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Introduction


Low self-esteem is a lying, thieving, hideous bully.


Everyone I know suffers from low self-esteem in some form. Well, to be fair, my cat thinks he’s the bee’s knees, so let’s not count narcissistic felines, but everyone else. That’s a lot of people not feeling good about themselves.


I don’t remember a time when I didn’t feel bad about myself. I always thought I wasn’t clever enough, sporty enough, attractive enough, sophisticated enough or popular enough. I always thought that other people were better than me. I really didn’t want to be me, I looked at others and wished I could be them. I spent years really hating myself and it caused so many problems along the way.


With low self-esteem we might experience depression, anxiety, loneliness or stress. It can cause problems in our romantic relationships, friendships, family and work life. We can develop unhealthy habits like drinking too much, eating disorders, smoking or other addictions.


We miss opportunities when we have low self-esteem; we don’t take chances, we shrink into ourselves because we don’t think we have a place in the world. It can take everything from us.


It’s a horrid, vicious cycle because when we tell ourselves continually we’re worthless, we start to believe it even more. We become worthless because of what we are telling ourselves.


We have to break this spiral. We need to get this sorted because low self-esteem stops you from living fully; instead you are just existing. It’s a waste of your life and, frankly, I’ve had enough and I hope you feel that you’ve had enough too. It’s been running your life, but now is the time to take charge.


What we need is the tools to know how to raise our self-esteem to where it should be. We’re going to change how you feel so that you live a wonderful, meaningful life knowing how bloody awesome you really are.


In this book we’ll cover self-esteem and confidence. What’s the difference, I hear you cry? Well, thank you very much for asking. Self-esteem is how we feel about ourselves looking inwards, i.e. our self-worth. Confidence is how we feel when we present ourselves to the world, i.e. what other people see. One impacts on the other, so the tips in this book work for both. It’s a ‘two for the price of one’ kind of thingy – good, eh?


You can start anywhere in this book: you don’t need to go from page one. You can dip in and out, start at the back or the front if you want. I also give you permission to circle passages, highlight sentences that mean something to you. It’s your book so use it how you need to. If I ever come to your house and check your bookshelves – which sounds a bit creepy to be fair – I want to see this book well-thumbed and written on. You can also write down things like ‘My goodness, James is such a genius’ and ‘I really think James is a total guru and should be canonised as a saint.’


The book is short and has short chapters for a reason, not because I didn’t have much to say, because I can talk about self-esteem and confidence for hours – you don’t want to get me started in a pub with a gin and tonic, honestly. It’s because when we feel bad about ourselves, our attention span is impacted, so a six-hundred-page book with charts, theories and tiny writing is going to feel massively intimidating. Also, I’ll use some humour to make it easier to read. I mean, who wants to read a depressing six-hundred-page book, eh? Not me.


My advice is to read this book twice. I know, I know – but the thing is, on the second reading you will notice stuff that you didn’t clock the first time around. And it’s a small book, each tiny, weeny, itsy bity chapter will take a maximum of 3.597 minutes to read. Also, when people ask, ‘Have you read this marvellous, multi-award-winning, internationally acclaimed book called How to Sort Your Self-Esteem?’ you can haughtily reply, ‘Well, actually, I’ve read it twice.’


Also, like most things in life it takes a bit of work to sort our self-esteem, but please know that we can fix it because I’ve done it. You just need tips, techniques and insights that work for you and that’s what the book will give you.


Improving your self-esteem is best done like pruning a tree. Do it regularly and it’s much easier than getting a huge ladder and trying to lop the whole thing down when it’s completely out of control. Once you’ve read a chapter, try and implement it, practise it and you’ll start to see a change.


Not every chapter will speak to you and that’s absolutely fine. There are forty to try, so if one doesn’t work so well, try another. The different techniques also work at different times and for different things so experiment and see which ones help.


Shall we get started? If you’re not sat with a hot drink – go and get one. Oh and grab one of those gooey pastry things you can buy in the posh patisserie. If you don’t have a posh patisserie near you, I will personally give you the money to head to La Patisserie Cyril in Paris and buy some, it’s all part of the service.


And finally, remember no matter what anyone else says, no matter what you’re currently feeling about yourself, you are enough, you really, really are.


James









1. Joe says, ‘make a list’


Here’s a conversation with my friend Joe. We’re having overpriced lattes at some achingly cool coffee shop, which we’re clearly not cool enough to be in. The three baristas are about thirteen and called Magnolia, Waterfall and Pinecone. The cups are recycled organic baby food jars and I’ve cut the long conversation about how no one should pay the equivalent of three bags of gold for some caffeine, and no one is called Joe or James anymore.




JOE: So, besides your hatred for baristas with nature-inspired first names, how are you?


ME: Pretty much hating myself, loathing every single sinew, every character flaw, regretting every mistake I’ve ever made and realising I am utterly and completely worthless.


JOE: Right, well excellent. So, I’m guessing changing your name to Moonflower isn’t going to help?


ME: Oh, shut up. Listen, how do you do it? You’re always Mr ‘I love myself’ without coming across like an arrogant banana.


JOE: Well, firstly, thanks so much for the compliment and secondly it takes some work.


ME: Why?


JOE: Because we’re naturally programmed to be able to come up with a list of stuff that we hate about ourselves—


ME: —I’m a pushover. I don’t set firm enough boundaries. I’m too sensitive. I’m ugly. I make too many mistakes—


JOE: Okay, okay – enough, Moonflower. I think you’ve just proven my point. I was about to say, before you rudely interrupted, that we can easily come up with a list of things we hate about ourselves but not a list of things we like about ourselves.


ME: Ummm . . . okay – errr . . . well . . . I quite like my feet.


