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Meet the authors

Welcome to Beat Low Self-Esteem with CBT!

Enhancing self-esteem sounds easy. Start a relationship, buy and wear some new clothes, pass an exam or two at college and get promoted at work. If it’s that easy, why do so many of us suffer from low self-esteem some – or all – of the time? If you do question why and want to overcome your plummeting self-esteem, this book may provide the answers and solutions you are looking for.

As a coaching and counselling psychologist (Stephen Palmer) and a psychotherapist (Christine Wilding), we work on a daily basis with people and teams who suffer from a lack of self-esteem. These people may present to us with a variety of different problems, ranging from chronic depression and anxiety to seeing their lives fall apart after a job loss, close bereavement, relationship breakdown or other serious life events. But one of the common threads running through this wide variety of problems is that these people are unable to deal successfully with these issues without professional help because life events trigger a reduction in self-esteem which subsequently undermines their confidence to problem solve.

As professionally qualified practitioners, we are not actually there to resolve people’s personal crises. We have no magical powers! We are there to facilitate a person’s own resources to troubleshoot their problems and develop solutions, thereby tackling their self-esteem issues too. We also provide a range of low-self-esteem busting skills and techniques, based on cognitive behavioural therapies (CBT) that can be applied by you.

It is these skills and techniques that we would like to share with you in this book.

Christine Wilding and Stephen Palmer


1: Only got a minute?

So what is self-esteem? Self-esteem can best be described as your own abilities and values. It does not mean thinking 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.

This suggests that if we perform well or have positive attributes, then we can feel good about ourselves and our self-esteem is raised. Self-esteem is, in essence, a measurement based on our own or others’ criteria of what’s good.

However, if we negatively appraise our attributes or performance, the downside is that we may lower our self-esteem and end up feeling depressed and sorry for ourselves. A typical example would be failing at an important exam and directly linking our performance with a global measurement or rating of ourselves. We may think: ‘As I failed my important exam, this proves I’m a total failure as a person. What’s the point of continuing with my studies?’ It’s no wonder we can make ourselves feel miserable at times.

The good news is that using cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), or coaching, we can modify our thinking. In this example, after some self-coaching, we may think instead: ‘I failed my important exam. It just means I’m fallible. I’ll have another go later in the year.’ Accepting what we have done while not ‘rating’ or beating ourselves up, contributes to the development of good self-esteem, better known as self-acceptance. It becomes easier to move forward and not waste much time on what’s happened. This approach can be very liberating as it allows us to embrace challenges and confront the fear of failure. We are more likely to give a difficult task or project a go; we cease putting our ego on the line, and just rate our skills or skills deficits.


5: Only got five minutes?

As a culture, most of us accept – without much reflection – the traditional self-esteem concept. We pursue happiness by making ourselves feel better about our view of ourselves. We want others to see us in a good light too. We rate ourselves against a variety of criteria, and the result is an estimate of our personal view of our value or worth. Experts have noted some of the criteria used by people to enhance their self-esteem. These are listed below:

 


	good physical attributes

	achievement (e.g. passing exams, holding academic and/or professional qualifications)

	rewarding relationships

	a rewarding career

	owning a top-of-the-range car

	competence in personally significant areas (e.g. Sudoku)

	being a good parent, grandparent, sibling, uncle or aunt

	being a loyal friend or colleague

	being a good partner or lover

	approval from significant others

	being loved by a significant other(s)

	practising a religious faith

	owning land or property.



Let’s be realistic, some of our attributes do change over time whether we like it or not. If we rate ourselves in terms of possessing any one of these aspects, when we lose them our self-esteem may drop or even plummet.

There is an alternative. And that alternative is good self-esteem – sometimes known as self-acceptance – in which we rate our attributes (but not ourselves) globally. You can learn – with hard work and practice – to accept yourself, warts and all, and not berate yourself on a regular basis. How is this done?

The first step is to become aware that 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. Fear of failure is a favourite topic of conversation for your PFF. It spends a great deal of time telling you not only that you probably will fail, but that it will also be untenable if you do. Your PFF’s solution is that you are better off not having a go in the first place.

Once you recognize your PFF’s undermining and negative view of you and the world, you can start to examine its self-esteem-reducing thinking, challenge it and then modify it. Using established cognitive behavioural techniques (CBT) and strategies you can shift from low self-esteem to good self-esteem and self-acceptance.

