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Introduction





  My friends and I spent our teenage years in endless conversations about how we could improve ourselves, lose weight, be prettier,

  get boys, be more clever, get boys, be more successful and, of course, get boys. Years later, we’re still talking about the same stuff. Why? Because we never found the solution to the one

  problem that has bugged us since adolescence – how to boost our flagging self-esteem.
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    we ended up with boys who treated us badly ....


  




  We were so busy believing what everyone said about us that we forgot who we really were. More importantly, we forgot how to respect ourselves and our

  opinions.




  Some of us were so insecure that we settled for second-best when it came to choosing careers and boyfriends. We ended up with boys who treated us badly, or boys we treated

  badly. A truly pathetic scene, I can tell you.




  There were many in my class who let their parents and teachers dictate their future. One of my friends was desperate to be an artist, but when her father said, “All

  artists are losers”, she gave up her dream. Another friend allowed a teacher to convince her that she’d never make it to uni.




  Not everyone allows themselves to be talked out of pursuing their dreams, and for every sad story there’s a happy one. One boy ignored his teacher’s advice and went

  on to be a doctor. A girl, whose parents would not support her at drama college, is now a very successful actress.




  So what makes one person achieve their dreams despite enormous set-backs, and another give up? Is it fate? Is it luck? Or is it a belief in yourself and your abilities?




  I’m convinced that it’s all about believing in yourself, and that’s why it’s so important to respect yourself. After all, until you believe in yourself

  you won’t have the confidence to fulfil your ambitions, speak up for your beliefs, make good your dreams, and end up with the boyfriend or girlfriend of your choice.




  Liking yourself no matter what




  Everyone has moments of self-doubt, but when these overshadow everything you’re in trouble. When I was 14 I had to write an essay titled: ‘What I Like About

  Myself’. Try as I might I couldn’t think of one thing that I truly admired. I wasn’t too happy with my looks, and my not-too-consistent marks at school left a lot to be desired

  (ask my mum!). I was racked with guilt about the horrible things I said to my parents, and the mean acts I played on my friends. Overall, I wasn’t too impressed and spent years cheating

  myself of my own good company.




  Now I could write that essay in a snap. It’s taken years for me to realise and, more importantly, to believe that I’m a good person who does some pretty marvellous

  things. I still get up to mischief and I’m not convinced that I was given the right nose at birth, but I accept that the good Anita sits alongside the not-so-good Anita. And for the sake of a

  couple of foibles (an imperfect nose and a tendency to talk myself hoarse) I’m not going to write myself off – a girl’s got her self-respect, you know. Anyway, foibles have their

  uses, and what may seem like a weakness may turn out to be a strength in disguise. (Do you think I could be a magazine agony aunt without the ability to talk non-stop?)
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    or boys we treated badly.


  




  Adolescence is fraught. You feel uncertain, unsettled and unattractive. You feel as though you’re in the middle of a tug-of-war – on one side is adulthood, the

  other childhood. One moment you’re straining to grow-up, the next you’re throwing your weight in the direction of childhood. On the sidelines are parents, teachers, friends, boyfriends,

  magazines, websites and social media, television programmes, films, books and advertisements which all shout messages about who you should be, what you should do, and what you should look like.

  Their messages often imply that you’re not good enough, pretty enough or clever enough. If a girl ever needed a reason to feel bad about herself, these messages should do the trick.




  Without a strong sense of self-esteem no-one can go on to fulfil their potential. There are thousands and thousands of people who keep on settling for second-best: people who

  are so unhappy and unfulfilled that they become prone to depression, eating disorders and self-destructive relationships.




  Improving your self-esteem is the key to improving your life forever. It is your shield against the world, and your life-saver when things go wrong. Once you respect yourself,

  you’ll know that whatever happens you’ll be able to cope. Self-esteem is the ultimate confidence-giver, and the one thing that no-one can take from you.
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  CHAPTER ONE




  What is self-esteem?




