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Praise for Self-Acceptance

A real treat: Dr Barry’s new book challenges the myths associated with self-esteem and focuses instead on achieving real self-acceptance. The reader is taken on a magical journey, from exploring why current ideas of self-esteem are unhelpful to how we can nurture ourselves and challenge our inner pathological critic and move towards true self-acceptance. This book is a joy to read, a real page turner, and incorporates all of the common sense, down-to-earth style that characterises the author. A very useful book for anyone affected by self-doubt and criticism.

Professor Catherine Harmer, Professor of Cognitive Neuroscience, University of Oxford

Harry Barry’s critique of today’s world, where we torture ourselves by comparing and grading ourselves against others, leads on to a humane and practical guide on how to shake off this habit and replace it with a self-acceptance of the utter uniqueness of the individual human life.

Professor Ian Robertson, Professor of Psychology, Trinity College Dublin, and author of Stress Test

This is the most remarkable book you’ll read this year. Surprising, stimulating and guaranteed to change your behaviour. I found myself riveted by its compelling evidence.

Bruce Daisley, European Vice-President for Twitter, and author of the Sunday Times No.1 bestseller The Joy of Work

Have we been brainwashed by the concept of self-esteem? Dr Barry thinks so, and in his latest book sets out to show how damaging boosting self-esteem can be to our mental health. Using real examples from the workplace, education and personal relationships, he shows us the healing power of self-acceptance. This book is different – it will challenge you and transform your thinking.

Dr Muiris Houston, Medical Journalist, The Irish Times, and Adjunct Professor of Narrative Medicine, Trinity College Dublin

Forget the battle for self-esteem. For good mental health, what we need is self-acceptance and Dr Barry’s book does that brilliantly. Scrabbling for self-esteem doesn’t work but self-acceptance – a deeper understanding of ourselves as people – is what can truly give us peace. Once again, with both case studies and analysis, Dr Barry shows us how we can reframe our thought processes to send the vicious inner voice out of our heads, and to accept who we truly are.

Cathy Kelly, bestselling author and UNICEF ambassador

Once again Dr Harry Barry has written a most helpful book. His chapter on the ‘dark side’ of self-esteem will strike a chord with many parents, teachers, employers and ordinary readers, and his chapters in the second part of the book on how to accept oneself (warts and all), take responsibility and try to change behaviours when things go wrong, offers a pathway to improvement for everybody in various aspects of daily living. This is practical as well as refreshing. Self-Acceptance will undoubtedly have some critics but the easy style and fresh approach to mental well-being, will ensure that this will be bestseller.

Professor Patricia Casey, Professor of Psychiatry, University College Dublin

This book has the potential to transform the lives of people who read it and use it. It not only explores and explodes the myth of self-esteem and the damage it causes but it reveals the astonishing secret power of unconditional self-acceptance. It guides us through manageable steps in unconditional self-acceptance as the means to gently change our lives.

Sr Stanislaus Kennedy, social campaigner, author and founder of Focus Ireland and the Sanctuary Meditation Centre

Dr Barry’s suggestion to us is to embark on a journey that entails a revolution! This is to leave behind the concept of ‘self-esteem’ and instead embrace and live a true form of ‘self-acceptance’. After reading this book, I can only encourage readers to embark on this journey of self-inquiry to find out what is true for them: self-esteem or self-acceptance. As a mental health professional and as a private person, the answer is obvious to me.

Professor Bernhard Baune, Cato Chair and Head of Department of Psychiatry, University of Melbourne

Self-Acceptance is a wonderfully refreshing examination of the ‘dark side’ of society’s obsession with self-esteem. Dr Harry Barry has put mental health and our understanding of it on a more solid footing by defining the myth around self-esteem and by asking us what we really mean by a term which is often banded around and held in great reverence by many. I hope it will be the start of many constructive debates around commonly used and mis-used mental health terminology.

Julia O’Hegarty, Consultant Senior Content Editor, Financial Times

Once again Dr Barry has provided a highly readable yet provocative book. By explaining the origins and current promotion of the ‘self-esteem movement,’ demystifying it, and showing its deep and unhealthy flaws, he makes way for a healthy alternative: self-acceptance.

Professor Larry Culpepper, Professor of Family Medicine, Boston University School of Medicine

Happiness is a natural state we revert to when we stop doing things that take it from us. Through a misguided ideal, we have robbed generations of ever finding happiness by sending them off on a wild goose chase searching for a myth called self-esteem. Harry so brilliantly exposes this myth and leads the reader to understand the real path to happiness.

Enda Murphy, author of Five Steps to Happiness

I highly recommend Self-Acceptance to parents, educators and healthcare professionals responsible for the well-being of young people. This is an invaluable book, in that it questions the oft accepted truism that building a young person’s self-esteem is important to their well-being. Drawing on the best scientific evidence he makes a convincing case that it has the contrary effect: increasing stress and anxiety. He especially makes a strong case for self-acceptance, it’s an argument that I wish I had heard a long time ago, as a young parent and educator.

