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1
great self-esteem: what is it?


This first chapter will give you a good idea of where low self-esteem comes from, what maintains it and the consequences – and even benefits – of suffering from it. Very often poor self-esteem first develops during childhood and by adulthood has become a habitual way of thinking.


You will also make the acquaintance of your Personal Fault Finder (PFF), and will learn that it is your number-one enemy. You will begin to realize that your opinions about yourself may be historically learned and skewed, and that they do not necessarily provide a fair reflection of your self-worth.


Most importantly, you will grasp that self-acceptance is the way to kill low self-esteem stone dead and you’ll start setting goals for yourself as you set out on your journey towards change.



What is self-esteem?



What do we mean when we talk about self-esteem? You will probably agree that it includes some, or all, of the following:




	the ability to enjoy life to the full


	the ability to cope with life’s ups and downs


	feeling good about ourselves


	feeling that others, in general, like us


	having a positive attitude


	having good social skills


	the willingness to give new things a go


	the willingness to take risks


	the ability to make difficult decisions


	the ability to achieve life goals.





Self-esteem can best be described as having confidence in your own abilities and values. It does not mean thinking that you are the best at everything, but feeling comfortable with yourself even when you are not. It is accepting yourself, with all your strengths and weaknesses, while still taking opportunities for self-development.


In simple terms therefore, self-esteem means having trust and faith in yourself. Before you can do this, however, you need to like and value yourself. You also need to be able to accept yourself as you are. The ‘catch 22’ situation here is that, if your self-esteem is low, then these are tall orders.


Self-esteem is, in essence, a measurement. We rate ourselves against a variety of criteria, and the result is an estimate of our personal view of our value or worth. The problem is that we tend to rate ourselves very inaccurately and very harshly. This in turn leads to low self-esteem since, based on our negative perceptions, we continue to undervalue ourselves. Worse is to come – once a person believes something to be true, he or she will start to act as if it were. The person will start to gather evidence to support this erroneous belief, while at the same time discounting evidence that fails to support it, thus strengthening the negative view of his or her personal value.





Exercise


Think about a time when you felt really confident – perhaps you had done something well, or someone had praised you.






	Did you need a particular achievement to give you this positive feeling?


	Can you remember having such a feeling without having excelled at anything special or receiving any particular positive input?











Childhood origins


Where does our low self-esteem come from? Are we born with it? Is it genetic? Do we learn it? Have life events simply conspired against us so that we feel everything we do goes wrong, and we never get that lucky ‘break’ that would give our confidence a boost?


Most people suffer from some element of low self-esteem. Problems usually develop when our self-esteem plummets so low that it starts preventing us from doing things: ‘I’m not trying for the job promotion – I’ll never get it anyway’ or ‘I didn’t invite so-and-so to go out with me – they would be sure to say no, and then I’d feel even worse about myself’.


Where does this come from? Parents often feel that criticism encourages their child to be aware of their weaknesses and therefore try harder to improve.


So a child may learn that what they think is ‘wrong’ while what someone else (their parent) thinks is ‘right’. For example: a father who says ‘You idiot’ when his son makes an error will scarcely recollect saying it, while the child absorbs the idea that he is an ‘idiot’.


So, we can see how the low self-esteem habit can develop.


Can you begin to see how hard it is for any of us to grow up feeling particularly good about ourselves?



Adulthood: time to tackle low self-esteem



What we would like you to recognize is that the corrosive power of low self-esteem comes largely from external circumstances. This is natural.


A concept that will help you overcome this is self-acceptance. When you adopt the idea of self-acceptance, you begin to value yourself in spite of what others think. In the examples we gave you previously, low self-esteem has developed, in the main, due to the negative views and comments of significant others in our lives. If we can develop enough resilience to value ourselves in spite of what others may think, we will begin to feel much better about ourselves.





Exercise


Take one negative belief about yourself, for example: ‘I’m hopeless at sport’. Next write down where this belief came from.






	What evidence do you have to support it? Write down at least three different pieces of evidence here.