  Is it (A) a self-cooking vegetable, (B) how much people like you or, (C) having a good opinion of yourself and being happy with

  who you are?
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  You have 60 seconds in which to answer, and your time starts now. Tick, tock, tick, tock etc.




  If you answered (A) or (B) you definitely need this book. If you answered (C) then you’re dead clever because, yes, self-esteem is all about trusting yourself, believing

  in yourself and above all liking yourself. If you like yourself (even the bad bits), you’ll not be passionately interested in swapping places with Rihanna or Angelina

  Jolie. But it’s because so few of us really and truly like ourselves that I’ve written this book.




  Many of us consistently treat one particular person unfairly, unjustly and unfavourably. In short, we’re rotten to them. When this person does something embarrassing or

  annoying we get mad with them. When they fail, we ridicule them. We say horrid things when they look in the mirror. We hardly ever praise them. But worst of all we don’t let this person be

  themselves and do what they want. Who is this poor person, you ask? Well, believe it or not it’s you! Sometimes we are our own worst enemy.




  Most of us don’t know how to be nice to ourselves. We put ourselves down for not being perfect. We hate ourselves because we’re not pretty enough or skinny enough.

  We’re hard on ourselves if we don’t get top marks or are not picked for the netball team. Somehow we even manage to blame ourselves for losing a boyfriend or for not having one at

  all.




  The only excuse (and it’s not really an excuse) for being so tough on yourself is because you have low self-esteem. You have decided that you’re so unimportant that

  it doesn’t matter what you say or think about yourself. WRONG! And now I’m going to tell you why.




  Why self-esteem is crucial




   




  

    

      1. People achieve more when they believe in themselves.




      2. Self-esteem means having the confidence to be yourself.




      3. If you have self-esteem you’ll respect yourself. And when you respect yourself so will everyone who knows you.




      4. You’ll know that it is more important to live up to your own expectations than to struggle to fulfil what others are expecting of you.




      5. Self-esteem means that you don’t have to prove anything to anyone.




      6. You’ll be much happier knowing that you’re being honest with yourself.


    


  




  Getting it – easier said than done




  The dictionary definition of self-esteem (having a good opinion of yourself) seems simple enough but, sadly, it is easier to say

  than do.




  

    



    Quick question:




    Do you feel good about yourself?




     




    Your automatic reply:




    Sure
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  But later at home when you’re tearing strips off yourself for failing a test, or giving yourself a hard time for saying “Yes” when you really wanted to say

  “No”, ask yourself the same question again. I bet your answer has changed from “Yes” to “Sometimes” or maybe even to “You’ve got to be

  kidding!”




  It’s not easy to treat yourself with the utmost respect, and it’s very hard to listen to yourself in preference to others. But self-esteem can be relearned.




  Relearned? You bet! Unfortunately, self-esteem is drummed out of most of us at an early age. We are taught that our worth doesn’t come from within

  but from what we have, what we do, where we go, who we know and how much we are liked or disliked by others. Very rarely are we taught that it is important to love ourselves.




  Measuring ourselves against these outside standards is fine when everything is going well, but what happens when things go bottom-up?




  Let’s say you fail an exam that everyone (teachers, parents and friends) said was crucial to your success and was, they said, so easy any fool could have passed it.

  Suddenly you’ve let everyone down (and don’t they let you know it) and you’ve been made to look stupid. Because you’re lacking self-esteem, you’ve allowed these

  unhelpful comments to make you feel worthless, depressed and insecure. You’re feeling so low that you’re embarrassed to face anyone who thought you would do well, and your confidence

  has been knocked for six.




  If, on the other hand, you looked at this setback in your own terms you may not be any happier about the result, but you could rely on your own self-esteem to give you the

  confidence to sort it out or try again. Self-esteem is within your grasp, if you choose to take it.




