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Introduction


Welcome to The Little Self-Esteem Workbook, in which I hope to help you through the periods of unhappiness that come when we suffer from low self-esteem. If you have picked up this book, you might relate to some of the following:



	■
	You often have a negative opinion of yourself





	■
	You judge or evaluate yourself harshly





	■
	You struggle to acknowledge your positive qualities and characteristics





	■
	You are, at times, dissatisfied with the way you are and where you are in life





	■
	You may be inclined to feel like a failure





	■
	Perhaps you feel emotionally drained from addressing these issues




You are not alone – these are common issues for many people. Life is constantly changing and it’s a challenge to stay on an even keel. Your self-esteem comes from many different areas of life, from how you think you look, to how your clothes feel, to whether you think you are a ‘success’ and how you imagine the world views you. And just as it comes from all these different areas, so it affects them in return. So, what if I was to tell you that maintaining or improving your self-esteem is vital for your own health and wellbeing?


I imagine you’d wonder how and why.


Working on your self-esteem can support you to have a positive opinion of yourself. It can:



	■
	ease the internal dialogue that lives within you





	■
	encourage you to see your qualities





	■
	help you embrace who and where you are in life




This book is going to support you to understand your self-esteem and the ways in which how you feel about yourself ties in with living a fuller and happier life. The strategies and exercises in this book will support you to shed some light on your level of self-esteem and they will give you some insight into the kind of personal struggles you may be facing.


Many people feel bad about themselves from time to time. For some, it may be very difficult to feel upbeat when they’re under pressure or when they’re experiencing emotions that are challenging to manage. There are times when people might feel drawn into a downward spiral of negative thoughts and feelings.


There are many reasons for a person to have low self-esteem, and some of those reasons can be extremely complex. A person may have gone through a very traumatic event and, as a result, they’ve lost all sense of who they are. Someone may have a low body image, where it affects their self-esteem to the point where they don’t want to leave the house. Furthermore, another person might have been bullied in school and the ramifications of this may mean they feel terrified attending social events in their adult years. Does any of the above sound familiar?


Low self-esteem can be a constant companion, especially for those who experience depression, anxiety, stress or phobias. When you feel down, when you feel like your self-worth is almost at sub-zero levels, nothing feels right. People with optimum levels of self-esteem are aware of the inner realities that support them to be more self-compassionate and more available to others. By contrast, people with low self-esteem can be lost in life, lacking in energy and weakened by their existence.


It can be hard to fully identify your level of self-esteem because your feelings fluctuate from day to day. One day you may be feeling great about yourself and then on the next feelings of self-doubt flood in. Events can affect the way you feel, as well as your confidence levels and the way you view the world, but all of this can be changed if you choose to see things differently.


When your self-esteem increases, everything in life appears to feel better. New possibilities, experiences and opportunities can be achieved and you generally lean towards the positive. You feel healthier, happier, and your relationships and friendships flourish. When you may have stayed home before, you now feel inclined to go out. When you might have failed to take a work opportunity in the past, you’re now ready and raring to go. Is this something you want for yourself?


How to Use this Book


This book can help you understand more about self-esteem and identify what your level of self-esteem is in the here and now. From there, I’ll help you to improve it in a slow and steady manner. Of course, self-esteem sways throughout a lifetime, even over a year or a month. When you are not doing so well, it will register low and when you’re feeling better, it will likely register higher. So, it’s important to understand that a certain amount of fluctuation is normal.


I encourage you to use the blank spaces within the exercise boxes to write down whatever comes to mind. Having a greater sense of self-esteem arms you against the storms of anxiety and worry, and the easy exercises and opportunities to write will help you. Recording your journey through this book will show you your progress and reflections.


As you work through some of the exercises, many changes will be set in motion, so please be kind to yourself in this process. If some of the questions are triggering, all I ask of you is to observe and note the process as it unfolds.


I like to work directly on problem-solving behaviours and supporting clients to develop day-to-day tools for finding constructive, creative solutions when they are experiencing challenges with self-esteem. So, look out for the exercises in which I encourage you to Stop, Reflect and Feel where you are in that moment. What do I mean by Stop, Reflect and Feel? I want you to pause, think about what’s going on in your mind and pay attention to how you are feeling in that moment.


Now you may not have capacity to Reflect and Feel, however, this is about hitting the pause button for these moments so you can take in where you are and how you are feeling. This awareness of the present will act as a foundation, which is why we cover it in Chapter 1 on Mindfulness.


The strategies in this book will support you to shed some light on your level of self-esteem and they will give you insights into the kind of personal struggles you may be facing. It will be helpful to understand where your low self-esteem may stem from. This, in itself, will allow you to move forward and develop your self-esteem levels further. To help you understand, I will use fictional examples throughout, illustrating how low self-esteem shows up. The exercises will support you to connect the dots, which we seldom do, even though many of our present-day challenges with self-esteem are connected to our earlier conditioning. The commitment to doing the exercises can yield tremendous results.