Professor Cathal Kelly, CEO, Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland

This is a book that challenges decades of a certain way of thinking and an ingrained set of beliefs. We live in a world where social media not only dominates our belief system but tries to destroy the concept of unconditional love. I just want to say, well done to Dr Harry Barry for your courage and trailblazing way in peeling back the very true essence of who we are and who we could be.

Senator Joan Freeman, founder of suicide-prevention charities, Pieta House and Solace House

Through promoting self-acceptance as a means of improving mental health in every area of life, Dr Harry Barry’s book succeeds both in offering a practical guide in how to do so and in raising awareness of this self-inflicted stress.

Dr Fiona O’Doherty, Clinical Psychologist


I would like to dedicate this book to three very special children in my life – Ciaran, Sean and Saoirse. May they encounter a world of unconditional self-acceptance, free of the shackles of self-esteem!
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INTRODUCTION

How much are you ‘really’ worth as a person?

Just what is self-esteem?

Why is it a myth?

Is this myth damaging our mental health?

Why are our children in pain? Why are we not listening?

What is unconditional self-acceptance?

Why is it the secret to mental health?

These are the questions that this book sets out to answer. It is going to bring you on a journey of discovery; an odyssey that has the power to completely transform all our lives and the lives of our most precious assets – our children. It will hopefully open a badly needed discussion on the whole topic of self-esteem and self-rating and how both, in my opinion, are destroying the fabric of our society.

I fear especially for our young people as they become increasingly drawn into the world of technology and social media. The toxic cocktail of both, combined with an obsession with self-esteem and rating, is poisoning the lives of children and us adults, too. We owe it both to ourselves and them to honestly face up to the questions outlined above and, as a society, endeavour to answer them. Most of all, we need to enter and embrace the transformative world of unconditional self-acceptance, which we will be exploring later. How it can transform our relationships, workplaces, body image, schools and colleges and especially our mental health.

Self-acceptance is about more than just banishing the myth of self-esteem or challenging self-rating. It is about learning to be truly comfortable in our own skins while taking real responsibility for our behaviour. It challenges us to become mature, emotionally resilient human beings; teaching us to be both kind but also firm with ourselves. It is the very essence of good mental health.

It is also about who we are as a people. Where are we going? Do we truly value our mental health? Can we transform the lives of our children for the future? I truly believe we can. I hope you will join me on this journey of discovery.

Let’s open our discussion by exploring the current understanding of how to best improve and safeguard our mental health.

After decades lagging in the wake of physical health, we are finally recognising the importance of looking after our mental health. To reduce the risks of anxiety, depression, toxic stress, eating disorders and, above all, self-harm and suicide, we must nourish this fragile component of our lives. It is like trying to protect and nurture a delicate plant in a hostile environment. It involves hard work and dedication, combined with a steely determination to grow a plant that will survive and mature even when exposed to adverse conditions.

But when asked how best to achieve this objective of positive mental health, most of us struggle to reply. The most common suggestions will usually involve making sensible changes to lifestyle and increasing our self-esteem. The first suggestion has much merit. Few can argue that working on diet, exercise, stress-reduction measures, meditation/mindfulness, sleep and reducing alcohol limits will not bear fruit.

Then there is the other strand to the suggestions: that we develop techniques to boost our self-esteem. Most assume that this is a sensible, scientifically and academically proven measure that will provide major benefits to our mental health. Tragically, as this book sets out to prove, nothing could be further from the truth. For this is a road that leads to nowhere. Even worse, a road that may damage our mental health, achieving the opposite effect of what it purports to do.

I can already hear the protests! Am I not flying in the face of every major academic and scientific institution that has for aeons embraced the importance of self-esteem?

But what if self-esteem was indeed a myth? A delusion? What if those respected bodies are basing their approaches on unsafe foundations? What if the concept of pursuing or boosting this myth or delusion of self-esteem is creating rather than solving mental-health difficulties?

Our children are our greatest treasure. Never has there been such an emphasis on the mental health and well-being of our children and adolescents. Never has this age group experienced such a level of mental-health challenges and difficulties. Suppose our obsession with self-esteem and how to boost it in this population was making them less emotionally resilient, increasing their risks of mental health difficulties?

Researching this subject led me to explore how, ever so subtly, the myth of self-esteem has inserted itself into many areas of modern life, specifically in areas such as education, the workplace, relationships and social media. How the self-esteem delusion is becoming increasingly embedded into our twenty-first-century culture, with potentially significant negative consequences, and how this myth must be exposed and challenged. For nothing has been allowed to get in the way of the self-esteem movement tsunami, which goes from strength to strength. A worrying aspect that we will also explore is the financial clout of the self-esteem industry, which has become big business, especially in the USA.

