
See	discussions,	stats,	and	author	profiles	for	this	publication	at:
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/6164623

Iraqi	adolescents:	self-regard,	self-
derogation,	and	perceived	threat	in	war.

ARTICLE		in		JOURNAL	OF	ADOLESCENCE	·	MARCH	2008

Impact	Factor:	2.05	·	DOI:	10.1016/j.adolescence.2007.04.006	·	Source:	PubMed

CITATIONS

5

DOWNLOADS

56

VIEWS

76

3	AUTHORS,	INCLUDING:

Steven	Carlton-Ford

University	of	Cincinnati

25	PUBLICATIONS			585	CITATIONS			

SEE	PROFILE

Morten	G.	Ender

United	States	Military	Academy

70	PUBLICATIONS			170	CITATIONS			

SEE	PROFILE

Available	from:	Morten	G.	Ender

Retrieved	on:	08	August	2015

http://www.researchgate.net/publication/6164623_Iraqi_adolescents_self-regard_self-derogation_and_perceived_threat_in_war?enrichId=rgreq-c299515f-9cb2-400d-b5f3-e3d31a60cf3b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzYxNjQ2MjM7QVM6MTE3MDEwNDExMjk4ODE3QDE0MDQ5MDg4Njc0OTg%3D&el=1_x_2
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/6164623_Iraqi_adolescents_self-regard_self-derogation_and_perceived_threat_in_war?enrichId=rgreq-c299515f-9cb2-400d-b5f3-e3d31a60cf3b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzYxNjQ2MjM7QVM6MTE3MDEwNDExMjk4ODE3QDE0MDQ5MDg4Njc0OTg%3D&el=1_x_3
http://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-c299515f-9cb2-400d-b5f3-e3d31a60cf3b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzYxNjQ2MjM7QVM6MTE3MDEwNDExMjk4ODE3QDE0MDQ5MDg4Njc0OTg%3D&el=1_x_1
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Steven_Carlton-Ford?enrichId=rgreq-c299515f-9cb2-400d-b5f3-e3d31a60cf3b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzYxNjQ2MjM7QVM6MTE3MDEwNDExMjk4ODE3QDE0MDQ5MDg4Njc0OTg%3D&el=1_x_4
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Steven_Carlton-Ford?enrichId=rgreq-c299515f-9cb2-400d-b5f3-e3d31a60cf3b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzYxNjQ2MjM7QVM6MTE3MDEwNDExMjk4ODE3QDE0MDQ5MDg4Njc0OTg%3D&el=1_x_5
http://www.researchgate.net/institution/The_University_Hospital-UC_Health?enrichId=rgreq-c299515f-9cb2-400d-b5f3-e3d31a60cf3b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzYxNjQ2MjM7QVM6MTE3MDEwNDExMjk4ODE3QDE0MDQ5MDg4Njc0OTg%3D&el=1_x_6
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Steven_Carlton-Ford?enrichId=rgreq-c299515f-9cb2-400d-b5f3-e3d31a60cf3b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzYxNjQ2MjM7QVM6MTE3MDEwNDExMjk4ODE3QDE0MDQ5MDg4Njc0OTg%3D&el=1_x_7
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Morten_Ender?enrichId=rgreq-c299515f-9cb2-400d-b5f3-e3d31a60cf3b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzYxNjQ2MjM7QVM6MTE3MDEwNDExMjk4ODE3QDE0MDQ5MDg4Njc0OTg%3D&el=1_x_4
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Morten_Ender?enrichId=rgreq-c299515f-9cb2-400d-b5f3-e3d31a60cf3b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzYxNjQ2MjM7QVM6MTE3MDEwNDExMjk4ODE3QDE0MDQ5MDg4Njc0OTg%3D&el=1_x_5
http://www.researchgate.net/institution/United_States_Military_Academy?enrichId=rgreq-c299515f-9cb2-400d-b5f3-e3d31a60cf3b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzYxNjQ2MjM7QVM6MTE3MDEwNDExMjk4ODE3QDE0MDQ5MDg4Njc0OTg%3D&el=1_x_6
http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Morten_Ender?enrichId=rgreq-c299515f-9cb2-400d-b5f3-e3d31a60cf3b&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzYxNjQ2MjM7QVM6MTE3MDEwNDExMjk4ODE3QDE0MDQ5MDg4Njc0OTg%3D&el=1_x_7


ARTICLE IN PRESS
Journal of
Adolescence

Journal of Adolescence 31 (2008) 53–75
0140-1971/$30

rights reserved

doi:10.1016/j.

�Correspon
E-mail add
www.elsevier.com/locate/jado
Iraqi adolescents: Self-regard, self-derogation,
and perceived threat in war

Steve Carlton-Forda,�, Morten G. Enderb, Ahoo Tabatabaia

aDepartment of Sociology, Box 210378, University of Cincinnati, Cincinnati, OH 45221-0378, USA
bDepartment of Behavioral Sciences and Leadership, United States Military Academy,

West Point, New York, NY 10996, USA
Abstract

A year into the 2003 US–Iraq war, how were adolescents in Baghdad faring? Conflict-related events
typically lower psychological well-being; in contrast, investment in and protection of threatened identities
should lead to self-esteem striving and, presumably, better well-being. How threatened do Iraqi adolescents
feel? Is their self-esteem related to their sense of threat? Do age, religion, ethnicity, and gender alter the link
between perceived threat and self-esteem?

We use data from 1000 randomly selected adolescents living in Baghdad during July 2004. Iraqi
adolescents reported high levels of threat; those feeling more threatened reported higher levels of self-
esteem. Social background correlates with both self-esteem and perceived threat, but controlling for social
background does not eliminate the relationship between self-esteem and perceived threat. We interpret our
results in light of theory and research concerning social identity, mortality threats, and war trauma.
r 2007 The Association for Professionals in Services for Adolescents. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights
reserved.
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Introduction

In a country at war, how do adolescents fare? How do they think of themselves and how does
their sense of self react to the threat that war poses? Do adolescents maintain a positive sense of
self in the face of war? Do some fare better or worse than others do? The present study
triangulates three explanatory frameworks—Social Identity Theory (SIT), theory about mortality
threats, and research about psychological reactions to war-related events—in examining the self-
esteem of Iraqi adolescents in war-torn Baghdad during the summer of 2004. The first approach
holds that self-esteem enhancement occurs in the process of accentuating differences between in-
groups and out-groups—especially during times of conflict. The second approach focuses on
threats to one’s mortality, examining the conditions under which mortality threats lead
individuals to strive to enhance their self-esteem. This literature argues that when central aspects
of one’s social identity—aspects of identity that are relatively permanent, such as one’s nation or
religion—are threatened, individuals will strive to enhance their self-esteem. In contrast, the final
approach, which considers both children and adolescents who grew up with war, links war with
negative social psychological outcomes. This research typically finds that conflict-related
experiences result in higher levels or higher rates of post-traumatic stress reactions, depression,
and grief.
We follow our discussion of these three different research traditions with an overview of life in

Iraq and Baghdad, focusing on the degree to which the conditions appear consistent with one or
the other of the research traditions. After describing our sample and our measures, we examine
the links among these adolescents’ social backgrounds, their perceptions of the importance of a
number of national issues and personal concerns, and both their sense of threat and their self-
esteem. The first two explanatory frameworks provide complementary understandings that lead
us to expect higher self-esteem; the third approach leads us to expect lower self-esteem. Although
we cannot provide an explicit theory test, by the end of the paper we will have determined which
explanatory framework appears the most consistent with our results for the self-esteem and sense
of threat of adolescents from Baghdad, Iraq, a year after the 2003 US invasion.
Explanatory frameworks

Social identity theory

It is a social psychological axiom that people strive to feel positive about themselves, their circle
of significant others, and the larger social context in which they reside (Hogg, 2003). Similarly,
people belong to social groups whose collective purpose is to provide social distinction, often by
contrasting oneself to members of out-groups. This drive for self-esteem and distinction provides
Social Identity Theory (SIT) with an explanation that links inter-group discrimination to self-
esteem enhancement (Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971; Tajfel & Turner, 1979).
Stratification is implicit in SIT—both in smaller social contexts and at the broader societal level.

