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Introduction

Susan was a happily married woman who worked for a large accounting firm. She also did volunteer work and enjoyed helping her neighbours and being part of the community. When anyone needed help, they knew they could always come to Susan. Even Susan’s friends, her boss and her husband Tom felt that way. She felt good when people said they needed her help and she didn’t like to disappoint anyone.

One day she’d agreed to help with the church fundraiser by baking a cake, but at the event she felt that hers wasn’t very good. Instead of enjoying the fundraiser Susan hovered in a corner, willing herself to disappear, wishing she could run away and silently chastising herself for doing such a terrible job.

Her husband Tom often worked late hours but enjoyed his job and felt motivated to work hard because he wanted to support his family. He could never quite believe Susan had agreed to marry him – she was so beautiful, and deep down he knew she was too good for him. Susan liked to have things a certain way at home and Tom always agreed with her preferences and requests because he thought he owed her. He wanted to make her happy. If he wasn’t proving himself to be the best husband and father, the best provider, the best at everything, he just knew she’d leave him. Every day he struggled to prove to her he was good enough but somehow, no matter how hard he worked, he never felt he was.

Perhaps no other self-help topic has spawned so much advice and so many conflicting theories as self-esteem. Healthy self-esteem gives us the ability to make positive choices regarding our career and our relationships, and gives us the assertiveness and confidence to work towards our goals. Overly high self-esteem is not healthy, however, as it can lead to a sense of entitlement, as well as bullying and narcissistic behaviour. A lack of self-esteem can lead to a life of putting up with abusive situations or relationships, depression and lack of fulfilment.

Our personalities, according to Sigmund Freud, emerge out of our struggles to meet our needs in a world that often frustrates these efforts. Our self-esteem develops, grows and changes according to our success or failure in that struggle and the often self-defeating ways we attempt to cope. With the tools of mindfulness, however, we can improve our self-esteem while finding new and healthier ways to get our needs met.

By working on self-esteem with mindfulness, which has been defined by Jon Kabat-Zinn as paying attention in a particular way, this book offers readers the choice to break out of the unconscious thought and behaviour patterns that create unsatisfactory lives, and to achieve real freedom, fulfilment and happiness.

What is low self-esteem?

According to Marilyn Sorensen, the director of the Self-Esteem Institute in Portland, Oregon, low self-esteem is a thinking disorder in which individuals see themselves as inadequate, unacceptable, unworthy, unlovable, and/or incompetent. These beliefs create thoughts that tend to be negative, self-critical, self-blaming and full of self-doubt. And these thoughts consequently affect our behaviour, leading to destructive patterns of avoidance, denial, criticism and defensiveness that lower our self-esteem even further.

Low self-esteem is a basic tendency to place one’s value in the hands of others, rather than trusting and believing in our own evaluation of ourselves. When your self-esteem depends on other people’s view of you, it only makes it more fragile. Thoughts follow that are also irrational and distorted, causing you to have difficulty knowing whom to trust and when to trust, inciting fear and anxiety in new situations or assuming other people think as negatively of you as you do.

Low self-esteem affects every aspect of our lives, from our career choices to our relationships with friends, family and loved ones. All too often we don’t even realize that our own feelings of low self-worth are affecting us because they’re largely subconscious, quietly influencing the choices we make and creating a life that leaves us feeling unaccepted, unworthy and unloved. When we have low self-esteem it can be very easy to think our lives are unfulfilling or unhappy because we don’t deserve the good fortune, happiness and success of others. But it’s our negative beliefs and self-critical thinking that lead us to such negative views.

Learning to recognize and identify the symptoms of low self-esteem in yourself is the first step. Some of these symptoms can include:

•depression

•discouragement

•fear and anxiety

•emotional shutdown

•panic attacks

•social anxiety

•eating disorders

•lack of assertiveness

•passive-aggression

•people-pleasing

•controlling behaviour.

How does low self-esteem affect your life?

When we feel we’re not good enough or are flawed or unlovable, we’ll act in ways that not only reflect these beliefs but reinforce them. We might:

•avoid opportunities for advancement at work;

•settle for less than we deserve;

•fail to assert our needs or desires;

•apologize constantly and try to please everyone;

•choose people who support our negative view of ourselves;

•find it difficult to leave relationships even when we’re unhappy;

•control others to try to prevent them from controlling us;

•find it difficult to relax and enjoy ourselves, feeling we don’t deserve it or we have to work harder to prove ourselves to others;

•neglect ourselves by overworking, overeating, spending too much money, drinking too much or taking drugs.