If one doubts their power, an article in the Cut online magazine of the New York Times (2018) titled ‘How the Self-esteem Craze Took Over America – and why the hype was irresistible’ reveals just how embedded the concept remains in American culture. It discusses the history of the movement, the many false claims made about self-esteem, how many of these have been debunked by academics and how boosting self-esteem has become a billion-dollar industry, with many ‘vested interests’ intent on keeping the concept alive and well. It appears as if there are ‘big bucks’ to be made in perpetuating the self-worth delusion!

A potent mixture of governments, academic and professional bodies, a powerful self-esteem movement, especially in the USA, and a multi-billion-dollar/pound self-esteem self-help industry, have all succeeded in convincing us of the necessity of expanding and boosting our self-esteem. Their core message: that boosting self-esteem is the answer to preventing most of our mental-health ills. Hopefully this book will trigger the beginning of a conversation that we in society need to have, and quickly, before further damage ensues.

I am aware that there will be many opposing voices to the main thrust of this book. Other voices have gone before me, that have also expressed their concern about our obsession with self-esteem and self-worth. Some of these I uncovered while writing this book; others I was already familiar with. We will be meeting many of them later. These dissenting voices – often eminent academics expressing their deep reservations on the subject – have had their views swept aside.

This book has been brewing in my mind for several years. I have been concerned for some time with how self-esteem has become a stumbling block in teaching us (especially our adolescents) how to cope with the harsh environment in which we exist. In Emotional ­Resilience, we explored many of the necessary skills to assist us in adapting and surviving the storms of life.

But everywhere I looked, when researching that book, self-esteem was put forward as the only real path to improving our mental health. My primary concern is therefore to demonstrate how our obsession with self-esteem is obstructing rather than ­assisting us in achieving this objective.

We will also be asking the question: if so much time, effort, research and resources have been put into understanding and improving the self-esteem of our citizens, why are our current child and adult mental-health services crumbling under the avalanche of an exponentially increasing workload? Could it be that we need to review again the world of self-esteem and the irrational beliefs underlying this mythical trait?

As a pragmatist, I have always argued the pointlessness of tearing down an institution or set of beliefs unless you can propose a decent alternative. And that is the real purpose of this book. I have worked for years with wonderful people seeking assistance with various mental-health difficulties. I would like to share with you a revolutionary new approach which has assisted many of them in transforming their mental health, with significant benefits for themselves and those they love. We will explore the origins of this approach, and how you, too, by learning how to apply it, can nurture and really grow your personal mental health. We will then demonstrate how this approach plays out in real life, through a series of clinical cases.

It is my hope that by the end of this book you will never think about self-esteem in the same way. You will become increasingly cynical and agnostic about its usage and the mixed, often confusing messages emanating from the ‘experts’ about what it means. It is also my wish that you will join those of us who have discovered another revolutionary path to nurturing and growing our mental health.


HOW DO I USE THIS BOOK?

The book is broken down into two parts. The first section explores why self-esteem is a myth, a delusion. It will challenge every aspect of this concept, demonstrating how it has been debunked by leading experts. We discuss myths that have grown up around it, the dark side of self-esteem and how much damage its pursuit is causing. It will also focus on the differences between self-esteem, self-rating and self-acceptance and the challenge facing us in how to introduce this self-acceptance into our everyday lives. The second section will explore the concept of unconditional self-acceptance and how to develop it and put it into practice in our lives. It will then explore – using clinical cases – how many people who were struggling with various issues relating to the workplace, relationships, education, body image and mental health learned to banish self-esteem and, through self-acceptance, to nurture and grow their mental health.

You may wish to go straight to part two for the more practical element. It is important, however, to understand why this obsession with self-esteem is causing so much potential damage, especially to our adolescents.

There is a wealth of academic and other references backing up the first part. This is important as there is a significant amount of solid academic information out there, challenging self-esteem and the myths associated with it, but a dearth of discussion about their contents. Hopefully this will base the premise that self-esteem is a myth in a solid academic framework, shedding light on areas that the self-esteem movement would prefer us to ignore. Those interested in following up on some of these references can do so by visiting the bibliography.


PART ONE



The Myth of Self-esteem


1. THE MYTH OF SELF-ESTEEM

What is a Myth?

A myth (which is derived from the Latin mythus, which in turn is derived from the Greek muthos) is best defined for our purposes by the Oxford English Dictionary as: ‘a widely held but false belief or idea’. The implication of this definition is that an erroneous concept or belief about some aspect of our lives or existence begins to evolve and, over time, expands exponentially until it is finally accepted as a ‘known truth’ despite it being false. Someone proposes an idea or expresses a belief, sometimes containing a modicum of truth, which gradually begins to grow legs. As the concept is transferred, usually with some embellishments, from generation to generation, fewer people question the validity of the belief itself. Eventually it becomes accepted and absorbed into a culture and accepted as ‘the truth’.