Attitudes and behaviors are associated with specific social groups. Notably, part of the self-
concept is social, attached to social groups rather than connected to the individual and to personal
identity (Hogg, 1995; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reichner, & Wetherell, 1987). Further, individuals
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tend to categorize themselves in terms of in-groups; within a group, they seek positive self-esteem
by distinguishing between out-group and in-group membership [varying from harmless rivalries to
hatred to violent conflict (Hogg, 2003)].
Once people have identified with a group, group behavior through categorization arises.

Examples of such behavior might include ethnocentrism, in-group favoritism, and conformity to
in-group norms (Hogg, 1995). Further, the in-group influences members by minimizing normative
in-group differences and maximizing norm differences between the in and out-groups. From this
theoretical point of view, the process of accentuating the boundaries between in-groups and out-
groups enhances self-esteem particularly under conditions demanding clarity of in-group and out-
group boundaries such as times of conflict (Hogg, 1995). Most studies (which are usually
experimental; see Hogg, 2003) linking self-esteem and inter-group behavior have, however, yielded
inconsistent findings (Hogg, 1995). The present study offers a more naturalistic examination of
the links between group identification and self-esteem—via surveys of Iraqi adolescents in a war-
torn environment.

Self-esteem and mortality threats

A complementary set of expectations comes from theory about mortality threats. As is
discussed below, mortality threats lead to behaviors expected to enhance self-esteem. A body of
research, based both on experiments and on surveys of individuals’ reactions to war (both
immediate and long-term), provides insight into the effect of having one’s sense of mortality
indirectly threatened. In response to threats to one’s mortality, individuals tend to react with
prejudice and discrimination against out-group members, and strive to enhance self-esteem
(Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Greenberg, 2003). These effects differ by initial self-esteem,
authoritarianism, conservative-liberal orientation and secure vs. insecure adult attachment
(Pyszczynski et al., 2003). People high in self-esteem, low in authoritarianism, liberal in political
orientation, or securely attached, are less likely to react with a defensive worldview when faced
with a mortality threat compared to people who are at the opposite ends of these continua.
Threats to highly stable sources of self, such as one’s nation or religion, are particularly likely to
evoke defenses of one’s worldview and prompt activities that should enhance self-esteem
(Pyszczynski et al., 2003).
The evidence suggests that individuals whose sense of mortality is threatened are more likely to

engage in important activities that will bolster self-esteem. For example, when faced with indirect
mortality threats, Israeli soldiers whose self-esteem is predicated on their vehicle driving ability
are more likely to become involved in risky driving (Pyszczynski et al., 2003). Similarly, US
students are more likely to contribute to a US rather than a foreign charity when faced with a
mortality threat, though there is no difference when there is no mortality threat. In this case,
mortality salience increases identification with one’s nation. The research also indicates that
students (US) whose mortality is made salient (compared to students for whom mortality is not
salient) are more likely to evaluate positive feedback about themselves as especially accurate, a
process that should enhance self-esteem (Pyszczynski et al., 2003). The theory and research
consistently indicate that individuals act to bolster important social identities when their sense of
mortality is threatened and that these individuals interpret the world in ways that do indeed
bolster self-esteem.
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When experimental manipulations threaten self-esteem, one may shift allegiances to different
sources of self-esteem. For example, students whose allegiance is to a failing sports team may shift
allegiance to a different sports team. In contrast, when the source of esteem is relatively
permanent—as in the case of religion, ethnicity, and national identity (see Freeman, 2001, 2003)—
individuals are expected to engage in self-esteem reinforcing activities (Pyszczynski et al., 2003).
Research shows that wars, especially the day-to-day disruptions of wars (e.g., electricity outages,
food shortages), are just as potent in raising anxiety about the prospect of one’s death as are the
more horrific (e.g., forced family migration or death of a family member) conflict-related
experiences (Abdel-Khalek, 2004; Roshdieh, Templer, Cannon, & Canfield, 1998–1999; Thabet,
Abed, & Vostanis, 2002). As a result, the day-to-day disruptions due to war may lead individuals
to strive for higher self-esteem.

Psychological reactions to conflict-related events

In contrast, research on children in war-torn countries provides a fairly consistent picture, as
described in this section, of conflict-related experiences engendering psychological trauma. The
more conflict-traumatic related experiences children and adolescents witness or experience, the
more likely they are to experience post-traumatic stress syndrome, to have a strong grief reaction,
or to feel depressed. This general pattern of reactions appears to hold cross-nationally (see Shaw,
2003).1 The results are the most consistent for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and grief,
and weaker for depressed mood. Although depressed mood is a common reaction to conflict-
related events, some studies fail to find elevated levels among children and adolescents (e.g.,
Begovac, Rudan, Begovac, Vidović, & Majić, 2004; Carballo et al., 2004; Smith, Perrin, Yule,
Hacam, & Stuvland, 2002). Although the findings are somewhat inconsistent, they are not
overwhelmingly strong; many individuals appear to survive war-related experiences without
severe traumatic reactions (see Shaw, 2003).
Although most research has focused on the number of conflict-related events, a few studies have

noted that some types of conflict-related experiences predict traumatic responses much more
strongly than do others. The findings are not surprising; individuals in war may witness or
experience events that range from irritating to traumatic. For example, individuals may have to
travel through checkpoints, seeing armed uniformed soldiers, vehicles and individuals being
searched, or people being detained. The less common events tend to be more traumatic. Children
might be at home when soldiers raid their neighborhood; they might inhale tear gas. They could
be forced to flee from their homes (becoming either internally displaced or refugees). Similarly,
they could witness the beating of a friend or family member, fear for their own lives, or know of
someone who is killed. They might see dead bodies or body parts or witness the death of a friend
or family member (Dyregrov, Gjestad, & Raundalen, 2002; Mollica, Poole, Son, Murray, & Tor,
1Support comes from studies conducted in urban-American settings with children (Garbarino & Kostelny, 1993),

adolescents in Bosnia-Herzegovina (Begovac et al., 2004; Carballo et al., 2004; Smith et al., 2002; Stein, Comer,

Gardner, & Kelleher, 1999), children in Cambodia (Mollica et al., 1997; Sack et al., 1999), Croatia (Živčič, 1993),