This kind of behaviour leads us to believe that we’re the unworthy people we believed ourselves to be, creating feelings of sadness, guilt, shame, frustration or anger and lowering our self-esteem. Research has found that people with genuine low self-esteem tend to treat themselves badly, not other people, at least not intentionally. But when you don’t see yourself as someone deserving of love, respect and support, other people won’t either, and you can quickly find yourself in unhealthy relationships.

According to Marilyn Sorensen, people with low self-esteem often feel fearful and anxious. For some this fear can escalate into panic attacks, so that they withdraw and isolate themselves socially as they struggle to cope with feeling embarrassed, depressed or despairing. Usually they’re too fearful to ask for help, believing doing so would be an admission of failure.

What causes low self-esteem?

Our poor self-image and feelings of low self-worth come from our early experiences – we’re not born with low self-esteem. If as children we’re the object of anger, abandonment, neglect, abuse or continual criticism, we’ll accept those perceptions of ourselves as true. Children believe what they’re taught, so if parents mistreat them, they’ll believe they deserve it. If parents don’t show love or affection, children will believe they’re unlovable. This negative view of ourselves stays with us and affects every aspect of our lives, as we continue to see ourselves based on the rejecting, critical behaviour of others rather than the truth of who we are.

As we grow up, even someone with healthy self-esteem can feel suddenly shattered when faced with life’s challenges, including bullying or social rejection at school. As adults our self-esteem can waver under the influence of job loss, divorce, death of a loved one, financial worries, physical or mental health problems or any traumatic situations.

Negative beliefs about ourselves are difficult to change because our childhood experiences define what is ‘normal’ for each of us. For people whose upbringing included criticism, contempt, anger or other destructive environments, healthy behaviour may be something they neither recognize nor have any idea how to achieve.

What is healthy self-esteem?

Building healthy self-esteem comes from learning to value ourselves and not depending on other people’s opinions of us. This dependence on approval causes us to keep trying to get love and acceptance from people who are unlikely to give it, thus perpetuating our negative beliefs about ourselves.

People with healthy self-esteem don’t worry about what others may be thinking of them – they assume others think as well of them as they think of themselves. They speak their minds and express themselves openly without fear of judgement, rejection or ridicule.

According to Sorensen, people with healthy self-esteem can admit their mistakes or their inabilities and ask for help without feeling embarrassed or inadequate. They believe they can meet challenges that arise and cope with life. Likewise they don’t fear they’ll lose what they have and they believe they deserve it, whether it’s career success, relationships or happiness.

Here are some signs of someone with healthy self-esteem. He or she:

•sets attainable goals;

•doesn’t procrastinate or become a perfectionist;

•accepts his or her weaknesses;

•is highly motivated and able to overcome obstacles;

•bounces back after a setback;

•asserts himself or herself and expresses his or her own ideas, feelings and opinions;

•is open to and learns from constructive criticism without feeling attacked;

•engages with others socially;

•learns from past mistakes;

•is able to take risks;

•knows whom to trust.

To develop your self-esteem you need to let go of childlike ways of coping, which means no longer depending on other people’s approval. Over time you learn to become the parent to yourself, to love yourself the way you’ve always needed to be loved and to come to believe in your own assessment of yourself rather than needing to seek the appraisal of others.

Overcoming low self-esteem requires an awareness of your negative thoughts, feelings and behaviour and then choosing how to respond to them rather than simply reacting to them out of fear. Once you develop awareness, you can work on bringing acceptance to your experience, accepting the thoughts as just thoughts, accepting the emotions they trigger, and gradually accepting yourself as you are.

How mindfulness can help

When you are mindful you’re able to look at things, situations and people objectively, without judgement and without the negative influence of the past. When you are mindful you see only the present moment, free from the fears of the past and the anxieties about the future, and realize you have a choice. You have the choice to stay or to go, to work harder or work differently, to move forward or to change direction. What’s important is to choose what’s right for you, based on your values, needs and goals, instead of reacting based on what you believe others will think of you.

Non-judgemental awareness

Mindfulness allows you to develop a gentle awareness of your thoughts, feelings and beliefs and to see them as objects, rather than interpreting them as illustrations of who you are. Mindfulness can help you to wake up from the bad dream of negative thinking and see where your own thoughts, beliefs and reactions have led to poor choices. It allows you to clear out the clutter in your mind that’s muddied your thinking and to see the truth of who you are and what is happening, so you can make healthy choices for yourself.

A recent study in the journal Perspectives on Psychological Science showed that mindfulness can help us to know ourselves better. Researchers suggested that non-judgemental observation of our thoughts, feelings and behaviour can reduce our tendency to react emotionally, such as with feelings of inadequacy, shame or guilt, which limits our ability to see the truth about ourselves. The study also showed that mindfulness can help develop our bodily awareness, so we can recognize our own nonverbal behaviour, such as fidgeting or nail biting or other signs of anxiety.

