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Introduction



Self-esteem and keeping a journal


The most common problem I see facing clients who come to me for counselling is low self-esteem. Although people might describe their problems using terms like ‘depression’, ‘anxiety’, ‘relationship breakdown’, ‘lack of motivation’, or ‘an eating disorder’, more often than not a lack of self-esteem is at the source. Low self-esteem can leave people feeling inadequate and unworthy, ashamed, awkward and unable to handle some of life’s difficult situations with confidence.


Keeping a journal is one of the most therapeutic tools I know for improving self-esteem. I have discovered that those men and women who have kept a ‘self-esteem journal’ as part of their counselling have changed their lives more quickly and more deeply than those who have sought counselling on its own. All the clients I have worked with using the journal techniques described in this book (over 300) have found them useful in building self-esteem to some degree.


I encourage most clients to start using a journal from our very first session together, whether their problems seem to involve self-esteem or not. Through keeping a journal they are learning to express their feelings in more depth and finding an alternative approach to the ‘stiff upper-lip’ mentality which many of us are encouraged to abide by. By writing regular private records of their feelings, thoughts and experiences, and by working through specific exercises, they open up a new and better relationship with themselves. This improved relationship with oneself is at the heart of self-esteem.


How a journal helped me


I have kept a journal on and off ever since the age of nine. In the beginning, it served merely as a container for outpourings about pop stars, boys and the anguish of puberty. It was only much later, when I began to be aware of how I was using this journal, that I could see the ways it could help me more constructively. For much of my late twenties I had low self-esteem. I felt a lack of confidence and a compulsion to try to ‘improve’ myself. I was a wallflower at parties and felt self-conscious in social situations. Others seemed to sparkle with wit and humour, whereas I felt boring and dull. I wanted to reinvent my life. I did not seem able to value myself at that time and wanted to ‘become someone else’. It was then that my journal became a lifeline; a place where I could learn to listen to myself, develop self-awareness and start to honour my feelings and ways of coping with the world. Through writing down the intricacies of my inner turmoil I began to understand myself better and as a result my self-esteem increased. I was no longer interested in being anyone else – I liked and wanted to be myself completely.


Since that time I have collected, adapted and devised many therapeutic exercises and journal techniques aimed at developing self-esteem. In recent years my journal has become a witness to my own journey of personal development, holding my dreams, dilemmas, fears and triumphs, and helping me to work through decisions about my career, relationships and lifestyle. It has been a decisive support not only in helping me to clarify who I am and what I want from life, but in helping me to put my ideas and plans into practice.


Now, my journal is always there, always ready to ‘listen’ to me. What’s more, it costs next to nothing. This marvellous tool, which consists of a few scraps of paper and a biro, helps me to work through my difficulties and turn worries into problem-solving. It is a place where I can express and examine my unchartered inner emotional life, helping me to get to know myself inside out. On a regular basis it helps me to step off the roller-coaster of life’s events and day-to-day activities to see where I am, in order to ‘sort myself out’. Through the use of a journal, I have developed a new relationship with myself, so that I now respect and cherish who I am more consistently than before.



About this book


This book will show you what I have learnt about self-esteem and confidence over the years, and how you might make use of these lessons for yourself. There are also examples of the turning points achieved by some of the clients in my practice. I hope their experiences and journal extracts will give you inspiration and insight into the ways in which a journal could be useful for you.


The relationship you have with yourself is at the heart of self-esteem. In a practical way, I aim to help you to improve this relationship with yourself and to enjoy being yourself more. Step-by-step exercises throughout the text will invite you to explore the way you feel about yourself and examine your patterns of behaviours and beliefs. Your writing in response to the exercises will help you to develop many areas of self-esteem, so that you can get to know yourself better and offer yourself more compassion, respect, acceptance and support.


The exercises are intended to enable you, through developing self-awareness and simple shifts in your attitudes and behaviours, to achieve the deep transformations necessary for creating genuine and long-lasting self-esteem. I hope they will help you to like and love yourself and build close and rewarding relationships with other people.


