d

-0.10

0.27b

0.28
aN = females, 42 males. Time 1 = June 1992; Time 2 = January 1993; Time
3 = January 1994.

bp < .05.
ep < .01.
dp < .001.

converge on real self-concept in the year between midfreshman and mid-
sophomore years. Females showed a significant increase in real self-concept
between the middle of freshman and the middle of sophomore years, F(1,
78) = 4.23, p < .05. This explains the lack of a continued sex difference
in real self-concept scores at Time 3. Males' scores did not change signifi-
cantly from Times 2 to 3 on any of the three scales. Females tended to
continue showing more signs of depression than males at Time 3, but the
difference fell short of significance, F(1, 117) = 3.78, p < .06, perhaps
because of the smaller sample size. Neither sex showed a significant change
in depression from Time 2 to Time 3, although females' depression scores
tended to increase (p < .08). Figures 1 and 2 capture the changes in each
sex across the transition to college, highlighting Time 2 sex differences in
real self-concept and sex differences in symptoms of depression at all 3
time points. Ideal self scores were not graphed as there were no significant
sex differences at any time during the transition.

DISCUSSION

Summary of Results

In sum, no sex differences in self-concept were found before college,
but males' real self-concept became more positive over the transition, mak-
ing males' change in discrepancy score larger than females', but for differ-
ent reasons than hypothesized. Females showed more symptoms of
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Sex Differences in Self-Concept and Depression

Fig. 1. Change in real-self concept over the transition to college.

depression than males at both times, although both sexes experienced more
symptoms of depression over time. Real self-concept scores were negatively
correlated with depression in both sexes at both times, while the discrep-
ancy between real and ideal self-concepts was positively correlated with
depression among females before college and in both sexes midway through
freshman year. Furthermore, the correlations between aspects of self-con-
cept and depression were stronger for females. The one-year follow-up re-
vealed that females' real self-concept scores increased to match those of
males by midsophomore year. (To summarize in terms of hypotheses, H1-
H3 were not supported, while H4-H7 were supported.)

Implications of the Findings

Self-Concept

The lack of sex differences in self-concept at Time 1 contradicts find-
ings from many studies conducted over the past 20 years indicating that
males have higher self-esteem than females by the end of high school (e.g.,
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Fig. 2. Change in symptoms of depression over the transition to college.

Block and Robins, 1993; Cairns et al., 1990; Erwin, 1982). Possibly, women
in this select sample did not lack confidence, or possibly our measure was
insensitive to sex differences. Hypotheses about changes in self-concept
over the transition were also not supported; the real self scores of males
but not females became more positive from Time 1 to Time 2. It has been
found that academic success holds more importance for males, while in-
terpersonal relationships hold more importance for females (Alishio and
Schilling, 1984; Boggiano and Barrett, 1991). It could be that the transition
to college produces positive changes in adolescents' academic worlds but
disrupts their social worlds, thereby explaining why males' real self-concept
scores rose during the transition while females' did not.

Previous research has revealed a general pattern of increased self-es-
teem over the adolescent years (Block and Robins, 1993; McCarthy and
Hoge, 1982), but research on school transitions shows, for the most part,
an initial drop in self-esteem following a transition (Eccles et al., 1989; Er-
win, 1982; Loeb and Magee, 1992). The finding that males' real self scores
rose during the first semester of college while females' remained the same
means that neither sex showed the expected drop in real self-concept. Per-
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haps the transition to college is not as difficult as earlier school transitions
because students are now older, more psychologically mature, and perhaps
less fragile in terms of self-esteem than they may have been in early ado-
lescence. Still, the present findings are not entirely inconsistent with those
of studies of the transition to junior high school (Abramowitz et al., 1984;
Eccles et al., 1989; Simmons et al., 1987) in the sense that males fared
better than females. This finding, along with the Time 3 data, supports a
conclusion that the college transition improves the self-perceptions of both
sexes, but that females realize the benefits later than males. The results of
the one-year follow-up, if generalizable, also help pinpoint when during
college sex differences in self-esteem disappear (see Gladstone and Koenig,
1994). We can conclude that, sometime between the middle of freshman
and the middle of sophomore year, females "catch up" to males and males
"wait up" for females in terms of real self-concept.