Eritrea (Wolff, Bereket, Egasso, & Tesfay, 1995), Honduras (Munczek & Tuber, 1998), Iraq (Dyregrov et al., 2002;

Dyregrov & Raundalen, 2003), South Africa (Govender & Killian, 2001), Sudan (Paardekooper, de Jong, & Hermanns,

1999), and the Gaza and West Bank (Baker, 1990; Barber, 1999; Elbedour, Van Slyck, & Stern, 1998; Lundeberg, Fox,

Brown, & Elbedour, 2000; Punamäki, Qouta, & El-Sarraj, 2001; Qouta et al., 2001).
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1997; Munczek & Tuber, 1998; Paardekooper, de Jong, & Hermanns, 1999; Sack, Him, &
Dickason, 1999; Smith et al., 2002; Thabet & Vostanis, 1999). The latter types of experiences
predict post-traumatic stress reactions fairly well (Dyregrov et al., 2002; Munczek & Tuber, 1998;
Sack et al., 1999; Smith et al., 2002; Thabet & Vostanis, 1999). In contrast, the less horrific
experiences of war (e.g., witnessing someone being detained) do not predict post-traumatic stress
or other outcomes, such as behavior problems or depression, as strongly (see Dyregrov et al.,
2002; Munczek & Tuber, 1998; Smith et al., 2002; Thabet & Vostanis, 1999).2

In contrast to the research on PTSD, grief, and depression, very little research has examined the
self-esteem either of children or of adolescents directly threatened by conflict. The results of this
research are quite mixed. Some researchers find little relationship of self-image to war-related
experiences (e.g., Begovac et al., 2004). Other studies suggest that children and adolescents who
witness traumatic war-related events react with lower levels of self-esteem (Elbedour, 1998; Qouta,
El-Sarraj, & Punamäki, 2001). Some research examining self-esteem suggests that the less
traumatic war-related events (e.g., witnessing people shooting guns) do not affect self-esteem, but
that during conflict the non-conflict events (e.g., various problems at school) are related to low
self-esteem (Muldoon & Trew, 2000). In short, the evidence is weak, but in the presence of war-
related events, we expect to observe lower self-esteem.
The lack of impact for less horrific conflict-related events (discussed above) and the findings

that non-conflict events may affect self-esteem raises the question: How will individuals react to a
context of war (rather than to direct conflict-related events), a context that may raise the specter
of death without directly threatening it? The three explanatory frameworks discussed above
suggest rather different patterns of results. Social Identity Theory leads us to expect, especially
during times of conflict, higher levels of self-esteem for members of high status groups; theory
about indirect mortality threats leads us to expect higher self-esteem in the face of threats to
valued social identities (similar to social identity theory). In contrast, research on war-related
traumatic events leads to the contrasting, though weak, expectation of lower self-esteem.
Arab adolescence and adolescents in Iraq

English-language research on adolescence and adolescents in Arab countries, and in Iraq in
particular, is scarce. The available literature suggests that Arab adolescents and Iraqi adolescents,
in particular, would probably react to the threats of war with heightened self-esteem. In general,
Arab societies stress a patrilineal and collective sense of identity focused around national-ethnic
identities (see Oyserman, 1993). The group is the focus, providing a guarantee of protection and
2The key factors mediating between conflict-related experiences and psychological trauma appear to be both the

quality of family relationships and the existence of a framework of meaning that makes those experiences

understandable (see Shaw, 2003 for a review). The support of family members, especially the mother, and their reaction

to war-related experiences are crucial to children’s adaptation to these traumatic events (see Punamäki et al., 2001).

Consistent with the protective effect of parental relationships, the loss of a parent is particularly difficult for children in

war-like situations (Munczek & Tuber, 1998). Additionally, involvement in a meaningful cause appears particularly

important in buffering the adverse effect of conflict on children and youth. For example, an understanding of the

political context of the Palestinian struggle against Israel apparently provides a framework that makes the conflict-

related events understandable and, as a result, less traumatic (Baker & Shaloub-Kevorkian, 1999; Barber, 1999; see also

Govender & Killian, 2001 regarding South Africa).
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an emphasis on avoiding all hints of weakness. When called upon, one is expected to sacrifice for
the ‘‘dignity’’ or ‘‘honor’’ of the group (Al-Krenawi, Slonim-Nevo, Maymon, & Al-Krenawi,
2001; Oyserman, 1993). Research documenting the very prominent national identities of Iraqi
adolescents confirms this portrayal. Iraqi adolescents identified with their country—at a time
when Iraq was not at war—more strongly than a comparison Arab country at war. In addition,
identification was at least as high as in two comparison Anglo countries regardless of whether
they were at war and not (Hosin & Cairns, 1984). Recent results for Iraqi adults support
these conclusions, finding very high levels of national pride; similarly, nearly all Iraqi adults
indicate that faith is very important in their lives (Inglehart, Moaddel, & Tessler, 2006). Notably,
these identifications are unlikely to be relinquished easily; they are just the sorts of identities that
one would expect Iraqi adolescents to defend.

Baghdad, summer of 2004

Baghdad, the capital of Iraq, is located in the geographic center of the country.3 The city is
divided by the Tigris River and subdivided into demographically distinct neighborhoods. The
population of Baghdad is approximately 5.14 million with a population density similar to that of
Chicago, Illinois, USA (Chiarelli & Michaelis, 2005, p. 5; Roberts, Lafta, Garfield, Khudhairi, &
Burnham, 2004).
There is no doubt that civilian mortality rates increased after the 2003 invasion of Iraq.

Estimates indicate that the risk of mortality (excluding Fallujah) increased by about 50% after
the invasion, with violence (rather than disease or accidents) becoming the major cause
(Roberts et al., 2004). The civilian death rate in Iraq from overall violence was 267 per hundred
thousand (calculated from Roberts et al., 2004, Table 2). In Baghdad, the mortality rate among
civilians (overwhelmingly adult males) at about the time of our study appears to have been
between 88 and 102 per hundred thousand per year (based on information reported in Roberts
et al., 2004; Iraq Body Count, 2005). These mortality rates are higher than, but consistent
with, relatively high Middle East war-related regional mortality rates (Reza, Mercy, & Krug,
2001).
Adolescents in Baghdad, no doubt, were well aware of the increase in violent deaths.