  Self-esteem allows you to make choices. For example, if you are dumped by your boyfriend or girlfriend, you (not your friends) will decide how you are going to cope with this rejection. You may decide to mourn for weeks and become all bitter and twisted, or you may decide to say, “Well, that’s life and good riddance”. If

  looking at photos of supermodels makes you feel ugly and depressed, that’s your decision. A better response to the photographs would be: “I am unique in every way, so what’s the

  point of comparing myself with anyone?” Now that’s self-esteem.
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  There’s a saying which goes like this: “If you compare yourself with others, you may become vain and bitter. For always there will be greater and lesser persons

  than yourself. You have been warned!




  Vanity has nothing to do with it




  

    

      “My teacher told me that only selfish people put themselves first, and that if I wanted to be liked I should help with the school play. She made me feel

      so bad, I stayed and helped.”




      Sheena, 14
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      “I know I’m good at maths, but whenever I mention it my friends tell me not to brag. It’s almost as if they’d like me better if I was

      rubbish at maths, or at least pretended to be.”




      Laura, 17
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  Do you think you’re attractive? If you do, I’ll bet you’ll never admit it. We’re

  taught not to say positive things about ourselves. We’re told not to boast, or to sing our own praises, but instead to be humble and modest.




  Self-esteem has nothing to do with having a big head or thinking that you’re better than anyone else. Self-esteem means believing in yourself, liking yourself, and doing

  what you know is right for you.




  MYTH: A person who is proud of themselves is conceited.




  MYTH: A person who always puts their own true needs first is selfish.




  MYTH: A person who says “No” when everyone else says “Yes” is seeking attention.




  MYTH: A person who thinks they are pretty is vain and conceited.




  In our society any form of self-love is seen as a bad thing, and labels like narcissistic (someone whose interest in themselves is over-the-top) and egotistic (someone who is

  unable to talk about anything but themselves) are thrown about. Do such people have self-esteem? No way. They may look confident and certain of their own opinions, but in reality they are terribly

  insecure people who need to prove themselves in front of others. Therefore, they spend their days trying to be the centre of attention. If they had any self-esteem they wouldn’t need to prove

  they were beautiful, clever or important because they would know it deep-down inside themselves.




  Think about the nicest person you know. Do they go around saying how great they are? Do they put you down? No, they don’t. People with self-esteem

  don’t need to talk about how they feel about themselves – they already know. They don’t have to put others down in order to make themselves feel good – they already feel

  good.




  Being the real you








  

    

      “I imagine that there are two mini versions of myself sitting on either shoulder. One encourages me to be myself. The other keeps reminding me that

      I’m no good.”




      TJ, 15
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  We all have different personas that we present to the world. There’s the person everyone else sees – our public

  persona. That’s the one who puts on a sweet and pleasant face for their relatives, and a mean and nasty one for siblings. Then there’s the person who inhabits our head, who tells us off

  for being mean, and continually reminds us that we just aren’t good enough. Finally, there is our true self. This is the one with buckets and buckets of self-esteem, and the one we

  desperately want to set free. Building up your self-esteem can help these three separate personas to work together instead of fighting each other. If you’ve got self-esteem you’ll have

  the confidence to be yourself.




  It’s not a magic potion




  If I’ve made self-esteem sound like the solution to all your problems, then that’s great. But self-esteem is not a

  magic potion that will turn hell into heaven, or a D-grade essay into an A* essay. Self-esteem does have its limitations.
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  Self-esteem cannot guarantee you a life of unending happiness and mirth. There will be some events in your life over which you will have little control. And some of these

  events will cause you great sadness.




  What self-esteem can do is help you weather these storms. You will also have the confidence to move on and continue your life.




  Liking yourself and believing in your own worth is the nearest you’ll get to an all-over feeling of happiness.