Sex Differences in Symptoms of Depression

Despite this pattern of change in real, though not ideal, self-concept,
females showed more symptoms of depression than males at all three times
and both sexes reported more symptoms after the transition than before.
One the one hand, this sex difference is not surprising, given the abundance
of similar findings in the literature (Allgood-Merten et al., 1990; Nolen-
Hoeksema, 1990; Petersen et al., 1991). On the other hand, the finding
raises questions about the role of self-perceptions in depression because
depression scores were negatively correlated with real self scores in both
sexes, but there were no sex differences in real self scores at either Times
1 or 3. One possible explanation is that, because young women value in-
terconnectedness more than men do (Alishio and Schilling, 1984; Boggiano
and Barrett, 1991), anticipation of and then actual separation from family
and friends during the move to college is more difficult for women to
weather, which would explain their greater depression at all points during
the transition. Indeed, Fisher and Hood (1988) found that females expe-
rienced the move to college as more stressful than did males.

Also likely is that females may just have a higher "baseline" level of
depression than males throughout adolescence due to some combination
of biological and environmental factors (Allgood-Merten et al., 1990; Ge
et al., 1994; Petersen et al., 1991; Radloff and Rae, 1979). Nolen-Hoeksema
and Girgus (1994), in a review of research on sex differences in adolescent
depression, cite such factors as females' more maladaptive attribution and
coping styles, weaker instrumental traits, and/or lower assertiveness to ex-
plain why girls and women tend to be more depressed than boys and men.
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In contrast to the hypothesis about a higher "baseline" level of depression,
this evidence suggests that females' higher levels of depression is due to
differential socialization of the sexes, in terms of sex role appropriate ways
of dealing with problems or stressors. It has also been noted elsewhere in
the literature that females are more likely than males to admit to being
depressed, although not by much (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1990).

Despite the fact that females showed more depressive symptoms than
males, the present data suggest that any stress associated with the transition
to college acts upon both sexes equally; both sexes experienced an increase
in depression from Time 1 to Time 2, although depression scores were
quite low to begin with. Clearly, other factors besides changes in self-per-
ceptions can contribute to depression and sex differences in depression.
For both sexes, new experiences associated with the college environment,
such as fear of poor grades, partying too much, dealing with new room-
mates, and/or being away from home, may produce depressive symptoms
even though students may feel the same way or better about themselves
as scholars and social beings.

From a developmental perspective, the increase may simply be part
of a normal increase in symptoms of depression over the adolescent years
(Angold and Rutter, 1992; Brooks-Gunn and Warren, 1989). However, we
think it is important to look at students' entire self-system during the tran-
sition period, which is why we also look at real and ideal self-concept in
conjunction with depression. It is interesting to see what patterns in aspects
of self-concept for each sex are correlated with symptoms of depression
rather than simply looking at changes in levels of reported depressive symp-
toms. Thus, despite the possibility that increases in depressive symptoms
are normal, we provide a further glimpse about why that may be, particu-
larly at a stressful time in late adolescence. It is not necessarily true that
the patterns we found for real and ideal self-concept are following normal
trends, and it may be true that different factors affect depression levels at
different times. We are suggesting that it is these particular fluctuations of
self-concept that we found that are affecting depression levels during the
college transition per se.

Another possible reason that depression levels do not return to base-
line is that we have underestimated the time it takes to make the transition
to college and that, had we measured symptoms of depression again during
the students' senior year, or after college, we might have discovered a de-
crease in symptoms of depression. Unfortunately, we did not follow these
students beyond their sophomore year and thus do not have data to show
whether the students' depression levels were in fact due to the college tran-
sition or not.
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Self-Concept Discrepancy and Symptoms of Depression

The hypothesis that ideal-real discrepancy scores would be positively
correlated with depression scores was largely confirmed. This relationship
was observed for females but not males at Time 1. By Time 2, however,
both sexes showed the hypothesized positive correlation between depres-
sion and discrepancy scores. Gralinski et al. (1995) suggest that their find-
ings of a relationship between self-concept discrepancy scores and
depression in adolescents may be attributable to negative internal attribu-
tions. If females internalize more than males do (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1990),
this may explain both their higher levels of depression and their larger dis-
crepancies between real and ideal self, at least at Time 2; with the college
transition acting as an environmental stressor, females may have more
negative thoughts about the self to internalize.

The cognitive-developmental perspective states that self-concept dis-
crepancy is both an indicator of maturity (Katz et al., 1975) and a correlate
of depressive symptoms (Bybee and Zigler, 1991). Following the argument
laid out in the introduction, females would be expected to show large dis-
crepancy scores earlier than males. Although this did not occur, females
did demonstrate a correlation between discrepancy and depression earlier
than males. Further research on the notion that maturation of the self-con-
cept contributes to increased depression is warranted.

