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DEDICATION

Thank you to all my readers without you I couldn’t do what I love.
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“As long as I have my unshakable self, I can dig in with both feet with all my might. As long as I know who I am, all my doubts, hesitations, and frustrations will disappear. And no demon on earth can escape my descending blade,”

-Muichiro Tokito, Demonslayer Season 4.

Even if you don’t have anorexia, I’ll explain why this is a brilliant quote for everyone in a moment.

It is very rare that I find a quote that moves me as much as this one did, and a quote that I believe so accurately depicts mental health challenges at times. Since whether you’re a new or long-time reader or listener of The Psychology World Podcast, then you might be aware that I have suffered childhood abuse, rape and anorexia in my life. There were a lot of factors that led to my anorexia, but I think one of the main factors was I was healing from my rape and I simply didn’t know who I was without my rape trauma.

Anorexia seemed to be a “good” choice to replace it with.

However, as part of anorexia recovery, you do a lot of exercises to help you realise and think about who you are without the anorexia. You focus on the parts of you that the anorexia has suppressed and as part of recovery, you help those non-anorexia aspects of you shine through.

This is why knowing who you are and building your Unshakable Self has so many mental health benefits. As well as remembering this quote and how I want to build my Unshakable Self so I could get rid of my doubts, my hesitations and my frustrations were a powerful force that helped me in my anorexia recovery. 

In addition, I think the part “And no demon on earth can escape my descending blade,” doesn’t only have to apply in the fantasy context. I think the descending blade can be your empowered self, your strength and your ability to do whatever you put your mind to, and the demon is any challenge that the world throws at you.

Ultimately, this quote is all about saying if you know who you are including your core values, your beliefs and your identity. Then you are able to deal with any challenge the world throws at you.

I completely agree.

What Will This Book Cover?

This book covers a lot of easy-to-understand, engaging and fascinating topics from psychology and mental health to help you understand how to find out who you are, and help you start building your Unshakable Self. Also, the end of each chapter includes several questions to help you reflect on what you learnt in the chapter. As well as I draw on my own mental health experience to bring the material alive.

Some of the topics covered include:


	What Are the Mental Health Benefits of Knowing Who You Are?

	What Is Identity?

	Why Is Our Self-Image So Important?

	What Is Self-Worth and How to Improve It?

	And so much more.



Who Is This Book For?

Normally, my books are written for psychology students and psychology professionals, but this easy-to-understand, fascinating and engaging book is written for anyone who wants to know more about the Self. As well as how to find who they are, improve their mental health and more.

You don’t need any psychology knowledge before reading this book and I had a lot of fun researching and writing this book, so I know you’re going to enjoy it too.

Who Am I?

Personally, I always love to know who the author is of the nonfiction I read so I know the information is coming from a good source. In case you’re like me, I’m Connor Whiteley GMBPsS, the internationally bestselling author of over 50 psychology books.

In addition, I am the host of The Psychology World Podcast, a weekly show exploring a new psychology topic each week and delivering the latest psychology news. Available on all major podcast apps and YouTube. 

Finally, I am a psychology graduate studying a Clinical Psychology Masters at the University of Kent, England until September 2025.

So now we know more about each other, let’s start exploring the great topic of Your Unshakable Self.
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WHAT ARE THE MENTAL HEALTH BENEFITS OF KNOWING YOUR SELF AND VALUES?
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A lot of people when it comes to writing believe that nonfiction writers like to hold the “secret” or entire point of the book until the end, but I’m not going to do that. Instead, in this first chapter, I’m going to explain the importance of knowing who you are and what your values are to your mental health immediately.

Afterwards, we’ll start to explore the different nuances of the Self and our sense of self can change and become better defined over time. For example, we’ll explore the impact of trauma recovery on the Self because this is a major focus of this book too, based on my own experience. 

I’ve only really learnt who I am, how strong I am and exactly what I am capable of surviving because I’ve healed from several types of trauma throughout my life.

Why Is It Important to Know Who You Are?