Let’s consider one simple technique called ‘befriending’. Good questions to ask and thereby challenge your PFF are:

 


	‘Would my best friend agree with my negative views of myself?’

	‘If not, what might they say about me?’

	‘Why would my friend see me differently to the way I see myself?’



You can become your own ‘best friend’ by using the questions above regularly.

Another technique is to become aware of the trouble that the demanding words, ‘should’, ‘must’ and ‘ought’ can do to your self-esteem. They can develop into absolutist and rigid rules which control your life, such as:

 


	‘I must always perform well.’

	‘I must put others’ needs before my own needs.’

	‘I ought to a perfect parent.’

	‘I should always arrive on time.’

	‘I should not let people down.’



Begin to look out for these words and phrases that you may use on a regular basis. If you don’t live up to such demanding expectations, why not change them to something more realistic and flexible, such as:

 


	‘I strongly prefer to perform well but I don’t have to.’

	‘Although I prefer to put others’ needs before my own needs, I can choose when and where not to do this.’

	‘I’m a fallible parent. I will do the best I can and not berate myself if my standards fall.’

	‘It’s strongly desirable to arrive on time, but realistically I may not.’

	‘It’s preferable and desirable not to let people down, but when I do it’s more evidence that I’m fallible, that’s all.’



To summarize, during our childhood we start to learn how to esteem and disesteem ourselves. It’s a way of thinking about our attributes and we tend to globally rate ourselves. For example: ‘If I act stupidly then I’m totally stupid.’ Good self-esteem and self-acceptance give us permission to stop linking these internal or external attributes to our ego. We learn very quickly that we are no longer defined by our behaviour.


10: Only got ten minutes?

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. If we perceive ourselves as doing well by all of our significant criteria or internal scale, then our self-esteem will be high. And conversely, if we perceive ourselves as not doing well then we may disesteem ourselves.

YOUR PERSONAL FAULT FINDER

The architect of 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, for example: ‘You’re useless’. Low self-esteem can persist on a personal level – even when you are accomplishing a great deal at an intellectual level – as your PFF works tirelessly to remind you of your faults and weaknesses. You can learn to challenge any fear of failure engendered by your PFF by reminding yourself that there is no such concept as failure unless you choose to believe so. But there are successes and learning experiences.

SELF-ACCEPTANCE

Self-acceptance is an alternative to the self-esteem trap, as we may rate our attributes but not ourselves globally. Therefore if you fail at a task, it does not mean you are a total failure or worthless or useless as a person. Self-acceptance acknowledges strongly the difference between our person and our behaviour.

NEGATIVE AUTOMATIC THOUGHTS

Negative Automatic Thoughts (NATs) are the ‘top layer’ of our thinking: ‘I think I’ve just said the wrong thing’ or ‘I can tell he doesn’t like me’. No reasoning, no pondering or internal debating: purely and simply, the first thought that comes into our head. NATs are easy to believe, unhelpful and difficult to stop.

It is worth learning how to tackle NATs so they do not undermine you.

NEGATIVE BELIEFS

Negative beliefs are the ‘bottom layer’ of our thinking. We regard them as absolute – in our minds, they are not open to debate, as we (often erroneously) believe them to be facts. We have negative beliefs about:

 


	ourselves (‘I am worthless’)

	others (‘People always let you down’)

	the world (‘Crime is everywhere’)

	the future (‘Nothing will ever change’).



Negative beliefs usually develop in our childhood. If we want to develop good self-esteem or greater self-acceptance, as adults we need to start questioning and challenging these core beliefs and then develop positive core beliefs instead.

NEGATIVE ASSUMPTIONS

Negative assumptions link our beliefs to our day-to-day thinking. In this sense they are the intermediate or ‘middle layer’ of our thinking. These are sometimes known as underlying negative assumptions and we are not always aware of them.

They have an interesting impact upon us and our behaviour. For example, you may have two associated core beliefs – the positive belief could be ‘I am a success’. However, your negative or core belief could be ‘I am a total failure’. Whereas you may be happy to activate the positive core belief you will avoid triggering or activating the negative core belief. Following on from these two beliefs the associated positive assumption could be ‘If I perform well, then I am a success’. However the downside is the alternative negative assumption ‘If I perform badly, then I am a total failure’.