  Little Miss Nice




  Getting self-esteem is not the short-cut to becoming Little Miss Nice. You’ll still lose your temper with your best friend,

  shout at your mum, sneak on your sister and take the last chocolate biscuit in the packet. At the end of a session of being grumpy or mean you’ll still be filled with guilt and remorse,

  but instead of pouring negative thoughts on top of negative actions, your self-esteem may help you to work out why you were so horrible in the first place.




  Self-esteem won’t make you an angel, but it will give you a chance to better understand yourself. You’ll accept that your bad moments, just like your good ones, are

  an intrinsic part of your personality.




  Getting a boyfriend/girlfriend




  Feeling good about yourself will not automatically mean that you’ll find Mr Right (or even Mrs Almost Right), but it is fair

  to say that people like people who like themselves. Nobody wants to date someone who constantly needs to be told that they’re loved or beautiful or clever. Having self-esteem means that you

  know your good points (you even know your bad points, but what the heck) and you know that you are one valuable individual. You don’t need anyone to tell you. Because you respect yourself,

  your boyfriend will also respect you.




  Proof against failure




  Self-esteem can’t stop you from failing. Like happiness, failure can be beyond your control. You might not be able to even

  guess why a relationship went wrong, or why you failed an exam.




  There’s no foolproof plan against failure, but self-esteem makes for a great safety net. It allows you to take risks because you know that if you do fail, your

  self-esteem will let your confidence bounce back unharmed. Hate failing by all means, but never hate yourself for failing.




  A perfect world




  How many times have you berated yourself for not being perfect? If you’re anything like the people I know, the chances are

  you do it everyday. Improving your self-esteem doesn’t mean that you can make everything perfect all of a sudden. It just means that you will be able to accept imperfection – yours and

  the rest of the world’s.




  No matter how much we might want to look like a supermodel, we won’t. This doesn’t mean that you should throw your high expectations out of the window, only those

  which require perfection. Trying to achieve perfection is basically a short-cut to disaster. Self-esteem will help you accept that perfection just doesn’t exist; therefore, you won’t be

  so hard on yourself when you seem to fall short.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  Low self-esteem




  The following list doesn’t make for light or fun reading, and should you recognise signs of low self-esteem in yourself,

  don’t immediately close the book because you’re frightened or ashamed. Self-esteem can be learned, but before you can start to learn you’ve got to face up to some home truths. So

  keep smiling, help is just around the corner (or at least in the next chapter).




  The signs of low self-esteem




   




  

    

      •  You can’t take a compliment. Your self-esteem is so low that you can’t believe that a compliment is genuine. You prefer to think that someone is playing a joke on you, or disguising their pity by saying something nice.


    


  




  Most likely to say: “Me? Clever! You’ve got to be joking!”
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      •  You’re mean-spirited about people who you believe are prettier, cleverer or more popular than you. You’re the sort who would say

      nothing or, worse still, say something nasty rather than pay a compliment to someone who deserves a pat on the back. People who harbour mean thoughts or ill-will to other people are even meaner

      to themselves.


    


  




  Most likely to say: “She’s only popular because she sucks up to her friends.”




   




  

    

      •  You believe that you are so unappealing and unattractive that no half-decent guy will ever fall for you, and any who do must have something terribly

      wrong with them. A word of advice: if you keep up this negative attitude, then your worst predictions will come true and you’ll never get the boyfriend of your dreams.


    


  




  Most likely to say: “Sam’s a bit of a pain, but about all I deserve.”




   




  

    

      •  You feel that you are the only person in the whole wide world who harbours nasty thoughts. Because you mistakenly believe that everyone else

      thinks only pure thoughts, you place them on a pedestal. The result: you are totally racked with guilt and shame.


    


  




  Most likely to say: “I can’t believe how awful I can be.”




   




  

    

      •  You stand in front of a mirror and give yourself one hell of a hard time. Your hair is never right, your

      make-up’s a mess, your legs are too short, and you look stupid in that dress. Why not give yourself a break and say something nice instead?
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