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Self-esteemwould appearto bea laudablequality.
Indeed,from a superficialview, whatcouldbewrong
with esteemingthe self? Esteemingoneself would
seemakin to the other prescriptionsof modernso-
cial-cognitivepsychology:Beoptimistic;holdpositive
illusions; expectsuccess;feel efficacious;be happy.
But like manyof theseÒpositiveÓprescriptions,thead-
monitionto esteemoneselfis morecomplexandprob-
lematic than it seems.

We believethat Kernis (this issue),in working to
disentanglethe issuesof level of self-esteemfrom its
stability,hasbroughtsomeof theproblematicdynam-
ics of Òself-esteemingÓinto the forefront. Our com-
ments,derived from both self-determinationtheory
(SDT;Ryan& Deci,2000)andBuddhistperspectives,
suggest some reasons why.

Extending the issuesraised by Kernis, previous
SDT formulations of contingentand noncontingent
self-esteem(e.g.,Deci & Ryan,1995),andour recent
findings concerningmindfulness(Brown & Ryan,
2003),we suggestthatwhenself-esteemingprocesses
are salientthereis somethingawry with self-regula-
tion, and with well-being.Basedon SDT, we argue
that,althoughself-evaluationisaÒnaturalÓhumanten-
dency with both evolutionary (Sedikedes &
Skowronski, 2000) and developmental (Ryan &
Kuzckowski, 1994) foundations, ongoing concern
with theworthof theself is abyproductof needdepri-
vation or conflict. Specifically, the salienceof pro-
cessesin which the self is esteemedor disparagedis
etiologically linked with theexperienceof contingent
regardby significantothers.Wehypothesizethatcon-
tingent regard increases oneÕs proneness to
introjection, a form of behavioralregulationin which
oneÕsactionsaremotivatedby desiresto gain (or not
lose)selforotherapproval.Introjection,in turn,leaves
onevulnerableto exogenoussocialpressures,thepur-
suitof unfulfilling goals,andtheinauthenticliving that
can follow from them. Basedon Buddhist perspec-
tives, we further suggestthat regulation basedon
mindfulness,ratherthanon contingentself-regard,is
associatedwith healthierand more vital living, and
provides a basis for acting more authentically.

Self-as-Object; Self-as-Process

Thedominantviewof selfin Westernpsychologyis
thatof theÒself-as-objectÓ(McAdams,1990).Derived
primarily from the work of Mead(1934)andCooley

(1902),thistraditiondescribestheselfasaconceptthat
is largelyinternalizedfrom thereactionsandopinions
of others.OneÕsself-concept canbepositiveor nega-
tive, simpleor complex.Yet, whateverits structureor
valence,self-conceptsaredefinedasinvolving, in part,
appraisalsandevaluationsof oneÕsbeingandattrib-
utes,andit is theseevaluativeschemathat constitute
self-esteem.Theseappraisalsregardingworth canbe
relatively generalized(e.g.,Rosenberg,1965)or do-
mainspecific(Harter,1993).In eithercase,thecom-
mon view is: the more positive, the better.

In contrastto the self-as-objectperspectiveis an-
othertakeonself derivedfrom developmentalandor-
ganismictheorizingÑthe self-as-process(e.g.,Blasi,
1988; Deci & Ryan, 1991; Loevinger, 1976). Re-
searchersin theself-as-processtraditionview theself
notmerelyasaconcept,or asanobjectof self-evalua-
tion, but asthevery processof assimilationandinte-
gration.Theself representstheintegrativecoreof the
personandentailsongoingactivitiesof extending,as-
similating,andbringingmeaningandcoherenceto life
experiences.Thus,in this view, theself is bothanin-
herent tendencyand a dynamic, synthetic process.
SDT hasspecifically focusedon the conditionsthat
supporttheintegrativetendenciesthatcharacterizethe
self, versusthose under which thesetendenciesor
functions are compromised (Ryan, 1995).