YOUR RULES FOR LIVING

Rules for living are also intermediate beliefs too. You may develop a rule for living such as ‘I must perform well at all times’ or ‘I should avoid confrontation’. Often they go hand in hand with the negative assumption and negative or core belief. For example:

 


	‘I must perform well.’ (rule)

	‘If I don’t perform well, then I’m a total failure.’ (negative assumption)

	‘I’m a total failure.’ (negative or core belief)



If we comply with our rules for living then we avoid activating our negative beliefs. It’s probably one of the key reasons why we actually develop rules over time. However, rules do add pressure to our lives.

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE TO IMPROVE SELF-ESTEEM?

To move from low self-esteem to good self-esteem and greater self-acceptance we need to challenge and modify our:

 


	Negative Automatic Thoughts (NATs)

	underlying negative assumptions and rules

	negative beliefs.



We then need to develop Positive Activating Thoughts (PATs) – helpful positive assumptions, flexible and preferential rules and positive negative beliefs.

RECOGNIZING DISTORTED THINKING PATTERNS

Psychologists have identified a number of common thinking errors that most of us make some of the time (and some of us make all of the time). If you know what these are, and recognize them, it will make challenging rebuttals much easier to formulate. They include:

Generalizing the specific

We come to a general conclusion based on a single incident or piece of evidence. We use words such as ‘always’, ‘never’, ‘nobody’ and ‘everyone’ to make a general rule out of a specific situation.

Mind reading

Mind reading is one of the commonest thinking errors we make when our self-esteem is low. This is fatal to self-esteem because we think that everyone agrees with our negative opinion of ourselves.

Filtering

We take the negative details from a situation and then magnify them, while at the same time filtering out all the positive aspects.

Polarized thinking

We think of situations, people or the world in extremes such as good or bad: ‘I must be perfect or I am a failure.’ The problem is that we usually find ourselves on the negative end of our polarized extremes.

Catastrophizing

We predict and expect disaster. We notice or hear about a problem and immediately decide that if this terrible thing did happen to us, we would not be able to cope.

Personalization

This involves thinking that everything people do or say is some kind of reaction to us; we instantly decide that a comment is really directed at us personally.

Blaming

This is the opposite of personalization. We hold other people, organizations or even the universe responsible for our problems: ‘It’s all her fault we lost that contract.’

It’s all my fault

Instead of feeling a victim, we feel responsible for the pain and happiness of everyone around us.

Fallacy of fairness

We feel resentful because we think we know what’s fair, but other people won’t agree with us.

Checking out possible thinking errors is another excellent skill to add to your toolbox. Make sure that you use it regularly.

SELF-DEFEATING BEHAVIOUR

If a person with low self-esteem gets turned down for a job, their PFF may say to them: ‘You’re useless. You will never get a good job. There will always be other candidates far better than you.’

In this negative thinking state, the likelihood is that their behaviour will mirror their thinking. They may even stop applying for jobs at all. They may still continue to go for interviews but expect to do badly at them, which will be reflected in the impression they make. This means that they are likely to remain unemployed – confirming that their negative thoughts and beliefs were correct. Not only is it important to challenge and modify our unhelpful thoughts, assumptions and beliefs but to modify our self-defeating behaviour too.

PERFECTIONISM

Many people’s low self-esteem is driven by unhelpful thinking about the standards they should be able to reach in order to feel good about themselves. Demanding that you have to do a perfect job or be a perfect parent is such a pressure to put yourself under. A good alternative is to flexibly strive for excellence but not for rigid and unattainable perfection.

THINKING AND BEHAVING ASSERTIVELY

Thinking assertively is as important as behaving assertively. It allows you to focus on outcomes and results, rather than simply running with your emotions and ‘seeing what happens’. It helps you to maintain your levels of good self-esteem.

PESSIMISTIC THINKING

Pessimistic thinking reinforces low self-esteem, while optimistic thinking allows us to be more self-accepting and retain a ‘feel good’ factor in the face of adversity. Yet the only difference between an optimist and a pessimist is their thinking style. We can learn to recognize and then dispute negative (pessimistic) thoughts and put this skill to

RESILIENCE
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