Who is the self-esteem journal for?


The self-esteem journal can be used by anyone who has ever lacked self-esteem. It is for anyone who has ever felt inadequate and longed to become a ‘better’ or different person. The self-esteem journal is also designed for people such as counsellors and psychotherapists, who want to help others who are currently suffering from low self-esteem. It is a resource for student counsellors and established practitioners alike, offering tools and techniques to use with clients. No matter what your age, occupation or position in life, you can start using a journal to help you to discover a more fulfilling and complete way of being.



How to use this book


The self-esteem journal is a resource book of exercises, techniques and examples to help you get started on your own journal or to help you to refresh a journal which you are already keeping. It will give you lots of different ideas for developing your self-esteem and for working towards getting the best out of your life.


The exercises offer a framework for you to explore and develop self-esteem in all areas of your life – your work, relationships, family, home life, social life, your past and your hopes for the future. It is also written to help you to deal with difficulties, such as blocks to moving forward, doubts about yourself, failings, fears, guilt, shame, confusion, emotional pain, depression, anxiety and so on.


Most of the exercises are simple and straightforward and you need no prior experience of writing a journal. You can explore the exercises in any order you wish (you could, for example, start with the ‘quick journal tools’ described in Chapter 12) and you do not need to read from cover to cover before you get started.


Using these techniques as a stimulus, I hope you will begin to make your own transformation towards improved self-esteem.





1



How the self-esteem journal works


How the self-esteem journal can help you


Your own self-esteem journal can be a private and confidential record of your deepest feelings and thoughts. It can be your best friend when there is no one else around to turn to, or when you are reluctant to tell someone else about your state of mind. Your journal can be a rehearsal space to bring together your thoughts and emotions before you decide to reveal information to others. It can be a great release in encouraging you to empty thoughts and feelings out of your head and to help you to make some sense of them.




Annette, nursery nurse, 28


I cannot tell you how much keeping a journal has helped me over the past eight months. I was so busy ‘doing’ all the time that I hadn’t realized how little I listen. Not only have I not listened to others, but most significantly I have not listened to myself. Now I give myself this space. I have found such tremendous relief and release through writing down my thoughts and feelings and I have much more respect for these parts of myself now. I have used the journal to bring me more awareness of my own inner resources and this has improved my self-esteem in so many ways.





Through keeping a self-esteem journal you can work towards:




	Developing your self-awareness and noticing any patterns you may be repeating.


	Tackling problems and finding solutions.


	Gaining a clearer sense of direction and purpose in your life.


	Understanding yourself more and why you respond in particular ways to things.


	Becoming more supportive to yourself.


	Improving your ways of relating to and dealing with other people.


	
Starting to break habits and destructive behaviour patterns.


	Developing a record of strengths and resources which help you through bad times.


	Seeing how you are changing and moving forward.


	Recognizing important milestones.


	Discovering what works well in your life, so that you can create more of it.





All of these factors have the potential to improve your self-esteem.


What is a journal?


The word ‘journal’ comes from the old Latin adjective ‘diurnalis’ meaning ‘daily’, and is also associated with the French noun ‘journée’, meaning ‘day’s work or travel’. In 1605, a reference was made by Ben Jonson to a book designed for keeping a daily record, called a ‘Diary’, and earlier examples recording daily personal reflections go back as far as the tenth century in Japan.


Journals and diaries (throughout this book I use the terms ‘journal’ and ‘diary’ synonymously) have been written by men and women for centuries, giving us unique insights into their public and private lives.


Many of these documents still exist today, such as the diaries of Samuel Pepys, whose records give a fascinating perspective on London’s social and political history between 1660 and 1669. More recent personal diaries include those of Anaïs Nin, which detail her amorous encounters during the 1920s, and that of Anne Frank, who wrote a poignant account of her days confined in a secret annexe during the Second World War. Popular fiction diaries, such as The Diary of Adrian Mole (Sue Townsend) and Bridget Jones’s Diary (Helen Fielding), allow the reader to ‘eavesdrop’ on the private hang-ups, trivial embarrassments and secret dreams of the characters.