Subsequent checks of available (English) news reports clearly revealed that violent activities
(ranging from large explosions, to violent battles, to deaths of civilians) occurred during June and
July of 2004 in the neighborhoods where our survey was administered.4 US and coalition forces
engaged in combat operations during the summer of 2004 (Chiarelli & Michaelis, 2005), with 36
US soldiers in Baghdad being killed during May, June, and July (Iraq Coalition Casualty Count,
2005). Assuming that the number of casualties was proportional to the number of deaths, over
380 US soldiers would have been wounded in Baghdad during those three months (authors’
calculation based on statistics from Iraq Coalition Casualty Count, 2005). In addition to the
3Iraq is flanked (moving counter-clockwise) by Iran on the east, Turkey on the north, and Syria on the northwest and

west, Jordan on the west, Saudi Arabia on the southwest and south, and Kuwait on the south. The climate is arid and

extremely hot in the summers with an average high temperature of 105
J
F, and virtually no rainfall (National Climate

Data Center, 2005).
4While living in Baghdad, the second author experienced multiple, daily bombings, and read about daily bombings in

and around Baghdad from twice-daily military briefings.
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deaths of coalition forces, adolescents in Iraq would doubtless have been aware of the much
higher post-invasion civilian homicide rates in Baghdad (see Roberts et al., 2004).
The vast majority of the Iraqi population was dependent on the government for food; power,

water, and sewage facilities were severely degraded by sanctions (Physicians for Human Rights,
2003), the kind of disruptions that raise anxiety about death. These foundations of everyday life
were further degraded by the war in Iraq, with the electrical generating system suffering direct war
damage, as well as being looted for valuable metals (see Chiarelli & Michaelis, 2005; MedAct,
2004). During the summer of 2004, day-to-day life was disrupted by the on-going conflict, with the
vast majority of the population seemingly apprehensive about being out in public, and waiting to
see the outcome before deciding whom to support (Chiarelli & Michaelis, 2005). Despite the
efforts of the US led Task Force in Baghdad in 2004—which sought to balance combat
engagements with the restoration of essential services such as water and electricity (Chiarelli &
Michaelis, 2005)—nearly half of civilians in Iraq strongly agreed that ‘‘in Iraq these days life is
unpredictable and dangerous’’ (Inglehart, Moaddel, & Tessler, 2006). In general, Iraqis appeared
to react to the war with heightened rejection of western nations (Inglehart, Moaddel, & Tessler,
2006).
Given the context of day-to-day disruptions and continued random and sporadic violence

increasing in Iraq and Baghdad, how did Iraqi adolescents fare? In the face of threatening
circumstances, was their self-esteem low or was it high? How threatened did these adolescents feel?
Did those who felt more threatened have higher or lower self-esteem? Did adolescents from
different social backgrounds react differently? Do social differences in background explain the
relationship between self-esteem and the perceived threat?
Methods

Data collection

During the summer of 2004, the US Army in Iraq, in an effort to stimulate social and
behavioral research in Iraq, and provide an outlet for Iraqi concerns regarding the US campaign
in Iraq, announced a call for proposals to conduct research. One of the authors (Ender), on the
faculty at the US Military Academy at West Point, was working in Iraq under the auspices of the
US Army, and consulted on various research proposals submitted to the US Army. All of
the proposals were for larger scale studies of adult populations. Dr. Ender recommended a smaller
study focused on Iraqi adolescents. The contractors identified an Iraqi interview team that was
directed by professional Iraqi survey researchers through the Asharq Center for Polls &
Marketing Research based in Baghdad, Iraq. Once the Iraqis won the contract to survey
adolescents, only one face-to-face meeting could be arranged given the highly volatile situation in
both Iraq and Baghdad, and fear of injury or death. The Iraqi researchers were briefed concerning
informed consent practices and concerns, and they assured us that equivalent Iraqi informed
consent procedures would be followed. Consent in Iraq is typically obtained verbally; given the
dangerous political atmosphere, including the possibility of injury or death, no signed consent
forms were obtained. Given the dangerous political context for individuals who worked with the
US forces, respondents and parents were informed only that the survey researchers were affiliated
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both with the research center and with Baghdad University (which they were); no other
sponsorship or affiliation information was provided.
Professional Iraqi survey teams (typically one male and one female) conducted one thousand

(1000) interviews, using a structured questionnaire that asked adolescents about background
demographic characteristics, a variety of attitudes and behaviors, as well as their sense of threat,
and self-esteem. Iraqi survey researchers first purposively selected 10 Baghdad neighborhoods:
Al-Adhimiya, Al-Kadhimiya, Sadr City, Al-Dourah, Al-Ghazaliya, Al-Jamiah, Al-Khadhra,
Al-Shoula, Hay Al-Mekanik, and Al-Rahmaniyah. According to the Iraqi researchers, most
neighborhoods are reasonably homogenous in terms of social background. We subsequently
identified them as predominantly Shi’a, as predominantly Sunni, or as containing a significant
Christian presence. Within these neighborhoods, the researchers randomly selected households
based on a sample frame typically used in Iraq. Any randomly selected adolescent (male or
female) was eligible. Only one adolescent per household was interviewed—the first available.
According to the Iraq survey team leader, female adolescents are underrepresented due to the
cultural reluctance of parents to allow their daughters to talk with strangers. The researchers did
not tally rejection rates of households. These latter limitations raise some modest concerns about
possible sampling bias. Consistent with concerns about protecting human subjects, the Iraqi
researchers did not record which individuals were from which neighborhood. No recruitment
incentives were provided.
Interviews were conducted in the adolescent’s home, requiring the verbal consent of an adult for

entry, and the (verbal) assent of both a parent and the adolescent who was interviewed.
Adolescents were free not to answer specific questions or not to take part. An institutional review
in the US indicates that informed consent and other ethical issues appear to have been handled
properly. Although the Iraqi survey researchers reported some difficulty in obtaining responses to
attitude questions, the highest rate of non-response for a single item was about six percent. The
Iraqi survey team transcribed all responses into an Excel file, provided it to the US Army in
Baghdad, which subsequently emailed it to the second author in the US. Two of the authors
checked the data for consistency, transferred it to SPSS, created scales, and conducted the
analyses.

Characteristics of the sample

As shown in Table 1, adolescents were asked their age on their last birthday (ranging from 12 to
17 at the time of the interview), their gender (70.5% male; 29.5% female), their ethnicity (Arabs
88.9%; Ethnic Minorities 11.1% [Kurds 5.8%; Turkmen 3.0%; and Other 2.3%]). Statistical tests
indicate that Arabs can be contrasted to individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds without
loss of predictive ability. The adolescents were also asked about their faith (Sunni Islam 36.3%;
Shi’a Islam 57.5%; Christian 6.0%; other faiths .2%). Although nearly all of the Muslims are
Arabs (91%), only slightly more than half (55%) of the Christians (and others) are Arabs. The
rest are members of ethnic minorities (e.g., Kurds, Turkmen). For basic tables, we retain separate
variables for ethnicity and religion; for correlation and regression analyses, we identify six
categories of ethno-religious background (e.g., Arab-Sunni 31.5%; Arab-Shi’a 54.0%; Arab-
Christian 3.4%; Minority-Sunni 4.8%; Minority-Shi’a 3.5%; and Minority-Christian 2.8%) using
dummy variables. Statistical tests indicate a significant (p4.005) statistical interaction of ethnicity
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Table 1