Similar to Tokito’s quote, once you understand who you are, you’re better able to get rid of your doubts and hesitations because you know what guides you in life. If you make decisions in line with your values and your principles then you won’t be second-guessing yourself because whatever your decision or choice that you make, you’ll know that it was the best possible decision for you at that moment in time. 

I’ll introduce you to an exercise later on in the first chapter to help you realise what your values are.

For example, I work part-time as a student ambassador for my university in disadvantaged areas, so we can show students that university is an accessible option for them if they desire it. Most of us come from disadvantaged backgrounds ourselves, and this is actually an activity we do with Year 12 (17- and 18-year-olds) to help them make choices about their life that are right for them. Not their social group.

For instance, if a year 12 student placed a high value on creativity then they would be happier with their decisions in life if it allowed them to be more creative. Therefore, it might be a good idea for them to choose creative subjects and work towards a creative career instead of, let’s say, accounting.

Anyway, knowing who you are instead of what other people tell you or your abused or traumatised self is important for mental health too. There will be a lot of different examples and research studies shown throughout the book as we dive into different areas. 

Nonetheless, knowing who you are and your values can be immensely valuable and I’m going to use anorexia as an example. You might think anorexia is an extreme example because it is the deadliest mental health condition we know of but anorexia is a clear example of the importance of knowing yourself from a mental health perspective.

And this all generalises to other mental health conditions too and everyday life.

How Knowing Who You Are Helps Anorexia Recovery?

When it comes to anorexia, and this applies to trauma and other mental health conditions as well, a major focus of recovery is amplifying the non-anorexic parts of yourself and pushing the anorexic parts of the Self to one side.

Due to for people with anorexia, like myself, we are often controlled and we often give in to the demands of the anorexia. For example, avoid this food, do not eat that, restrict your intake to this amount and so on. Very quickly the anorexic parts of the Self can grow and this can push away or shrink the other parts of the Self. 

As a result, some people suggest that leaving anorexia behind is actually very difficult because they don’t know who they are without it. And personally, I think this is why my anorexia got bad in the first place, because whilst I am embarrassed to actually write it down for the first time. I was healing from my rape, childhood trauma and everything in my life was going so well, I felt strange.

I actually write about it in my book Healing As A Survivor, it was a very disorientating feeling to actually have great mental health for the first time in my life.

Honestly, I think I might have allowed my anorexia to get clinically significant (to be non-judgmental to myself) so I could stick to what I knew of my Self and what everyone else knew I was like. 

This is what a lot of people with anorexia mention because they explain they can feel weird and unsteady as they step away from their anorexia. 

However, everyone including myself who falls into this mental trap forgets a critical factor. You will hopefully be able to walk away from your anorexia, and if you’ve been abused (which anorexia is like an abusive partner) then your abuser might have taken your self-esteem, your-self-confidence and they might have filled you with thousands of doubts and hesitations. Yet there is one thing no one, absolutely no one can ever take from you.

Your core values. 

As you start thinking about walking away from your anorexia, and you start thinking about the person you want to be and the life you want to create for yourself, it is important to map out as well as consider your core values. Since you can always take these core values with you and even if your anorexia overshadows them again, your core values will never leave you.

They really won’t.

And you can use these core values to craft a life and your new Self beyond your mental health condition and anorexia. 

How Do You Know Your Core Values?

There are two ways you can get your list of core values. I’ll briefly mention two ways before explaining more about the exercise. Firstly, you can go online and literally type in list of core values. I found tons of options including a list of 50 core values and you look through them. 

Secondly, you can do what my counsellor got me to do in our third session. You can simply write down your core values.

Examples of core values include:


	Authenticity

	Adventure

	Authority

	Balance

	Compassion

	Challenge

	Community

	Fairness

	Fun

	Growth

	Happiness

	Justice

	Love

	Loyalty

	Openness

	Respect

	Security

	Service

	Trustworthiness

	Wealth

	Wisdom



There are a lot more core values that people can have but you get the general idea.

Afterward, you need to pick your top 5 core values. These are the core values that represent you the most and they are most important to you. Then do the same for the 5 least important.

For example, my top 5 core values are:


	Creativity

	Curiosity

	Independence 

	Lifelong learning

	Supportive



My least important core values are:


	God’s will

	Spirituality

	Simplicity

	Fame

	Sexuality



I got these core values from an online table.