Non-attachment

Many of us struggle to overcome low self-esteem because we’ve spent our lives believing the negative thoughts we have about ourselves. We may have tried to deal with these by repeating positive statements, such as ‘I’m a loveable person’. But researchers have found that people with low self-esteem actually feel worse after repeating positive statements about themselves. These statements, whether spoken to yourself or by someone else, contradict the beliefs low self-esteem people have about themselves – the participants in the research could not accept them. The positive statements did not help because they didn’t believe they were true.

In her research on low self-esteem, Melanie Fennell asserts that mindfulness meditation leads to enhanced ‘metacognitive awareness’; that is, an ability to experience thoughts as transient mental events rather than as aspects of the self or reflections of truth. This doesn’t mean we look at our thoughts or feelings coldly or impassively, but with kindness and acceptance and as separate from ourselves, and free from self-criticism – the way we might look at a tree, a horse or a cloud.

When we connect ourselves to our thoughts and feelings we end up comparing ourselves to others and consequently feel jealousy, envy, embarrassment or anger. By offering ourselves a compassionate, mindful perspective on our negative thoughts and beliefs and letting them go, we can come to see them as separate from ourselves and accept ourselves as we are.

Compassion

Compassion is an essential element of mindfulness. Recent research by Juliana Breines and Serena Chen has shown that treating yourself with compassion after making a mistake increases your motivation to develop self-improvement. The study showed that taking an accepting approach to personal failure can help people to become more motivated to improve themselves.

Mindful meditation can train your brain to develop your motivational skills, including attention, focus, stress management, impulse control and self-awareness. Studies show that changes in the brain have been observed after only eight weeks of daily meditation.

Another study from researchers at Northeastern and Harvard Universities suggested that meditation can also make us more compassionate towards others. The findings showed that volunteers who underwent eight-week training in two types of meditation reacted more compassionately than those who hadn’t meditated.

Perhaps most importantly, developing compassion for yourself allows you to let go of your own negative beliefs and to see yourself as someone who deserves to be loved, accepted and appreciated. When you’re compassionate you can offer that love and acceptance to yourself.

Living in the moment

Mindfulness techniques can help you stay focused in the present moment. Over time these techniques build your ability to stay mindful, in the same way regular exercise builds muscle and endurance levels. These techniques include meditation, deep breathing, mindful walking and yoga. These practices don’t have to be complicated – they simply involve focusing on the moment through an awareness of your body and your breathing, while quieting your mind and letting go of any distracting thoughts.

Mindfulness techniques such as deep breathing and meditation also lower stress, causing you not only to feel calmer but decreasing levels of the stress hormone cortisol. When you’re calm you can consciously choose how to respond to anxiety-triggering situations rather than immediately taking action you may later regret. In this way you not only feel more relaxed, you’re taking control of your behaviour and choosing the life you want – a process that builds self-esteem through one positive experience after another. According to the clinical psychologist Joseph Burgo, author of Why Do I Do That?, it’s only by making a different choice, over and over, that you’ll begin to develop new habits.

How to read this book

Each chapter in this book will examine a different symptom and consequence of low self-esteem as well as a corresponding characteristic of mindfulness. While the symptoms of low self-esteem presented here are not exhaustive, many of these conditions are common and they often interact. Some people will exhibit all of these symptoms and others only one or two. But each chapter will show you how to turn those negative behaviours, beliefs and feelings into something positive that builds your self-esteem using mindfulness techniques, allowing you to see how change occurs not only with awareness, but with choice.

As you learn about each characteristic of mindfulness and how you can use it to develop your own self-esteem, you’ll see how they work together to create a new way of looking at the world and at yourself. With compassion, acceptance and a non-judgemental way of focusing on the present moment, you’ll develop an awareness of what is really happening in your life, along with a loving, compassionate acceptance of who you are. With mindful practice you’ll be free of the stranglehold of your past experiences and able to make your own choices regarding your work, your love, your life and your beliefs about yourself. When you’re mindful you’ll be offering yourself the love and acceptance you always wanted and building your self-esteem from one moment to the next.


1

Self-loathing or self-compassion

Treat yourself with love and compassion and gentleness, the way you would any child . . . When you do, you’ll feel loved and be loved.

Tom was trying for a promotion at work. He knew that if he could get it, it would mean more money and then he could finish the renovations on the house and maybe even buy that holiday home in Spain Susan had been talking about. He’d worked hard and felt he deserved a promotion, but as he stood outside the meeting room on Monday morning waiting to give his presentation, his mind was racing with negative thoughts.
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