Takingtheself-as-processperspective,thequestion
becomesnot merelyhow high or low is self-esteem,
but what is onedoing whenevaluatingthe self asan
object?In this view, thevery processof placingoneÕs
self in the role of object, and then evaluatingÒitsÓ
worth, is a motivatedact. Indeed,apart from being
handeda self-esteemsurveyby a psychologist,many
people would not spontaneouslyask themselves,
ÒHowworthy am I?ÓWhenthey do, the questionis,
why do they?Therearealsopeoplewho arepreoccu-
pied with their worth. They regularlyappraisethem-
selves,comparethemselveswith others,andstruggle
to wardoff threatsto a positiveview of self.Whether
suchindividualscomeawaywith positiveor negative
conclusions,thevery fact thatoneÕsesteemis in ques-
tion suggestsa psychologicalvulnerability. This is
consistentwith KernisÕsthesis,asit suggeststhatwhen
self-esteemis a salientconcernit is problematic,and
likely to be contingent,unstable,and vulnerable.In
contrast,optimal healthis more likely when self-es-
teemis not a concernbecausetheworth of theself is
not at issue.
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Self-Determination Theory

SuchconsiderationsledustodistinguishwithinSDT
two ÒtypesÓof self-esteem (see Deci & Ryan, 1995).
Contingent self-esteem is experienced by people who
are preoccupied with questions of worth and esteem,
and who see their worth as dependent upon reaching
certain standards, appearing certain ways, or accom-
plishing certain goals. It is not just that they are moti-
vated, but also that they are strongly motivated by the
desire to appear worthy to self and others.
Noncontingent self-esteem, in contrast, characterizes
personsfor whom theissueof self-esteem isnot salient,
largely becausethey experiencethemselveson afunda-
mental level as worthy of esteem and love. Successes
and failures do not implicate their self-worth, even
when they lead to a reevaluation of actionsand efforts.

In the vocabularyof SDT, motivation driven by
self-esteemcontingenciesisaformof introjectedregu-
lation(Deci& Ryan,1985;Ryan& Connell,1989).In
introjectiononeactsto gain(or avoid losing)self and
otherregard,ratherthanto satisfyintrinsicmotivation
(interest)or fulfill identifications(personalvalues).
Introjection representsone part of the personality
pushingotherpartsaround,usingthe senseof worth
(pride)asits rewardsandself-criticism(shame,guilt)
as punishments.According to SDT, introjection is a
controlledform of motivation markedby inner con-
flict, pressure,andfluctuatingfeelingsabouttheself.
Nonetheless,introjectioncanbehighly motivating,as
peoplewill go to great lengthsto maintainpositive
feelings of worth.

Introjection representsthe internalizationof the
contingentregardof significantothers.If amother,for
example,showersloving praiseon her daughterfol-
lowingasuccess,yetshunsordisparagesherfollowing
failure, thanshesetsthe stagefor her child to subse-
quently treat herself as she has been treated.The
daughteris likely to developtheintrapsychictendency
to shunor loveherownselfcontingently.SDTfurther
suggeststhat a child will be particularly prone to
introjectionthe morehe or shedesiresrelatednessto
theparent.Thusparentswhoaremerelyhostileor ne-
glectful will typically fail to inspire any internaliza-
tion, including introjection, because they have
suppliedno motivationalbasisfor theadoptionof the
standardsor valuesthey hold. Indeed,it is often the
mostÒinvestedÓparents,who, if theyarealsopsycho-
logically controlling,engenderthestrongestformsof
introjection (e.g., Strauss & Ryan, 1987).

In the SDT view, when peoplehaveexperienced
significant othersas loving or valuing them contin-
gently,themoreactivelytheyengagein esteemingor
disesteemingthemselves,and the more approvalor
recognitionof worth beginsto Òfeellike a need.ÓAs
Kernis suggests,narcissisticpersonalitiesexemplify
this dynamic.Narcissistsrequirecontinuousaffirma-

tion from othersto ÒstayafloatÓpsychologically.Ac-
cordingly, theyoftenpursueaccomplishment,power,
or attractivenessin order to be affirmed. Yet, even
whenthenarcissistsucceedsin obtainingapproval,the
approvalprovidesonly a temporaryaffective buoy.
Evenin lessextremecases,manypeopleareregularly
motivatedor driven by the concernwith what others
think about them, or with meeting the internalized
standardsthathavebeenassociatedwith felt approval.