Next rank the most important core values in order. For me, it would be:


	Creativity

	Curiosity

	Supportive

	Lifelong learning

	Independence



It is a hard exercise but useful. 

After you’ve done this exercise, you can think about the following:


	Which of my values are most linked with my anorexia side?

	Which values are most linked with my non-anorexic side?

	Have any of your values been exaggerated, sidelined or ignored by anorexia?

	Does your anorexia interfere with your values in any other ways?

	Can your values help you to fight your anorexia?



Personally, I was very surprised at the power of this set of exercises because once you understand your core values and what you hold dearest to you, and you start to understand how anorexia or another mental health condition threatens that. Then that is powerful motivation to change and start recovering.

To go back to Tokito’s quote, once I understood that my anorexia was making me so sick that my ability to be creative, curious and learn was threatened. Then all my hesitations and doubts about recovering from my anorexia went away, because if I didn’t try and recover from my anorexia then I would not be happy and I would not be in control of my life.

That is something I cannot allow to happen.

Ultimately, at the end of this chapter, I want to stress here that knowing your Self and your core values is immensely important to your mental health. It can give you the strength to make decisions and it can give you the motivation and support and guidance to start the scary journey towards recovering from your mental health condition. Be it depression, trauma or anorexia.

Knowing who you are and what values make you up is so important, and when it comes to a condition as deadly as anorexia. It really can save your life.
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WHAT IS IDENTITY?
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As we start to explore more of the psychological basis of your Self and your identity, I want to start off with the basics in terms of what actually is our identity. In the next chapter, you’ll start learning about the identity theories that social psychologists have come up with over the years. Since whilst a lot of psychology students and professionals have heard of Social Identity Theory amongst other theories to explain the formation of our social identities, what an identity actually is isn’t as well understood. Let alone how to live authentically. Our identities are made up of our experiences, our memories, our likes, dislikes and so much more. Therefore, in this chapter, you’ll learn what is identity, what is an identity crisis, how to live authentically and more. 

What Is Identity?

Our identity is made up of our values, memories, experiences as well as relationships that make up our sense of self. It is this mixture that creates a steady sense of who we are over time and this remains steady even as new facets of our identity are created.

This is important to think about because everyone struggles with basic life questions. For instance, “Who am I?” and “Who do I want to be in the future?” The reason why these questions are so complex is because our identities are complex since our identities are made up of so many different aspects of our Selves. Our identities are made up of our relationships to other people, like us being someone’s child, friend, partner and/ or parent. Also, our identity is made up of external characteristics that we don’t control, like our socioeconomic status. As well as our identities are made up of our political opinions, religious beliefs and moral attitudes. 

All these different factors influence our choices on a daily basis.

Moreover, all of our identities hold multiple roles and each of these roles hold different meanings and expectations that we internalise into our identity. For example, I am a writer, author, podcaster, psychology student, British citizen and so on. My writer Self means I am expected to be creative, entertaining and read a lot (I am all those three things and more) and my student Self means I am expected to be studious, hardworking and clever. So I need to incorporate all those expectations into my identity as well. The same goes for if you’re a teacher, a French citizen and a political activist. Each role means something different for you and your identity so you need to incorporate all of these elements into your identity.

In addition, some people will struggle more with their identities than others. For example, people who are very concerned with what other people think of them, or if people have to suppress an important part of themselves, like their gender or sexuality. Equally, if someone reflects on the discrepancy between who they are and who they want to be then this can be a powerful force for change.

Personally, I completely agree because it was one of the reasons why I had a mental breakdown in August 2023 after a decade of intensely homophobic abuse. I didn’t want to be the person I was anymore. I wanted to be free, I wanted to live authentically and I didn’t want to be in fear for my life anymore, so I made the change and as terrifying as it was, I am really happy that I made the change.

Finally, our identity can influence our relationships because the different facets of our identities can be similar or different to people. For example, similarities between identities could include similar gender, profession, racial background amongst others. In turn, this can help to bring us together or push others away. Then as we know from other areas of social psychology, people form social ingroups based on their shared identity so these people can have stronger senses of kinships with each other.