The correlation between ideal-real discrepancy score and depression
was also stronger for females than males, as hypothesized. Boggiano and
Barrett (1991) discovered that females tend to attribute failures to inter-
nal, global, and stable factors to a greater extent than do men. Thus, fe-
males may be harder on themselves when they do not "live up to" their
ideals (see also Cairns et al., 1990). Indeed, while real self-concept and
depression scores were significantly negatively correlated in both sexes at
both times, the correlation for females was significantly greater than that
for males at Time 2, indicating that young women's depression is more
strongly linked with both real self-concept and self-concept discrepancy
than is males'. It could be that young men's depression is more strongly
related to stressful events in their lives than to their self-evaluations, al-
though Ge et al. (1994) reported that it was among adolescent girls, not
boys, that depression hinged more closely on stressful life events. Other
factors may be important to the well-being of males, in which case re-
searchers should heed Gladstone and Koenig's (1994) suggestion that
males' and females' depression should be regarded as different phenom-
ena.
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CONCLUSION

This study illuminates sex differences in relationships between self-con-
cept and depression during a developmental transition. A clear message is
that men and women respond differently to changes in their environments
during adolescent transitions and that these differences in adaptation may
not be evident when only overall level of self-esteem is studied. Examining
real, ideal, and discrepancy components of self-concept separately has
proved fruitful. Sex differences in styles of reacting to environmental
changes, exhibited here during the transition to college, appear to have
implications for the well-being of young men and women. Examining such
sex differences more closely at other ages and in other situations could
lead to a greater understanding of problems such as lower self-esteem and
greater depression among women than among men (Nolen-Hoeksema and
Girgus, 1994). In addition, identifying the sources of increased depression
in both sexes during the transition to college could be helpful in designing
interventions for new college students.

Limitations

Whereas this study has contributed to our understanding of the pattern
of sex differences in self-concept and depressive symptoms during the tran-
sition to college, it also has some limitations that should be noted. First,
we used shortened versions of the Sherwood self-concept scale and the
Beck depression scale in order to fit them into a longer survey. However,
while this may have decreased the scales' validity, the shortened scales were
still quite reliable. In addition, the instructions for the Time 2 self-concept
scale were changed slightly from the Time 1 format to make them easier
to follow. However, all of the items and response scales remained exactly
the same at the two times, and any influences of the changed format would
have had to have affected both sexes equally.

Second, as mentioned earlier, not all of the entering students at this
university fully completed their surveys at both Times 1 and 2, which re-
duced the effective sample size substantially. Even fewer completed the
Time 3 survey as sophomores, but Nielson et al. (1978) point out that it is
difficult to avoid selection bias in follow-up studies of college students. The
students who participated in this study may be more conscientious or more
compliant than the entering class as a whole, but in terms of gender and
ethnic breakdowns they were still representative. Furthermore, our sample
was clearly affluent; a qualitative examination of the incomes and education
of the parents of students in our study suggest that they may be of a higher
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socioeconomic status than the average college student in this country, which
may be due to the fact that the university is private.

Finally, we were not able to examine self-concept and depression in
a comparable noncollege sample. However, our purpose was to examine
the effect of the college transition, which only required a college sample.
Still, we agree with Sherrod et al. (1993) that it is unfortunate that so little
research on this developmental period in general compares college and
noncollege samples.

Suggestions for Future Research

Future research on sex differences in self-concept and depression dur-
ing the transition to college should be able to provide a comparison to
noncollege populations in order to determine whether the patterns we have
found are due to the transition to college itself or merely to normal de-
velopmental changes.

It may also prove useful in future research to study sex differences in
satisfaction with the new college environment in relation to satisfaction with
the high school environment. Eccles and colleagues (1993) point out in
their review of the impact of school transitions that adjustment may suffer
if the individuals' needs are not met by a new environment. While an
"arena of comfort" is necessary to prevent stress, Simmons et al. (1987)
also suggest that too much environmental stability may result in a failure
to grow and learn. Eccles and Simmons agree that the impact on students
of school transitions in early adolescence depends on the degree of conti-
nuity between the two school environments. They also agree that individu-
als differ in their developmental readiness for the transition and that paying
attention to these differences may be key in preventing the early loss of
self-esteem in girls. Research on this issue during the college transition
would be highly interesting as well.

This study has several significant strengths. First, few studies of the
transition to college include precollege data. Second, few studies examine
the relationships between real and ideal self-concept and depression lon-
gitudinally. And third, it is rare that studies that do either or both of the
above also examine sex differences.

In conclusion, the current study's findings of sex differences in self-
concept and depression during the transition to college suggest that the
need for research in this area has not yet been exhausted. Even though
members of both sexes may experience substantial growth and change dur-
ing adolescence, and even if efforts are made to give them equal oppor-
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tunities to do so, there is no guarantee that new experiences will be inte-
grated into the self-systems of young men and women in similar ways.
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