As with any self-development journey, the results are cumulative. That means they’re going to build up slowly and then one day you’ll look back and realise that all that work was worth it because you suddenly feel a lot stronger. We cover this in Chapter 2 on Comfort, Stretch, Panic. This is so that you may recognise how your self-esteem has moved along the scale, but it won’t happen straight away.


The theme of compassion flows throughout this book. It will give you greater clarity because personal failings can be acknowledged with kindness. Many early relationships and experiences will form the basis of your self-esteem, so we will reflect on what your childhood was like, along with the early messages you received. This isn’t intended to unearth anything difficult, but to simply allow you to understand why your self-esteem may be a little on the low side. Many children are told they can’t do anything or, equally damaging, are told they ‘should’ be able to do absolutely anything with ease. This notion can place a lot of pressure on many people. We will explore childhood in detail in Chapter 3.


So, are you ready to give yourself permission to consider new thoughts, feelings and behaviours? There will be many of these as you progress through the book, so please encourage yourself to Stop, Reflect and Feel where you are when you are doing the exercises and writing in your journal. You will learn a variety of self-esteem enhancing skills that you can call upon whenever you feel like your self-esteem could do with a boost. Some exercises you may feel you only need to do once, others may be worth revisiting time and again.


Before we get into the book, I need to point out one very important thing: you will not notice results overnight, so let’s tame the inner critic that lives in your head which we will get to know in Chapter 4. Please do not become disheartened if after day one of your new mission you don’t feel different. This is not a race, it is something you need to commit to and wait for the results to snowball into something notable.


In knowing your capabilities and your weaknesses, you can learn that setbacks and disappointments are neither permanently damaging nor diminishing. They are part of personal growth experiences and that in itself is empowering. You will get to know your true self in Chapter 5, and to recognise you are powerful and wonderful in your own way – you are unique.


These practices are about building up your self-esteem to become emotionally strong, empowered and understanding of your limitations, which we cover in Boundaries in Chapter 6. It’s about your getting to know yourself and developing the kind of character that makes you clear and honest about who you are along with what you want for you. We explore in Chapter 7 the Powerful Messages we have grown up with. By going through these exercises, you will become your own best friend and perhaps the only person who understands your own true complexities.


Reading this book may well prompt you to work on all of these strategies, or you may choose a few which call out to you. It’s a good idea to examine them all, however, as you might not know at this point what is going to work and what might be less successful. A mixture of a few could be a good starting point, or if it suits you to concentrate on them one at a time instead, that’s perfectly fine too. Chapter 8 on Building Healthy Self-Esteem will be a gentle reminder on the importance of self-esteem and the hope is that you don’t abandon the process and return to life as you know it. Remember, there is no one-size-fits-all answer here, it’s really what connects with you personally. Working with this book you will experience an intensive guided encounter with yourself especially when we explore Social Media and Anxiety in Chapter 9.


Remember – a steady approach is a successful approach, so take your time. Understand each point before you move on, and commit your time and effort to making a real difference in your life. Once self-esteem starts to rise, it’s an unstoppable force and a very powerful one.


My Approach


In my private practice, I use an integrative approach which brings together different theories and models from a variety of humanistic, psychoanalytic and cognitive concepts. I lean more towards the Transactional Analysis model, which has been designed to promote personal growth and change.


Let me explain that a little more deeply. The Transactional Analysis modality was developed by Eric Berne, a psychiatrist in the 1950s. A key principle within this modality is that we are all born ‘OK’ and that we can change. At any time we may adopt one of four ‘life positions’, which are how we see, feel or think in relation to ourselves and others:


1. I’m Okay, You’re Okay – People in this position have positive experiences with others. They can solve problems and they realise the significance of others being in their life.


2. I’m Not Okay, You’re Okay – People in this position believe and feel that others are doing things better; they may feel inferior and have the belief others can do more; they lean towards being dissatisfied with themselves.


3. I’m Okay, You’re Not Okay – People in this position are of the belief that they are right and others around them are wrong. They are likely to put blame on others.


4. I’m Not Okay, You’re Not Okay – People in this position often lack interest in their environment or surroundings whether it is their family, work or social group and they generally don’t want to take part in making changes for themselves.


They may sound simple but they’re a great starting point when I am working with my clients. Many will come into therapy in the position of ‘I’m Not Okay’ and part of the work is getting them to the position of ‘I’m Okay’.


As humans we don’t stay in one position all the time, and if our self-esteem is being challenged we may shift between positions minute by minute. Throughout the book, I will refer to these ‘life positions’ to demonstrate how individuals see themselves and how they exist in the rest of the world.
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