A therapeutic journal


Various kinds of journal will be discussed in this book (creating a dream journal, pillow book and mind-maps, for example). Their common theme is that they are all ‘therapeutic’, meaning they are aimed at helping the journal-writer in some way. Unlike many published journals, a therapeutic journal is not designed to be read by anyone else. It belongs to the writer alone and is a safe space for revealing innermost thoughts.


A therapeutic journal will be based on personal reflection and not merely on a record of activities, so privacy and confidentiality are of great importance. It will not be a conventional ‘had lunch’ kind of diary, but instead will contain outpourings of feelings, thoughts, ideas and plans about a whole range of issues in your life. In this way you, and not the events happening around you, will be at the centre of your journal.


What is self-esteem?


The kind of journal-writing explored in this book is designed to help you to develop many areas of self-esteem. Essentially self-esteem is the kind of relationship you have with yourself – the ways you value yourself on a day-to-day basis. It is difficult to be fulfilled and satisfied in whatever you do if you do not feel worthwhile or good about yourself. Throughout this book, ‘low self-esteem’ will refer to feelings of inadequacy, lack of self-valuing and self-worth, whereas ‘higher’ or ‘high self-esteem’ will refer to feelings of worthiness, loving oneself and feeling significant.


One way in which self-esteem can be measured is by noticing how you silently ‘talk to yourself’ throughout the day. We all have this silent inner monologue going on continuously whenever we are awake – it might go something like this:




I must remember to get milk on the way home from work ... I wonder if Mum has phoned ... I feel a bit embarrassed about talking to this man at the bus-stop ... where’s my ticket? ... I bet he’s going to jump the queue ...





This kind of ‘self-talk’ is so automatic that we may pay very little attention to it and barely notice it is there.


People with low self-esteem tend to put themselves down through this inner self-talk and may not even know that they are doing it, for example:




Oh, there I go making a complete fool of myself again ... I’m so stupid ... no one’s going to ask me to the Christmas party, and if they do I’ll pretend I’m busy, because I’m so useless at parties ... everyone is much more entertaining than me ... I wish I was like that woman over there, she looks so confident ...





People with higher self-esteem tend to support themselves and take care of themselves through this inner chit-chat:




I’m feeling really nervous about work, but it’s OK, it’s because I’m new at this job and I can’t be expected to know everything ... I might need to ask for some help and that’s OK, I can do that without feeling embarrassed ... I am feeling really tired and I don’t know why – so I’ll make sure I get lots of sleep and take it easy over the next few days ...





The way in which you talk to yourself, on and off through the day, is an immediate indicator of how much you respect and like yourself. We will explore this self-talk in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6.


Self-esteem also embraces how well you understand, accept and forgive yourself. High self-esteem includes effective coping skills, self-confidence, assertiveness and resilience to setbacks. It usually gives you an inner security and stability, where you can trust yourself and your judgement. High self-esteem means being able to see choices, possibilities and make clear decisions for yourself. It means being able to relate and connect openly to others, to take responsibility and be accountable for the consequences of your actions. All of these areas will be explored in this book.


Where does self-esteem come from?


We learn how to value ourselves through the ways in which others have valued us in the past. Imagine the level of self-esteem a five-year-old child is likely to have if she has been told one hundred times each day that she is naughty, difficult, a nuisance or unwanted. Compare this to the child who is told as many times that they are clever, good, loved and doing well. We tend to internalize the types of judgement we receive from parents, school, siblings and friends from an early age and my work has taught me that these judgements often stay with us to form the basis of the internal monologue we have with ourselves every day.


As children, we not only receive these external judgements from others, but we begin to make comparisons with our peers. We notice that we are taller or shorter than our schoolmates, slimmer or fatter, less good at maths or better at games. We make our own inner judgements on the basis of these comparisons and on how others respond to us. The world is like a mirror showing us where we fit in to the overall scheme of things, in terms of intelligence, personality, character, abilities and achievements.