This dynamicis so familiar that manymotivators
(e.g.,teachers,parents,bosses,andcoaches)manipu-
late it to control behavioror ensurecompliance.For
example,teachersoften publicly comparestudentsÕ
performanceor conveycontingentregardfor students
who achieveor behaveaccordingto their standards.
Parentsoftenexpresstheir love andcaringwhentheir
child succeedsatparentallyvaluedtasks,whereasthey
meet failure with disapprovalor withdrawal, rather
thansupportandunderstanding.Coachesoftencontrol
athletesthrough evaluativesocial comparisonsand
contingentpraiseor disparagement.Thereis no ques-
tion herethat introjection,like moretangiblerewards
andpunishments(seeDeci,Koestner,& Ryan,1999),
can motivatemany behaviors.It is simply that, like
tangiblerewardsandpunishments,thereareÒhidden
costsÓbehind compliancebasedon control through
contingent self and other approval.

Experimentsonego-involvement(e.g.,Ryan,1982;
Ryan,Koestner,& Deci,1991)demonstratethisÒdou-
ble-edgedÓform of regulation.In suchexperiments,
participantsare led to believe that valued attributes
will be judgedby their performanceat a task,andac-
cordingly, they often becomestrongly motivatedto
provethemselves.At thesametimetheiraffectismore
negative,their intrinsic motivation undermined,and
their effort morepressuredandunstable.Thusego-in-
volvementmotivatesbut in a controllingmanner,and
it is gainsor lossesin self-esteemthatsupplythebasis
of the control. Ego-involvementis, however,just a
specific instanceof introjectedregulationandof be-
haviordrivenbycontingenciesof selfandotherregard.
In all introjection,the personis motivatedto protect
feelingsof worth thatareexperiencedasÒontheline,Ó
a dynamicpotentiatedwhensocializers,knowingly or
unconsciously,usecontingentregardasa regulatory
strategy.

Studiesby Assor,Roth, andDeci (in press)illus-
tratethisphenomenon.BasedonSDT,Assoretal. hy-
pothesizedthatchildrenÕsperceptionsof their parents
useof conditionalregardwouldresultin introjectedin-
ternalizationof behavioralregulations,morenegative
feelingstowardparents,andlowerwell-being.Results
supportedthis view, showing that studentsÕpercep-
tionsof their mothersÕandfathersÕconditionalregard
in importantlife domainswererelatedto feelingsof in-
ternal compulsionand pressureto enact behaviors,
feelingrejectedby andresentmenttowardparents,and
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greaterfluctuationsin self-esteem.In a secondstudy,
mothersÕreportsof their own parentsÕuseof condi-
tional regardpredicted(a)poorerwell-beingandmore
controlling parentingattitudesin the mothersthem-
selves,and(b) their daughtersÕviewing themasusing
conditionalregard.Theseresultssuggestthat useof
conditional regard as a socializing practice yields
self-esteeminstability andis readily transmittedfrom
generation to generation.

Researchby GrolnickandApostoleris(2002)com-
plimentstheseresults.Forexample,theyconductedan
experimentin whichsomemotherswereinducedto be
ego-involvedin theirchildrenÕsperformanceatalabo-
ratory task.Ego-involvementled mothersto be more
pressuringandcontrollingwith their children,a trend
thatwasespeciallystrongfor motherswhosestylewas
less autonomy-supportiveto begin with. Maternal
controllingnessled, in turn, to diminishedmotivation
andcreativity in children.Thus,it appearsthat when
caregiversexperiencetheirownself-esteemto becon-
tingentontheirchildrenÕsperformanceor accomplish-
ments,they are likely to becomemore controlling,
creatingthevery conditionsthatcontributeto thede-
velopmentof an introjectedregulatorystyle in their
children.