Profile of Iraqi adolescents from Baghdada

Variable % or mean Response range

Age 15.41 12–17

Gender

Females 29.5%

Males 70.5%

Ethnicity

Arabs 88.9%

Minority (Kurd/other) 11.1%

Religion

Sunni Muslim 36.3%

Shi’a Muslim 57.5%

Christians & others 6.2%

Faith important? 3.28 Not ¼ 1 to very ¼ 4

National issue Choose most important issue

MNF leaving 41.7%

Peace 28.6%

Security 19.6%

Democracy 5.3%

Jobs 4.0%

No response 0.8%

Personal concern Choose most important concern

Family 46.5%

Country 25.7%

Good job 15.1%

Friends 5.2%

Soccer (football) 3.9%

No response/other 3.6%

Self-regard 13.41 Low ¼ 6 to high ¼ 16

Self-derogation 4.09 Low ¼ 2 to high ¼ 8

Family threat 6.46 Low ¼ 0 to high ¼ 9

National threat 4.85 Low ¼ 0 to high ¼ 6

an ¼ 1000 except for faith important n ¼ 994.
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and religion in their relationship to threat that makes this approach preferable. Although all are
adolescents (ages 12–17), more adolescents in the upper end of that age range were interviewed
(56% are ages 16 and 17), particularly older males (61.7% of the males were ages 16 and 17
compared to 42.3% of the females). Demographic background information is not available for
Baghdad. Given Baghdad’s central location in Iraq (near the predominantly Sunni areas
and away from predominantly Shi’a and Kurdish areas), the somewhat higher representation
for Sunni Arabs and slightly lower representation for Shi’a Arabs and Sunni Kurds in this
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sample compared to Iraq as a whole is not surprising (see ReliefWeb, 2006 for comparison
statistics for Iraq).

The measures

Self-esteem
The adolescents were asked six questions from the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg,

1986), each having four possible responses ranging from ‘‘strongly agree’’ to ‘‘strongly disagree.’’
Four of the items had a positive wording (‘‘I feel I am a person of worth,’’ ‘‘I feel I have a number
of good qualities,’’ ‘‘I am able to do things as well as most people,’’ and ‘‘I take a positive attitude
toward myself’’). Two of them had negative wordings (‘‘I am inclined to think that I am a failure’’
and ‘‘I am not able to do things as well as most people’’). Four items from the original scale were
omitted; they are: ‘‘On the whole, I am satisfied with myself;’’ ‘‘I wish I could have more respect
for myself;’’ ‘‘I certainly feel useless at times;’’ and ‘‘At times I think I am no good at all.’’ The six
items we used comprise a commonly used short version of the ten-item scale (see Mahaffy, 2004).
Factor analyses with oblique rotation indicated two very clear factors. The first contained only the
positively worded items (loadings ranged from .58 to .76; reliability ¼ .74). Positively worded
items are coded so that a high value indicates high self-esteem. We refer to this dimension of self-
esteem as ‘‘self-regard.’’ The second contained the negatively worded items (loadings ¼ .47 and
.60; reliability ¼ .44). There were no strong cross-loadings (maximum ¼ .21) and no large
(r4.05) residual correlations. The negatively worded items are coded so that high values indicate
low self-esteem. We refer to this dimension as ‘‘self-derogation.’’ The two factors have a weak
negative correlation (r ¼ �.14).

Perceived threat

Each adolescent was asked five questions about safety: ‘‘How would you rate y,’’ ‘‘your
personal safety,’’ ‘‘the safety of your family,’’ ‘‘the safety of your neighborhood,’’ ‘‘the safety of
Baghdad,’’ and ‘‘the safety of Iraq.’’ Each item was rated on a four-point scale from ‘‘poor’’ to
‘‘excellent.’’ Factor analysis identified two distinct but correlated factors. The first three items—
self, family, and neighborhood—clustered together (loadings ¼ .84, .88, and .73 respectively;
reliability ¼ .85). The two remaining items—Baghdad and Iraq—formed a separate cluster
(loadings ¼ .86 and .85; reliability ¼ .85). The largest cross-loading (.26) was for neighborhood
safety. There were no large (r4.05) residual correlations. We reverse coded the items and labeled
the respective factors ‘‘Family Threat’’ and ‘‘National Threat.’’ The two factors are moderately
correlated, sharing roughly 25% of their variance. When the self-regard, self-derogation, and
threat items were factored in the same analysis, the results were effectively identical.

Attitudes, issues, and concerns
Each adolescent was asked a series of questions related to attitudes toward salient issues in their

lives. Adolescents were asked about the importance of their faith (very important; somewhat
important; a little important; or not important). Six adolescents did not respond to this question.
The variable is coded so that high values indicate high levels of importance.
Adolescents were also asked two questions to determine psychologically central life areas:

‘‘What is the most important thing in your life?’’ (Family; God; Friends; Good job; Football
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[Soccer]; My country; or Other), and ‘‘What is the most important issue for your country?’’
(Peace; the Multi-National Force leaving Iraq; Jobs; or Democracy). Slightly over six percent of
the adolescents did not respond to this last question; we coded non-responses as a separate
category. In multivariate analyses, each category (except one) is represented by its own dummy
coded variable.

Results

As shown in Table 1, Religion is, on average, quite important to these adolescents, with the
average score above a 3 on a 4-point scale. The national issues most often indicated as important
are: the MNF leaving Iraq, peace, and security, with democracy and jobs a distant fourth and
fifth. The most important personal concerns are family, country, and a good job—in that order.
Concern with friends and sports (soccer) were not chosen often. Overall, adolescents have
reasonably high self-esteem (high levels of self-regard and low levels of self-derogation), with self-
regard as high as the self-regard of adolescents in other primarily Arab societies (e.g., for
comparable Palestinian adolescents, see Abu-Rayya, 2005; Dwairy, 2004). In contrast, these
adolescents from Baghdad in the summer of 2004 felt clearly threatened—with high scores for
both ‘‘family threat’’ and ‘‘national threat.’’
In Table 2, we begin by showing the importance of faith by ethnicity, religion, and gender. In

addition, we show the relationship between the backgrounds of the Baghdad adolescents and
what they perceive to be the most important issues facing their country, as well as their most
important personal concerns. We have placed the national issues and personal concerns in a
different sequence than in our first table in order to highlight the contrast between majority and
minority groups.
One’s religious faith is rated generally as at least ‘‘somewhat important’’ by all groups

(averaging at least a 3.0 on a 1–4 scale), with Arab and female adolescents rating their faith as
somewhat more important than others. Ethnicity, religion, and gender affect how Iraqi
adolescents view the issues facing their country and themselves. Adolescents from different
ethnic backgrounds, different religious backgrounds, and of different genders selected different
issues as the most important.
When we look across the background variables, we see a consistent pattern to which issues

these adolescents chose. Members of the majority statuses (the Arabs, the Muslims [both Sunnis
and Shi’as], and the males) most often chose the MNF leaving as the most important issue facing
the country, with over 40% of individuals from the majority status groups choosing this issue.
Minority status groups are much less likely to choose the MNF leaving as the most important
national issue, averaging nearly 17% points lower than the majority status groups. Arabs
(a majority group) chose security as an important issue at a slightly higher rate than members
of other ethnic groups, but religious and gender differences do not appear large. In contrast,
members of minority status groups (e.g., Kurds and other ethnic minorities, Christians, and
females) consistently chose Peace as the most important issue facing Iraq (averaging about 39%)
with the majority groups averaging about 12% points lower. Democracy was least often chosen as
an important issue. Members of minority statuses (ethnic minorities and non-Muslims) chose
democracy at roughly twice the rate (about 10%) of members of the corresponding majority
status groups (about 5%).
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Table 2