Why Do People Feel Like They Do Not Understand Themselves?

People largely don’t feel like they understand themselves because whilst we all have the goal of nurturing our values as well as making choices that are consistent with our true selves. There will always be some values from our culture or family that we’ve internalised despite these values not being consistent with our Selves. This causes conflict within ourselves and this drives uncertainty and dissatisfaction. 

Again, if you spend the time to reflect on our values then this can bring about change so you could potentially live a more fulfilling life. 

What Is an Identity Crisis?

The term identity crisis was termed by Erik Erikson, the creator of an eight-stage model to explain identity development, and in his model, he included stages of identity crisis. Then other people later expanded this concept later on. Whilst identity crisis isn’t a clinical term, it refers to when someone is experiencing a challenge to their sense of self and it centres round an aspect of their identity. For example, their religion, career choice, gender role or politics. 

How Can People Live Authentically?

There is a lot of focus on living authentically and I’ve spoken about it a few times on the podcast, because living authentically drives our explorations of play, relationships, friendships, fashion, jobs and so much more. This is why when we’re in adolescence and young adulthood, we try different styles, friends, activities and more to see what works and what seriously does not for us. We want to find out what is authentically us so regardless of our age and stage of our life, we can be our true selves.

This is important to do because a lot of mid-lifers report whilst they deepen their commitments to their career, their faith, community and family because this matches their self-image. They can also feel very trapped if they don’t feel like they created this life for themselves, because they made these life decisions based on values that were not their own. As well as older adults can see their life choices with satisfaction or regret depending on how these life choices were made. If the life choice was based on a value that was true to their Self then they are happier with it.

Furthermore, authenticity is flat out critical when it comes to mental health because there is a correlation between authenticity and a lot of different aspects of mental health. For example, self-esteem, vitality and coping skills. Therefore, if you act in accordance with your core self (also known as self-determination) then you could protect your mental health against a lot of negative mental health outcomes. Also, some experts believe self-determination is one of the three basic psychological needs alongside a sense of relatedness and competence.

Interestingly, some people question how they can live authentically in a world where “fitting in” is important. To answer this people have said that whilst there will always be tension between being yourself and you fitting in with the social group, be it friends or in a career. You should never be completely forthright or deceitful instead you should use the idea that you need to achieve a balance. This balance is between as long as you are not being forced to act in a way that is the opposite of your values or personality, but you need to self-monitor in case you’re then a little self-monitoring will be good. 

Another question regarding authenticity is whether people actually can live authentically within relationships. The answer is yes you can, because our relationships become threatened when there is a disconnect between freely expressing yourself and taking your partner’s feelings into account. There is the Authenticity In Relationships Scale that you can use to see if you need to have conversations about authenticity and this can help couples to cultivate a healthy balance between the two. 

Conclusion

Whilst it is very rare that we go back to the basics of psychology, it is always fun when we do, because we get to learn about key psychological concepts that are the core of our discipline. Therefore, we know that our identity is made up of our values, memories, experiences as well as relationships that make up our sense of self. It is this mixture that creates a steady sense of who we are over time and this remains steady even as new facets of our identity are created. As well as it’s important to live authentically because there is a correlation between authenticity and a lot of different aspects of mental health. For example, self-esteem, vitality and coping skills.

And most importantly, living authentically makes us happy.

As a result, at the end of this chapter, let me ask you these questions:


	What facets is your identity made up of?

	What are your values?

	How authentically do you live?



If you answer those questions then you never know where your life, your mental health and choices might lead you. Yet it could make you a lot happier, and isn’t that the whole point of life?
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THE SELF AND SELF-AWARENESS
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The next three chapters serve as a great introduction to the social psychology of the Self, theories of the Self and our Self-Esteem. Also, whilst these chapters are taken from my book Social Psychology: A Guide To Social and Cultural Psychology, they’re critical to our understanding the science behind these social concepts. As well as this helps us to have a solid foundation of what the Self and our Self-Esteem is before we start exploring the Unshakable Self in more depth in later chapters.
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