Why Self-Esteem Is Not a Need

SDTpositsthattherearebasicpsychologicalneeds
in development,definedasthosepsychologicalandso-
cial supportsor nutrimentsthatarerequiredor essen-
tial for optimalgrowth,integrity,andwell-being.Also,
to beaneed,thenutrimentmustbenonderivativeand,
thus,thebasicÒsatisfierÓresponsiblefor thefunctional
advantageregardinggrowth, integrity, or well-being.
Accordingto SDT, the mostbasicof theseneedsare
thosefor autonomy,competence,andrelatedness.Au-
tonomyrefersto theexperienceof volition, ownership,
andinitiative in oneÕsown behavior,andis facilitated
when peopleare not coercively or seductivelycon-
trolled andwhenchoicesareaffordedwhenpossible.
Competencerefersto the experienceof beingableto
effectivelyacton,andhaveanimpactwithin, oneÕsen-
vironment.It is facilitatedby optimal challengesand
by positive,effectance-relevantfeedback.Relatedness
refersto feelingsof belongingandconnection,andis
facilitatedby the conveyanceof acceptance,warmth,
or caring.

Eachof thesethreeconstructshasshownitself to fit
the definition of a needor a necessarynutrimentfor
growth,integrity,andwell-being.Numerousfield and
experimentalstudieshave shown that variations in
needsatisfactionaccountfor substantialvariancein
self-motivation, adjustment,and integrity (Deci &
Ryan,2000).Further,diarystudiesshowthatevenata
within-subjectslevel of analysis,fluctuationsin basic

needsatisfactionfor autonomy,competence,andrelat-
ednesspredict fluctuationsin well-being (e.g.,Reis,
Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe,& Ryan, 2000). Finally,
cross-culturalwork (e.g., Sheldon,Elliot, Kim, &
Kasser,2000)hassuggestedthat in diversecultures,
autonomy,competence,andrelatednessareamongthe
four most nominatedattributesof highly satisfying
events.Interestingly,Sheldonand colleagues(2000)
foundthat theotherattributewithin thetop four most
nominated across nations was self-esteem.

Despitethis, SDT doesnot view self-esteemasa
need,eventhoughsomehavesuggestedit should(e.g.,
Anderson, Chen, & Carter, 2000; Psyzczynski,
Greenberg,& Solomon,2000).Indeed,asimpliedear-
lier, thesalienceof self-esteemto apersonis expected
from theSDTframeworkto beasignof needdeficien-
cies, rather than of need fulfillment. Furthermore,
self-esteemfits fewof thecriteriaof abasicneed.First,
it is not invariablyassociatedwith greatergrowth,in-
tegrity, or well-being,asKernisnotes.Thesearchfor
self-esteemoften leadspeopleto engagein activities
they donÕtvalueor endorse,but of which othersap-
prove, fosteringa vulnerability to conformity, risky
behaviors,or self-compromisingacts.Second,in the
SDT view, self-esteemis a derivativeor byproductof
needdynamicsratherthanbeingitself abasicneed.A
personwhoexperiencesconsiderablesupportfor relat-
edness,autonomy,andcompetencewill nodoubthave
highself-esteem,asourownresultshaveshown(Ryan
& Deci, 2001). However,when competence,auton-
omy,or relatednessneedfulfillment is thwarted,oneÕs
experienceof self-worthisalsodamaged,leadingtoei-
ther insecure or low self-esteem.

Thevery importanceof havingapsychologyof ba-
sicneedslies in thefact thatby positingthem,onecan
makedynamicpredictionsaboutwhat happenswhen
theyaremetor unmet.By positingneedsonecanhave
a theoreticalbasisfor interpretingwhatbehaviorsare
substituteforms of fulfillment, what are compensa-
tions,andwhataretruly authenticmotivations.In fact,
thefailure of mostmodernÒcognitiveÓpsychologyto
positanyneedsatall, andratherto treatall motivesas
ÒequalÓ(Ryan,Sheldon,Kasser& Deci,1996),hasled
to animpoverisheddepthto our modelsof humanbe-
havior.