Means or percentages for faith important, national issues, and personal concerns by ethnicity, religion, and gender

Faith
important?a

Ethnicity*** Religion Gender**
Arab Minority Sunni Shi’a Christian Male Female

3.3 3.0 3.3 3.3 3.0 3.2 3.4
(883) (111) (360) (572) (62) (701) (293)

National
issueb

Ethnicity*** Religion* Gender**
Arab Minority Sunni Shi’a Christian Male Female

MNF
leaving

43.6 26.1 41.3 44.2 21.0 44.7 34.6

(388) (29) (150) (254) (13) (315) (102)

Security 20.2 14.4 20.4 19.1 19.4 20.0 18.6
(180) (16) (74) (110) (12) (141) (55)

Peace 27.2 39.6 28.4 27.5 40.3 25.1 36.9
(242) (44) (103) (158) (25) (177) (109)

Democracy 4.6 10.8 5.0 5.0 9.7 5.4 5.2
(41) (12) (18) (29) (6) (38) (15)

Personal
concernb

Ethnicity*** Religion*** Gender***
Arab Minority Sunni Shi’a Christian Male Female

Country 27.0 15.3 28.7 25.2 12.9 27.7 21.0
(240) (17) (104) (145) (8) (195) (62)

Good job 15.7 9.9 9.4 19.3 9.7 20.1 3.1
(140) (11) (34) (111) (6) (142) (9)

Family 46.2 48.6 49.0 44.3 51.6 38.7 65.1
(411) (54) (178) (255) (32) (273) (192)

Friends 4.3 12.6 6.1 4.3 8.1 5.4 4.7
(38) (14) (22) (25) (5) (38) (14)

*po.05; **po.01; ***po.001.
aEntries in the columns are mean values with sample sizes in parentheses.
bPercentages in columns of the issues and of the concerns variables do not total to 100% because only the four most often selected issues of each

type are listed. The number of individuals choosing each issue is in parentheses. The ‘‘national issue’’ table omits ‘‘jobs’’ and non-response. The

‘‘personal concerns’’ table omits ‘‘other issues’’ (provided as a response option), non-response, and soccer [‘‘football’’]. Statistical tests not shown

here indicate that differentiating between Sunni Muslims and Shi’a Muslims significantly (pp.005) improves the fit compared to a table that

contrasts all Muslims to Christians on personal concerns. Significance levels for analyses of the two issues variables apply to entire tables, including

responses that are not shown.
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In terms of personal concerns, a similar pattern emerges. The majority groups are more likely to
choose ‘‘the country’’ as their important personal concern (averaging about 27%) with minority
groups averaging more than 10% points lower. Similarly, majority groups (except Sunnis) are
more likely to choose a ‘‘good job’’ as one of their important personal concerns (averaging about
17%) compared to minority groups (averaging about nearly 8%). The comparison holds even if
the starker gender differences are overlooked. All groups choose ‘‘family’’ as the most important
personal concern (averaging over 49%). However, members of minority status groups tended to
choose family slightly more often (slightly more than half of non-Muslims vs. slightly more than
45% of Muslims; 65% of females vs. 39% of males). As a category of concern, ‘‘friends’’ was not
often chosen as an important issue.
We now turn to consider the correlations among the measures of perceived threat and the

measures of self-esteem, as well as the correlations among the social background, issue
orientations, and attitudes (on the one hand), and perceived threat and self-esteem (on the other).
These relationships are presented in Table 3. The top two lines of the table contain the
correlations of the two measures of perceived threat with self-regard and self-derogation.
Contrary to what one would expect based on the reactions of children to war-related events, but
consistent with expectations based both on Social Identity Theory and on reactions to mortality
threats, the individuals who indicate the highest levels of ‘‘national threat’’ reported both the
highest levels of self-regard and the lowest levels of self-derogation. Perceived ‘‘family threat’’ was
not significantly related either to self-regard or to self-derogation.
The remainder of the table shows the correlations between social background (i.e., age,

gender, and ethno-religious group), importance of faith, national issues, and personal concerns
(on the one hand), with the measures of perceived threat and self-esteem (on the other hand).
Four patterns are evident. First, the background, faith, national issues, and personal concerns
variables are more consistently and strongly related to national threat than to family threat
(9 of 17 vs. 6 of 17 correlations are significant). Second, these variables are more strongly
and consistently related to self-regard than self-derogation (11 of 17 correlations vs. 6 of 17
correlations are significant). Third, consistent with Social Identity Theory, individuals in
favored statuses (older, male, Arab Muslims [both Sunni and Shi’a], tend to feel more threatened
and have higher levels of self-esteem (higher self-regard and lower self-derogation). In contrast,
individuals with a minority religious (i.e. Christian) or a minority ethnic identity tend to feel less
threatened, and have lower levels of self-esteem (lower self-regard and higher self-derogation.
Fourth, those for whom faith is more important report higher self-regard and lower self-
derogation.
The pattern of results for the issues and concerns variables is a bit more difficult to characterize

but, in general, continues the pairing of high levels of perceived threat with high self-esteem (and
its converse). Among the national issues, notably, those adolescents who chose Democracy both
perceive the nation as less threatened than do other adolescents and have lower levels of self-
regard. Other national issues relate less systematically to both threat and self-esteem. Those
concerned with the MNF leaving feel more threatened (with marginally higher self-regard and
marginally lower self-derogation). Those concerned with security have slightly higher levels of
self-regard. Those concerned with jobs perceive less threat to Iraq (and have marginally lower self-
regard); concern for peace is unrelated to either measure of perceived threat, and only marginally
related to self-regard.
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Table 3

Correlations of threat and self-esteem with social statuses, faith importance, national issues, and personal concerns

Perceived threat Self-esteem

National Family Regard Derogation

National threat — +.51* +.22* �.13*

Family threat +.51* — +.09 +.01

Age +.12* +.09 +.11* �.00

Gender (male ¼ 1) +.06 +.09 +.12* +.06

Ethnic-religious group

Arab Sunni +.05 +.08** +.05 �.06

Arab Shi’a +.10** �.01 +.16** �.10**

Arab Christian �.03 �.06 �.08* +.10**

Minority Sunni �.12** .00 �.17** +.16**

Minority Shi’a �.23** �.11** �.13** +.08**

Minority Christian .00 �.02 �.16** +.05

Faith important? +.05 +.03 +.16* �.10*

National issuea

MNF out +.11* +.06 +.07 �.08

Peace +.02 +.01 �.09 +.00

Security �.03 +.02 +.11* +.02

Democracy �.13* �.12* �.11* +.10

Jobs �.12* �.07 �.08 +.07

Personal concerna

Family �.07 �.16* �.12* �.08

Country +.20* +.29* +.12* �.03

Good job +.02 �.00 +.12* +.03

Friends �.16* �.09 �.08 +.10*

Soccer (football) �.14* �.10* �.08 +.09

*pp.001; n ¼ 1000 except for faith important n ¼ 994.
aCorrelations with dummy variables for missing data are omitted. None of these omitted correlations was significant.

