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Models of the Relation Between Self-Esteem and Depression
Vulnerability Model

The vulnerability model states that low self-esteem i1s a risk factor for future
depression. The underlying assumption of the vulnerability model is that self-
esteem, like other personality traits, is a diathesis exerting causal influence in the
onset and maintenance of depression. Low self-esteem might contribute to
depression through both interpersonal and intrapersonal pathways. One
interpersonal pathway is that some individuals with low self-esteem excessively
seek reassurance about their personal worth from friends and relationship
partners, increasing the risk of being rejected by their support partners and
thereby increasing the risk of depression (Joiner, 2000; Joiner, Alfano, & Metalsky,
1992; Joiner et al., 1999). A second interpersonal pathway is that individuals with
low self-esteem seek negative feedback from their relationship partners to verify
their negative self-concept, which may further degrade their self-concept (Giesler,
Josephs, & Swann, 1996; Joiner, 1995; Swann, Wenzlaff, & Tafarodi, 1992). A
third interpersonal pathway is that low self-esteem motivates social avoidance,
thereby impeding social support, which has been linked to depression (cf.
Ottenbreit & Dobson, 2004). Relatedly, individuals with low self-esteem are more
sensitive to rejection and tend to perceive their relationship partner’s behavior
more negatively, thereby undermining attachment and satisfaction in close
relationships Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 2000; Murray, Rose, Bellavia, Holmes,
& Kusche, 2002). A fourth interpersonal pathway is that individuals with low self-
esteem engage in antisocial behaviors, such as aggression and substance abuse,
that might contribute to their feeling excluded and alienated from others
(Donnellan, Trzesniewski, Robins, Moffitt, & Caspi, 2005).
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COMBINED DESIGNATIONS such as “psycho-sexual” and “psycho-social”’ are
obviously meant to open the borderlines of two fields, each established in its
methodological and ideological realm, for two-way traffic. But such hyphenated
attempts rarely overcome the human tendency to mistake what can be submitted
to established techniques for the true nature of things. Luckily, healing always
calls for a holistic attitude that does not argue with established facts but, above
all, attempts to include them in a wider context of some enlightening quality. On
the basis of case-historical and life-historical experience, therefore, I can only
begin with the assumption that a human being’s existence depends at every
moment on three processes of organization that must complement each other.
There is, in whatever order, the biological process of the hierarchic organization
of organ systems constituting a body (soma); there is the psychic process
organizing individual experience by ego synthesis (psyche); and there is the

communal process of the cultural organization of the interdependence of persons

(ethos).
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