Theneedfor depththinkingis nowheremoreobvi-
ousthanin the psychologyof self-esteem.Much be-
havior in modern societies can be dynamically
understoodasan attempt,albeit often indirect, to get
basicneedsmet.Peoplework endlesslyto buyposses-
sionsthat theyhopeotherswill admire;theyexercise
anddiet incessantlyto gain bodiesthat othersmight
desire;theypressurethemselvesto achieveor gainsta-
tus, in hopesthat this will bring to themthe senseof
love or control that is somehowabsent.This maynot
occurat a consciouslevel, thoughsometimesit does.
But it is a motivationaldynamicthat, in eithercase,

73

COMMENTARIES



cannotbe understoodwithout positing that thereare
somenutrimentssobasicthatpeoplewill twist them-
selvesinto apretzelto experiencethem.A psychology
of basicneedsprovidesthedynamicframeworkcapa-
ble of interpretingthemeaningof self-esteemandits
mixed effects.

When dynamically considered,self-esteemcon-
cernsappearastheresultof needdeprivation.Contin-
gentregardentailsthewithholdingof relatedness,and
it typically runsover autonomy.Onecanpursuethe
withheldrelatednessby introjectingorcomplyingwith
othersÕstandardsor values.However,in this,dynamic
autonomyis pitted againstrelatedness,suchthat the
searchfor esteemblocksratherthanenhancesgrowth.
Any of us who spenttime during adolescenceÒim-
pressingÓour friendsmayrecallhowthedesirefor es-
teemnot only caninhibit growth,it may leadto risky
and sometimesregressivebehaviors.Similarly, one
maypursueachievementasa meansof feelingworth-
while.But becausetrueself-esteemandsecurityliesin
knowingthatoneis worthwhileregardlessof theout-
comesoneattainsÑin short,in being(andhavingfelt)
unconditionally loveable or worthyÑthen such
achievementinevitablydoesnÕtfully satisfy.Insteadit
oftentakeson anaddictivequality andbecomescom-
pulsive and driven rather than volitional.

Severalstrandsof researchwithin SDT illustrate
suchdynamics.For example,materialistsarepeople
whoplaceahighvalueonamassingwealthandposses-
sionsrelativeto their valuesfor themorebasicneeds
for autonomy,competence,andrelatedness(Kasser&
Ryan,1996).AccordingtoSDT,peoplehighin materi-
alism are insecureÑandto compensatefor it they
strive for visible signsof worth andstatus(Kasser&
Ryan,1996).This hypothesishasbeensupportedby
well-replicatedfindings that, even when peopleare
successfulin amassingmaterialgoods,theattainment
of such goodsdoesnot in itself yield happinessor
well-being(Ryan& Deci, 2001).Evenmorerelevant
is thefinding (Kasser,Ryan,Zax, & Sameroff,1995)
thatteenswhoembracematerialismhavebackgrounds
characterizedby anabsenceof parentalwarmth(relat-
dnessdeficiency)and excessivecontrol (autonomy
deficiency).Similarly, investigationsof variousclini-
cal issues,from eatingdisordersto obsessive-compul-
sivepersonality,implicatedeprivationsof, or conflicts
between,basic psychologicalneeds(Ryan, Deci, &
Grolnick, 1995).

Beyond Self-Esteem

Essentiallywearearguingthatesteemingtheself is
a risky business.High contingentself-esteemleads
peopleto beengagedin ongoingactsthatat besttem-
porarily reassurethem of their worth. Alternatively,
peoplewith low self-esteemare lacking in supports

for, andsatisfactionsof, oneor moreof thebasicneeds
for autonomy,competence,or relatedness.They thus
donÕtfeel worthy,astheyaremissinga senseof love,
authenticity,or effectiveness.Thus,high or low, con-
cernwith self-esteemwill beassociatedwith its tem-
poral fluctuation, its contingent character, and,
therefore,its instabilityandvulnerability.Thus,apara-
dox of self-esteem:If you needit, you donÕthaveit,
and if you have it, you donÕt need it.