S. Carlton-Ford et al. / Journal of Adolescence 31 (2008) 53–7566
Turning to personal concerns, we see only one issue significantly related both to perceived
threats and to self-regard—concern for the country. Individuals who indicated that their major
personal concern was the country feel high levels of threat to nation and family, and have higher
self-regard. Those who chose family as an important personal concern report lower levels of
family threat and lower levels of self-regard. Those choosing either soccer or friends as their most
important personal concern also report somewhat lower levels of threat and slightly lower levels
of self-esteem (lower self-regard or higher self-derogation).
In general, majority status groups (whether ethno-religious or gender) feel more threatened and

have higher self-esteem. In addition, issues and concerns correlate with measures of perceived
threat and self-esteem. Given this pattern of results, the positive correlations between threat to the
nation and measures of self-esteem (at the top of Table 3) might be artifacts arising strictly from
differences in social background, positions on national issues, and personal concerns. The
analyses presented in both Tables 4 and 5 address this concern. In these analyses, we examine the
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Table 4

Multiple regression of self-regard on threat to nation, demographic background, importance of faith, personal issues,

and national issues (standardized coefficients, unstandardized coefficients, and significance levels; n ¼ 994 for all

models)

Model 1 Model 2a Model 3 Model 4b Model 5c,d

Threat to natione .220 .156 .132 .150 .128

.294*** .208*** .176*** .200*** .170***

Age — .086 .070 .096 .081

.109** .089** .122*** .103**

Gender (Male ¼ 1) — .082 .065 .075 .057

.365** .293* .337* .256

Ethnic-religious group

Arab Shi’a — .039 .027 .042 .031

.160 .112 .174 .128

Arab Christian — �.066 �.062 �.055 �.051

�.746* �.696* �.612 �.567

Minority Sunni — �.149 �.151 �.139 �.140

�1.420*** �1.434*** �1.318*** �1.328***

Minority Shi’a — �.084 �.087 �.078 �.079

�.930** �.962** �.864* �.878*

Minority Christian — �.156 �.151 �.154 �.151

�1.924*** �1.862*** �1.899*** �1.862***

Faith Important? — .140 .149 .136 .147

.321*** .343*** .312*** .338***

Most important personal concern

Country — — �.082 — �.049

�.384 �.228

Family — — �.214 — �.189

�.874* �.772

Friends — — �.095 — �.071

�.866 �.650

Football — — �.102 — �.084

�1.069* �.886

A Good Job — — �.062 — �.037

�.351 �.208

Other — — �.032 — �.021

�.647 �.437

Most important national issue

Democracy — — — �.194 �.153

�1.762* �1.392

Jobs — — — �.164 �.142

�1.723 �1.493
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Table 4 (continued )

Model 1 Model 2a Model 3 Model 4b Model 5c,d

MNF out — — — �.326 �.252

�1.347 �1.040

Peace — — — �.344 �.257

�1.550* �1.160

Security — — — �.173 �.098

�.888 �.500

R2 change .048*** .101*** .016** [.018]*** [.018]***

Total R2 .048 .149 .165 .167 .183

*pp.05; **pp.01; ***pp.001.
aThe set of ethnic-religious groups and importance of faith are each significant (po.001).
bR-squared change for Model 4 is assessed against Model 2.
cR-squared change for Model 5 is assessed against Model 3.
dStepwise inclusion of the issues variables (either from one set or from separate sets) consistently identifies Family,

Football, and Security as significant.
eTests for the significance of the change in the size of regression coefficients (Clogg, Petkova, & Haritou, 1995) show

that controlling for age, gender, ethnic-religious group, and importance of faith significantly reduces the coefficient for

‘‘Threat to Nation’’ (Model 2 vs. Model 1). Similarly, the inclusion of national issues and personal concerns

significantly reduces the coefficient for ‘‘Threat to Nation’’ (Model 5 vs. Model 2).

S. Carlton-Ford et al. / Journal of Adolescence 31 (2008) 53–7568
relationship between perceived threat to Iraq and each measure of both self-regard and self-
deprecation.
The top line in Table 4 presents the standardized bivariate regression coefficient between self-

regard and perceived national threat. The first model in Table 4 presents the same bivariate
relationship between perceived national threat and self-regard that we presented in Table 3 (i.e.,
bivariate correlations and standardized bivariate regression coefficients are mathematically
identical). This regression coefficient serves as the baseline against which we compare the partial
regression coefficients that are presented in models two through five. Model 2 controls for age,
gender, membership in one’s ethno-religious group, and the importance of one’s faith. Models 3
and 4 control, additionally, for personal concerns and national issues respectively. Model 5
controls for all variables simultaneously.
We turn first to the relationship between national threat and self-regard. As can be seen clearly

when we compare Model 1 to Model 2, the introduction of the first set of control variables reduces
the magnitude of the unstandardized relationship between self-regard and national threat by
about 30% (from .294 to .208); this change is statistically significant (pp.001). Age, gender,
ethnic-religious group membership, and the importance of faith all are significantly related to self-
regard. Consistent with expectations, older adolescents and males have higher levels of self-
regard; members of ethnic and religious minorities have lower levels of self-esteem. The more
important one’s faith the higher one’s self-regard. Controlling for personal concerns (Model 3) or
for National issues (Model 4) further reduces the magnitude of the relationship between perceived
threat and self-regard. Controlling for all issues and concerns variables (Model 5) further reduces
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Table 5

Multiple regression of self-deprecation on threat to nation, demographic background, importance of faith, personal

issues, and national issues (standardized coefficients, unstandardized coefficients, and significance levels; n ¼ 994 for all

models)

Model 1 Model 2a Model 3 Model 4b Model 5c,d

Threat to natione �.126 �.089 �.076 �.073 �.064

�.087*** �.062** �.052* �.050* �.044

Age — �.010 �.017 �.005 �.012

�.007 �.011 �.003 �.008

Gender (male ¼ 1) — .079 .057 .078 .058

.184* .132 .181* .133

Ethnic-religious group

Arab Shi’a — �.004 �.005 �.003 �.004

�.008 �.011 �.006 �.008

Arab Christian — .104 .084 .098 .081

.604*** .488** .567** .469*

Minority Sunni — .162 .159 .162 .158

.796*** .780*** .798*** .777***

Minority Shi’a — .067 .068 .068 .069

.381* .392* .389* .397*

Minority Christian — .070 .062 .064 .056

.448* .393 .409* .360

Faith important? — �.057 �.049 �.048 �.040

�.068 �.058 �.057 �.048

Most important personal concern

Country — — .174 — .158

.422 .382

Family — — .173 — .143

.365 .302

Friends — — .152 — .137

.721** .649*

Football — — .127 — .115

.687* .622*

A good job — — .176 — .155

.518* .456

Other — — .123 — .109

1.296*** 1.153**

Most important national issue

Democracy — — — .240 .156

1.125* .731

Jobs — — — .182 .122

.986* .660
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Table 5 (continued )

Model 1 Model 2a Model 3 Model 4b Model 5c,d

MNF out — — — .353 .202

.753 .432

Peace — — — .350 .223

.816 .520

Security — — — .333 .221

.882 .585

R2 Change .016*** .052*** .019** [.011]* [.007]