In addition to this, all of us will have different ways of interpreting external circumstances and responses from others. Interpretation is the personal meaning we make of certain events or interactions, which is often influenced or ‘coloured’ by previous experience. This is partly due to the individual way we view and experience the world, but may also be due in part to how we were treated when we were very young. For example, a little boy whose mother was largely absent during his infant years (perhaps due to pressure to earn a living) may interpret this absence to mean that he was not valued. His interpretation was that his mother did not love him enough to want to spend time with him. Later in his life, the boy’s mother may repeatedly try to explain the absence to him. She may tell him that there were other reasons for the absence; that she worked in order to support him, but it is the absence that the boy remembers and he may take the feelings and expectation of not being valued into his adult life.


Much low self-esteem starts at school, when children are often rated and ranked among others of the same age. An ‘A’ grade child gets positive messages from the teacher and the ‘D’ grade child gets negative ones. This system does not help to build self-esteem in children and adolescents. Instead it helps them to measure themselves in particular ways, to undervalue the differences, and to draw conclusions for themselves about how ‘worthwhile’ they are.


One client, Sylvia, realized through her journal that her low self-esteem was linked to her father’s response to her achievements as a child:




Sylvia, publishing assistant, 32


I always remember a nagging feeling ever since I was a child of not feeling good enough. I would bring home glowing school reports and my father would pick on the one subject where I got a ‘C’ and be annoyed with me. I felt like a real disappointment and developed an unrealistic sense of perfectionism, which meant I inevitably failed in everything I tried to do. After working on journal techniques I was able to turn things around. By writing regularly, I could clearly notice my habitual thought patterns and negativity about myself. The process helped me to see that really this was my father’s problem, not mine. I felt very angry with him when my first insights about this came to light, then I was able to see so much sadness and disappointment in his own life. I feel like I have truly broken away from him now – his judgements and criticism. I don’t have to be perfect and I give myself permission to enjoy myself more. More importantly, I now realize I really like myself and for the first time I am involved with someone in a non-abusive relationship.





In adults, making a lot of comparisons with other people is a sure sign of low self-esteem. People often measure the ‘whole’ of themselves by taking into account only one factor (such as their job) when there are a multitude of factors to take into consideration, which can be measured in different ways. They forget that many personal qualities and abilities cannot be reasonably measured at all. Ultimately, it is impossible to compare one person with another. It is rather like comparing an apple with an orange and asking ‘which one is better?’ Or asking whether an almond tree is ‘better’ than a cherry tree. Just like human beings, they have different qualities and too many factors to evaluate. People with high self-esteem tend not to compare themselves directly with others, because they are happy to be who they are and see many ways of valuing themselves and others.


I have seen many clients start to challenge and overcome the effects of negative feedback originating in childhood, by using their journal. Exercises in Chapters 5 to 9 explore self-esteem with regard to the entire family and offer techniques to help you find ways to combat early setbacks.


The difference between self-esteem and confidence


We often use the terms self-esteem and confidence interchangeably. I consider them to be quite different. I believe that confidence is knowing that you have a skill in a particular field and you are able to engage successfully in that activity. It might be the confidence you feel in being able to drive, give presentations, play a sport or entertain people. It may be a confidence you feel with language or numbers, or a skill in playing a musical instrument or drawing.


Confidence is a contributing factor towards self-esteem. Knowing and trusting you have ability in a particular skill helps you to value yourself. However, self-esteem is more complex and consists of more factors than merely confidence. Self-esteem is something deeper. It is the way you feel about your whole person, not only your skills and talents. It is something you wake up with in the morning and is a more general sense of well-being. High self-esteem is about feeling valuable and worthy just as you are right now, without having to prove anything. (A comprehensive list of the elements of self-esteem is given in Chapter 8, pages 74–5.)
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