Whatmight it look like to operatewithout concern
with self-esteem?In sucha scenario,whenstandards
are not met, failures occur,or rejectionsare experi-
enced,one can experiencedisappointment,feel sad-
ness and loss, or question and reevaluateoneÕs
actionsÑbuttheselfasawholeis notmadeinto anob-
ject, and then disparaged.Reciprocally, when one
meetsstandards,succeedsat valuedtasks,or is posi-
tively regardedby others,onecanfeel pleased,ener-
gized,or excitedwithout the necessityof ÒinflatingÓ
theself, puffing up oneÕsprideful ego,or otherforms
of ego-enhancement.Like parentswho praise their
childÕseffortsor products(ÒWhatagreatjob!Ó)rather
thanthe childÕsself or person(ÒWhata goodgirl or
boy!Ó),healthy self-regulationis not about judging
oneÕsworthasawhole.Instead,it entailstakinginter-
estin whatonehasbeenup to andwhathasoccurred,
including its effects and meaning.

True Self and No Self:
Self-Determination, Buddhism,

and Mindfulness

Such considerationsderived from SDT converge
well with Buddhistperspectiveson the regulationof
behavior.For instance,in discussingBuddhist per-
spectiveson psychotherapy,Hanh(1998)commented
thattraditionalWesterntherapiesaddresstheproblem
of low self-esteem.In contrast,he assertedthat Bud-
dhist approachesview both high andlow self-esteem
asproblematic.Similarly, in SDT, one is fully func-
tioning when acting authenticallyÑboth in accord
with oneÕsown interestsor values,andwith respectto
whatis authenticallyor ÒreallyÓhappeningto oneself.
In theSDTview, actiondrivenby esteem-relatedcon-
tingenciesis inauthentic,regardlessof whetherit en-
hances or diminishes oneÕs self-image.

Considerwhatisoccurringwhenoneconstructsand
appraisesan imageof ÒMeÓ(that is, a self-concept).
Often,theconstructedMe dominatesexperience,and
theawarenessthatit is a creationof thoughtis simply
lost. For example,a youngmanwho hasjust experi-
encedrejectiontells a friend that he is a ÒloserÓwho
ÒdoesnÕtdeservehappiness.ÓIn this hehascreatedan
imageof himself, which he then takesto be Òreal.Ó
Equallyfooledis thepersonwhoconsoleshimselfwith
the ideathat thathe is a goodandmoralperson,asif
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thosewereinherentcharacteristics.No matterhowde-
scriptivetheseconstructionsmight seem,theyarein-
completeandbiased,andtheyrepresentonly oneway
of construingthe self at any given time. When mis-
takenasÒreal,Óthe fact that they aremotivatedcre-
ations is forgotten.

Thequestionthenbecomes:Would we wantto es-
teem,or recommendthat othersesteem,the filtered,
partial,inevitablydistortedsenseof self thatthemind
hascreated?Thisgoesbeyondadiscussionof thetech-
niquesoften usedto enhancewell-being. It suggests
that thereified self itself is problematic.If onerecog-
nizesthattheMe is a creationof thought,asareoneÕs
reactionstoevents,defenses,identities,andsoon,then
thereappearsto beadeepersenseof self thatis opera-
tional, one that Buddhist psychologicaltheory and
practicehas affirmed is the ground upon which all
mentalactivity, self-relatedor otherwise,takesplace
(Epstein, 1995).

This ideaof adeeperself bearsonKernisÕsdiscus-
sion of optimal self-esteem.Recognizingthe limita-
tionsandpitfalls of both low andsomeformsof high
self-esteem,Kernis suggeststhat optimal self-esteem
(securehighself-esteem)is advancedthroughsuchau-
thenticactionsasawarenessof self andthe unbiased
processingof self-relatedinformation.Throughsuch
actions,Òtheunobstructedoperationof oneÕstrue,or
core, selfÓ (this issue) is enhanced.

We agreewith aspectsof this formulation.To be
sure,contingentself-esteemleadsto nonautonomous
forms of regulationsuchasintrojection.By contrast,
more autonomousself-regulation dependsupon a
fuller processingof thevaluesof action,andof oneÕs
motivations.Thatis, in healthyself-regulationtheper-
sonis focusednotonly onwhatothersapproveof, but
alsoononeÕsownabidingvalues,pressingneeds,and
thetruedemandsof thesituation.Themoreinformed
andfull oneÕsawareness,themorelikely thatbehavior
thatfollows from it is autonomousandwell integrated
(Ryan,1995).In fact, opennessto experiencingwhat
ÒisÓin thepresentmoment,withoutdefendingagainst
it, facilitatesintegratedfunctioning,aiding theability
to act congruentlywith respectto oneÕsperceptions,
goals, and values (Hodgins& Knee, 2002).