Total R2 .016 .068 .087 .079 .094

*pp.05;**pp.01;***pp.001.
aThe set of ethnic-religious categories adds significantly (po.001).
bR2 change for Model 4 is assessed against Model 2.
cR2 change for Model 5 is assessed against Model 3.
dStepwise inclusion of the issues variables (either from one set or from separate sets) consistently identifies ‘‘Other’’

life issues as the only significant predictor of self-deprecation.
eTests for the significance of the change in the size of regression coefficients (Clogg et al., 1995) show that controlling

for age, gender, ethnic-religious group, and importance of faith significantly reduces the coefficient for ‘‘Threat to

Nation’’ (Model 2 vs. Model 1). Similarly, the inclusion of personal concerns significantly reduces the coefficient for

‘‘Threat to Nation’’ (Model 3 vs. Model 2).
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the magnitude of the relationship (from .208 to .170; pp.001). Of the concerns and issues, concern
with friends and football, and with democracy and peace are all associated with lower self-regard
(although their independent effects cannot be disentangled in Model 5). However, the relationship
between perceived national threat and self-regard remains statistically significant (po.001),
although reduced by just over 40% (from .294 to .170).
We performed a parallel analysis considering the relationship between national threat and self-

derogation which is presented in Table 5. Although the regression coefficients are weaker, the
general patterns of results are the same for self-derogation as for self-regard. The original
relationship between self-derogation and perceived national threat is reduced (from �.087 to
�.062; po.001) when we introduce controls for demographic background and importance of faith
(compare Model 1 to Model 2). Introduction of controls for personal concerns (in Model 3)
further reduces the magnitude of the relationship (from �.062 to �.052; po.001). In general,
however, adolescent’s positions on national issues (in Model 4) did not significantly predict
self-derogation and did not significantly affect the relationship between national threat and
self-derogation. The inclusion of both personal concerns and national issues (Model 5) did not
predict self-derogation better than the model (three) with personal concerns alone.
Discussion and conclusions

This study provides a unique look at the situation of adolescents in Iraq’s capital city, Baghdad,
during the summer of 2004. At that time, Baghdad, and Iraq, had been in a state of war for
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over a year. Mostly Western troops had occupied the city (and country) and were focused on
both combat and reconstruction missions; most of the population was living in a state of
disequilibrium (Chiarelli & Michaelis, 2005; Inglehart, Moaddel, & Tessler, 2006); daily life and
the institutions that support it were disrupted; violent conflict was fairly common in the
neighborhoods where our adolescents live. Despite these obvious threats to their sense of security,
Iraqi adolescents appeared to be coping fairly well; their self-esteem was comparable to that of
Palestinian youth.
The more detailed patterning of self-regard and self-derogation was consistent with the idea

that these adolescents were maintaining their sense of self in the face of threats to central aspects
of social identity, rather than reacting to threats to their own (or their family’s or friend’s)
immediate safety. Specifically, Iraqi adolescents’ self-esteem was significantly and persistently
related to the sense that their country (Baghdad and Iraq) were threatened, with those who felt
that their country was threatened reporting the highest levels of self-regard and lowest levels of
self-derogation. In contrast, a perceived threat to one’s self, one’s family, and one’s neighborhood
did not correlate with self-esteem (neither with self-regard nor self-derogation).
Adolescents from high status demographic backgrounds (age: older; gender: male; ethnicity:

Arab; religion: Muslim [both Sunni and Shi’a]) generally reported both higher levels of self-esteem
and higher levels of perceived threat. Self-esteem is higher for those whose faith is more
important. Self-esteem and perceived threat were also related to five important personal concerns
and four important national issues. The relationship between self-regard and perceived threat
persisted (though reduced in strength) in the face of controls for demographic background,
importance of faith, national issue orientations, and personal concerns.
Our interpretation of the results is tied not only to the pattern of significant results just

described, but also to the pattern of non-results involving ‘‘Family Threat.’’ If adolescents were
responding to immediate threats to their local environment, to their family or to themselves, we
would expect to see that threats to one’s family would be significantly related to lower levels
of self-regard, higher level of self-derogation, or both. That, however, is not the case. Instead,
threats to family are only weakly and not significantly related to either measure of self-esteem.
Similarly, the social status variables and issue variables correlate much less strongly with threats
to family than they do with threats to the nation. This pattern of results clearly highlights our
interpretation of our findings as not involving a response to direct exposure to conflict, but
instead, threats to key social sources of identity. That the basic relationship between threat to the
nation and self-regard remains significant after controlling for social statuses, importance of faith,
and different national issues, and personal concerns suggests that the results are not merely a
result of social stratification processes and their associated attitudes, as suggested by Social
Identity Theory.
These results, particularly the positive correlation between perceived national threat and self-

regard, are not what one would expect based on research about conflict-related trauma. In the
presence of conflict-related trauma one generally observes lower levels of psychological well-being
(e.g., PTSD, grief reactions), and sometimes lower self-esteem. Our results are, however,
consistent with a body of theory and research that predicts self-esteem striving and higher self-
esteem among individuals who face indirect threats to central components of their social identities
(rather than directly facing traumatic war-related events). In other words, in a situation where we
observe a broad social context involving the presence of foreign forces (a clear violation of
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Muslim principles) combined with general violence throughout Baghdad and Iraq, we also
observe a heightened sense of self, at least to the extent that one’s self is tied to one’s nation. This
relationship persists despite controls for social background, the importance of one’s faith, and the
selection of different important national issues and personal concerns.
This study is, of course, not without its limitations. The data are drawn from a cross-sectional

random sample of one thousand adolescents in Baghdad, Iraq, which represents a ‘‘snapshot’’
taken at the beginning of a rapidly deteriorating situation. As a result, we are unable to assess
change. In addition, the data do not include measures of war-related traumatic experiences, fear
of death, or additional outcome measures (e.g., PTSD), all of which would be desirable. Too,
although the interviewers selected respondents at random from purposively selected neighbor-
hoods, clearly females are under-represented in the sample. Finally, our sample size allows us to
detect small effects as statistically significant; we have, however, focused primarily the broad
pattern of results.
The strengths of the study are, however, important to consider. Little is known about

adolescents’ reactions to war. What we do know is based on adolescents who have grown up with
war as children, rather than facing war as a new threat in adolescence. Our study provides an
examination of adolescents who began living with war as adolescents (rather than as children), but
who probably had not witnessed the horrific war-related events that most previous research
subjects had.
Future research should attempt, when possible, to maintain the ability to field follow-up studies

so that adolescent’s adaptation can be tracked as they move into early adulthood. Are there more
specific aspects of the adolescent self-concept that are affected by conflict and war? What aspects
of war and conflict are the most potent in shaping self-concept? Are specific subgroups of
adolescents adversely affected? Which adolescents flourish under conditions of war and conflict?
Do international conflicts strengthen an over all sense of national identity; do they strengthen sub-
group identities? Are there specific conditions under which national identities will be strengthened
and sub-group identities subordinated? What are the long-term implications for international
relations as this cohort of adolescents come of age in the new Iraq? In an increasingly globalized
world, where conflict—both international and civil—appears endemic, answers to such questions
have important implications for sociology and social psychology, as well as for the prospects for
peace and reconciliation in post-war countries.
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