	Now think about this for a while and then write down any evidence you may have to challenge this view. This can be as simple as, ‘To be honest, I’ve never even tried football, so it is only an assumption that I would be useless at it.’








 


Don’t worry if you find this difficult at this stage. You are simply learning to stretch your thinking at this point and to appreciate the difference between beliefs and hard facts.





Introducing your Personal Fault Finder


Low self-esteem prevents you from accepting yourself as a valuable human being. You can achieve a great deal by way of positive accomplishments in your life, and still suffer from low self-esteem. This is because there is a difference between an acceptance of your abilities on an intellectual level, and an acceptance of yourself on a personal level.


The architect of your low self-esteem is your Personal Fault Finder (PFF), whose job it is to constantly whisper in your ear, reminding you of your faults and weaknesses. Use your imagination to imagine what your PFF looks like. (Although this may sound childish, bear with us, it is actually a very helpful tool.) What about a pantomime character – tall and thin, in an ill-fitting suit and a huge top hat? Or a little gremlin that sits on your shoulder chattering away to you? You might even want to give your PFF a name. Using imagery in this way will help you to view your critical self as something (or someone) external to yourself that you don’t need to keep listening to. In turn, it will be much easier for you to fight something you can visualize and whom you can tell to ‘get lost’ as your self-esteem improves.


Once bedded in, your PFF is very hard to dislodge. You learn to live with it and trust and believe what it says. One of the main goals of this book is to enable you to remove your PFF and see it for the fraud that it is. With a little work, this is quite achievable and you will be amazed at how differently you will view yourself without your PFF around to demoralize you.





Exercise


Conjure up a description of your Personal Fault Finder.






	Make it as colourful as you can. The more you bring imagery into play here, the easier it will be for you to deal with your inner critic. Make the caricature humorous, which will also be helpful.


	Now replay in your mind that last critical comment ‘he’ or ‘she’ made. Does imagining your PFF in this way help you to loosen the extent to which you believe the criticism?











Your PFF is a dangerous friend. Not only is it able to constantly remind you of perceived weaknesses, failures and inabilities – it also encourages you to believe that it is actually protecting you from harm. In turn, your self-esteem becomes even lower.


Your PFF encourages you to feel that avoiding rejection is better than experiencing it. The downside is, of course, that you fail to see that your negative predictions may have been wrong – you might have got the job or settled down with your lover.


Think about an area of your life where your confidence is low. What is your PFF telling you? What solutions does it come up with? How do these affect you? Does your self-esteem increase as a result of taking your PFF’s advice? If not, why not? Doing this will increase your awareness of the way your PFF disguises its sabotage as ‘help’.


The importance of risk taking


The saying ‘To risk nothing is to risk everything’ is very powerful. We must learn to assess risk, manage risk and take risk – or we will never move forward in life. It’s beneficial to learn that there is no such thing as failure – there are only successes and learning experiences. It simply doesn’t matter if we are not the best at everything or sometimes make mistakes. But your PFF won’t let you see things this way. So it heightens your anxiety and fear of failing to the point that it seems quite unbearable for you to do so. Your PFF achieves this by running you down, then offering ‘solutions’ that appear to help but which, in fact, put the nail in your self-esteem coffin.


Your PFF is a false friend, and in the course of this book you will learn to silence it for ever.


Can you think of any examples in your own life where your fear of failure has prevented you from achievement? Looking back, how do you feel about that now? Now consider two or three times when you were very afraid, but undertook the task or faced the fear anyway. How did you feel afterwards if you gave it a go and failed? How did you feel afterwards if you succeeded? Which of these three feelings was the most positive? Which was the least positive? Why?



The consequences of low self-esteem



One of the saddest aspects of low self-esteem is that it tends to alienate us from others. Here are some common examples of how low self-esteem can affect how we think and behave. Notice any that you recognize in yourself.


It’s everyone else


We tend to blame other people for our misfortunes: ‘I would not have done this, if he had not said that.’ We decide that we have been unfairly treated, without considering why. The more inadequate we feel, the more critical we become – it is as though finding fault with others helps us build ourselves up.
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