Onewaytocharacterizesuchfuller awarenessis the
concept of mindfulness (Brown & Ryan, 2003;
Hodgins& Knee,2002).Mindfulnessentailsanopen,
nonjudgmentalawarenessof what is occurringin the
present.Mindfulnessturnedtoward the mindÕscon-
tentsleadsto the recognitionthat the Me is a mental
constructionandrevealsthatself-esteemingprocesses
arethemselvesjust mentalactivitiesthat play out on
the screenof awarenessthat this deeperself canob-
serve. In mindfulness,and true self-determination,
thereis no fixed conceptof self to protector enhance;
ÒallthefactsarefriendlyÓ(Rogers,1961,p.25),andall
informoneÕsexperiencesandbehaviors.In contrast,as

longasoneremainsinvestedin aspecificself concept
(ÒIamXÓ),therewill inevitablybetimeswhenoneis
notX or onedoesnot live up to theimageonehascre-
ated.Thus,identificationof oneÕsself with a concept
or imagecatalyzesdefensiveactivitiesthat,although
perhapsusefulto preservingself-esteem,arenot likely
to serve many salutary ends, as researchcited by
Kernisshows.Thetruebasisfor well-beingappearsto
be in steppingoutsideof the self-conceptaltogether.
As Claxton (2000) noted,when the Òchronicallyac-
tiveÓ self system is disabled

so too areall its defensiveinhibitions andevasions.
Thusoneseesoneselfclearly andhonestly,without
distortionor prevarication;but becausethesecharac-
teristicsarenot referredto a central,identified-with
self, they areno longer interpretedasshamefulper-
sonalattributes,butasinherentpartsof oneÕsowndap-
pleduniquenessÉ .Bothoneselfandtheworldareex-
periencedÒwartsand allÓÑand, being at last in
possessionof Òthefull facts,Óaction is boundto be
more skillful and appropriate. (p. 109)

Recently we (Brown & Ryan, 2003) investigated
inter- and intrapersonal variationsinmindfulness. Inac-
cord with our formulation mentioned previously, mind-
fulness was associated at both between- and
within-person levelsof analysiswith moreautonomous
regulation, less introjection, and higher self-esteem.
Further, mindfulness was associated both with greater
satisfaction with oneÕs own behavior and higher
well-being. In contrast, those who were less mindful
were more likely to be under the sway of self-esteem
and approval motives, and weremorelikely to manifest
poor decisionmakingandexperiencelower well-being.

In sum,the self of Òself-esteemÓis a reification,a
constructedimagethat leadspeopleto be overly at-
tachedto achievements,possessions,andrelationships
despitethetrueimpermanenceandinterdependentori-
ginsof suchthings.Optimalwell-beingfrom theboth
theBuddhistandSDT perspectiveswould leadusbe-
yondself-esteem.Paradoxically,in Buddhismpsycho-
logical healthis oftendescribedasthe recognitionof
noselfÑawarenessthatthereis nopermanent,real,or
fixedselfto latchontoÑwhereasin SDTsuchhealthis
describedas operatingfrom oneÕstrue selfÑthe au-
thentic,spontaneous,andopenintegrativeprocess.Al-
thoughtheseseem,on thesurface,to becontradictory
ideas,bothnoself andSDTÕstrueself representregu-
lation that is baseduponreflective,wholistic process-
ing in which actionaccordswith awareness(Deci &
Ryan,2000).As Epstein(1995)argued,a personwho
hasunderstoodtheemptinessof selfbearsÒanuncanny
resemblanceto whatweexpectin theWestfrom those
whohaveahighlydevelopedsenseof selfÓ(p.72).Our
researchreflectsthat,showingthatapersonwhoisact-
ing in an integrated,mindful way seeksnot self-es-
teem, but rather, right action, all things considered.
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