JOE: Your feet? Seriously? Do you? I mean they’re a bit gnarly, wouldn’t you say?


ME: Thanks. Now I have nothing.


JOE: My point is that unless we balance things out and really think about our good bits, we can be stuck in an endless cycle of hating ourselves and building a bigger and bigger list.


ME: And that lowers our self-esteem?


JOE: You catch on fast, Moonflower.


ME: So, what? I should make a list?


JOE: Yep, but best to do it with someone else if you can. You can do it by yourself too, it just takes a bit more time.


ME: Should I do it with you?


JOE: I think that’s the direction this is going in, yes.


ME: Right, so . . .


JOE: You’re still thinking about your feet, aren’t you?


ME: I just think they’re really pretty.


JOE: Okay, so apart from your obviously gorgeous tootsies, what else do you like about yourself?


ME: Ummm . . . I don’t know. I don’t like this game.


JOE: No one does, but that’s why we need to do it because we spend all our lives criticising ourselves and not enough time giving major props to our good thangs.


ME: Sorry, did you just use the words ‘props’ and ‘thangs’?


JOE: I did, one of the things I like about myself is my ability to play with modern vernacular. Stop distracting. Back to you, Moonflower.


ME: Fine, fine. I like that I have a sense of humour.


JOE: Right.


ME: I like that I care about others.


JOE: Does that mean you’re going to pay for these stupidly expensive coffees?


ME: It does not. Err . . . I like how I fight for injustices. I like my passions, my interest in art, books and stuff.


JOE: ‘Stuff’?


ME: I can’t think of anything else.


JOE: Not a bad start, I guess. Now we write them down on a piece of paper.


ME: Can I do this on my phone as I don’t have a spare eagle quill and parchment to hand?


JOE: You can. Now, what we do is build on that list, keep adding and keep looking at it, especially when you start thinking that you’re a numbskull. It’s a progressive aide-memoire.


ME: A whatty what what?


JOE: An active list, you ignoramus. It’s not one of those that you do and just forget about, it’s part of the building blocks to feeling better about yourself.


ME: Okay, I get it. Thank you.


JOE: You’re welcome.


ME: You’re going to keep calling me Moonflower forever, aren’t you?


JOE: Yes, yes I am.





I realised that I’d spent all my life not thinking about the good parts of me. I minimised praise at work, ‘Oh it was mostly an accident that I wrote that well received report.’ I brushed off compliments from friends. ‘Well, thank you for saying I’m a good listener but I’m really not.’ I didn’t absorb the positive feedback I got and never made an active list of the positive things about me.


My ‘crap things about me’ list was so much easier to write, and it still rumbles around in my head – we can’t get rid of it altogether. But that’s when I bring out the other list, Joe’s list I call it, which is easier than saying ‘progressive aide-memoire’.


I think you can guess I am going to ask you to do a list, because otherwise it will just be me doing it and that’s like, completely unfair, but it’s also a great step to sorting your self-esteem.


Now, it IS going to feel weird, I promise you that. It will feel like you’re bragging and being an arrogant fool. You’ll want to hide behind your hands with the sheer cringeworthy nature of this, BUT please, please, please, please continue.


I will show you my list again as it might make it easier to start afterwards. Also, don’t worry if you only have a few items on your list – hey, getting one point on the list is a huge achievement when you have low self-esteem, or no self-esteem. It’s all about building on that list, looking at that list and reminding yourself of it.


Joe’s list




*   I like my sense of humour


*   I like that I care about others


*   I like my hobbies and passions


*   I like that I fight for injustice


*   I like my feet





See that’s not a bad start, eh? And then over time I have built on it when I recognise things that I like about myself.




*   I like that I’ve fought for my accomplishments


*   I like my courage


*   I like my tenacity


*   I still like my feet





Right, now go write your Joe list and I mean actually go and do it. Now. Don’t just go and get the dinner ready – your family or the dog or rabbit can wait, the rest of the book can wait; this really can’t. I’m sitting waiting for you to do it. Don’t disappoint me now . . .


Oh, and have a look at your own feet, they’re really delightful.









2. Try not to care quite as much (and wear some chain mail)


I get wounded easily and I’m not just talking about when my friend’s dog attacks my arm because he’s mistaken me for a squirrel, which he constantly does. When people say nasty things to me, directly or indirectly, I feel hurt.


Now some would call this being overly sensitive, as if that’s a bad thing, or a snowflake, which are beautiful ethereal things, so I’m taking that as a compliment. The bottom line is, what others say can make us feel worse about ourselves and those of us with self-esteem issues tend to get wounded more easily.


When someone looks at me and goes, ‘Oh gosh, James. Yes, you’re looking so . . . well, aren’t you?’ I know they’re saying I’ve put on weight and look worse than I did. When someone tells me ‘You’ve always been quite chatty, haven’t you?’, it makes me wonder if I’ve spent my life gossiping. And, of course, there are some incidents where people call me a ‘pathetic pompous arse wipe’, which, you know, doesn’t need a lot of interpretation and is simply, completely untrue. So there.


It’s not as easy as just going, ‘Oh, nasty things don’t hurt me anymore’ and then getting on with making a decent fist at a sourdough starter, it just doesn’t work like that. When someone shouts at us, a loved one is annoyed with us, it’s hard just to go ‘meh’ and for it not to impact our self-esteem. Trust me, I’ve tried the ‘meh’ method and I’m here to tell you it doesn’t make a bit of difference.


So, let’s unpack why people say nasty stuff. Rarely do you find that someone, out of the blue, just as you’re passing the bakers, comes up to you and tells you what a despicable person you are. Think about that for a bit. That never happens, does it? You see, there is always context to nasty comments, there are always reasons why people say this stuff.
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