Part of the reason these myths persist is because we fail to put them through a rigorous scientific examination as to their accuracy. This often occurs because to challenge them in such a manner is unacceptable to the status quo.

All branches of science have experienced such beliefs or myths. Medicine, too, is littered with myths, some surviving for centuries before finally being debunked. The negative consequences for those at the receiving end of such myths were often serious and life-changing. Let’s briefly explore some classical examples relating to physical and mental health.

Medical Myths – Physical Health

Bloodletting

The myth that physical illness could be treated by bloodletting abounded for centuries. It is terrifying to think how many people who were physically ill suffered and died from being weakened by the consequences of this barbaric treatment. In some cases, leeches were applied to assist in the process!

The bacteria hiding in plain sight

Peptic ulcers, affecting the stomach and duodenum, have been the subject of intensive investigation as to causation for over a hundred years. One myth which developed was that they were caused by an overproduction of acid in the stomach created by a mixture of stress, diet and family history. This led to some patients having parts of the stomach producing the acid removed, to reduce this hyperacidity. Meanwhile, a simple bacterium called Helicobacter 
pylori, regularly seen on slides from samples taken from the stomach of patients, was ignored as being of no relevance. It was eventually revealed to be the culprit. Nowadays, because this myth has been debunked, a simple one-week course of antibiotics and a four-week course of acid-suppression drugs can heal an ulcer, often for life.

Eating fatty foods is the main cause of coronary heart disease

Another common myth embedded in our modern world culture is that fatty foods, especially those containing cholesterol, dramatically increase our risk of developing coronary heart disease, leading to heart attacks. Our supermarkets have responded to this myth by providing us with shelves of ‘low-fat’ substitutes for normal healthy fatty foods. What is not so obvious is that if I reduce fats in foods, I must replace them with excessive amounts of sugar and salt to make them palatable. This in turn has in part triggered our current obesity and diabetes epidemic. These latter conditions have put us at greater risk for the future development of heart disease than anything to do with fatty foods.

Medical Myths – Mental Health

Lobotomy

The classic example was the barbaric practice of lobotomy, where the myth pertained that if one cut links between the emotional and logical brain, people would become less agitated if they were mentally ill. This had the effect of turning people into a vegetable state and destroying their lives permanently.

Depression is a chemical illness

The origins of this myth began with the introduction of the first drugs used to treat the symptoms of clinical depression. Because some antidepressant drugs acting on serotonin, for example, seemed to assist some people with this condition, the myth began that depression was therefore a ‘chemical’ illness. We apparently were lacking in key chemical neurotransmitters such as serotonin. The modern view of depression, however, is that it is not a chemical illness and that the theory behind this myth is completely flawed.

We now know from neuroimaging and other studies that the most critical finding in depression is a breakdown in the neurocircuitry between the emotional parts of the brain, which are overactive, and logical parts of the brain, some of which are underactive. This is combined with evidence of loss of brain tissue and increased activity in our stress and immune systems.

Suicide

Another common myth is the belief that asking someone who is feeling depressed about suicidal thoughts or ideas may put the idea into their minds and increase their chances of dying by suicide.

The reality is that it is usually a relief for someone to discuss such ideas and such a discussion may reduce the possibility of a potential suicide attempt. Sadly, this myth has cost lives and is one that needs to be soundly debunked.

The message is clear. Myths are not only misleading but can lead to unhealthy sequelae, some of which may be serious.

What is Self-esteem?

When investigating the definition, I discovered numerous, often diverse, explanations as to what it was, depending on which dictionary or source one used, contributing to the confusion surrounding this concept.

I have chosen the classical psychological definition of the term as it fits best with our common understanding of the concept in the fields of mental health and education.

In this scenario, self-esteem is defined as ‘a person’s sense of self-worth or value’. The term ‘self’ is self-explanatory! The term ‘esteem’ relates to the concept of ‘measuring the value of something’. Under this definition of self-esteem, the measurement we make of ourselves is ‘subjective’ rather than ‘objective’. This distinction is critical. Low self-esteem, based on the above definition of the term, relates to having a ‘diminished sense of our worth or value’ and high self-esteem as ‘a heightened sense of our worth or value’.

One could argue, if some have low self-esteem and others high self-esteem, where does everyone else fall? Are we just average or slightly below average or slightly above average? Or maybe, as this book will argue, the whole concept is a myth or delusion to begin with. If this is correct, maybe we need to tear up the definition and indeed the whole construct of self-esteem and move to more constructive terms.

In psychology, there is also a perceived emotional attachment to the term self-esteem. This implies that my sense of self-worth or value can trigger relevant emotional responses. In this scenario, if my self-esteem is low, I may feel emotionally depressed, ashamed or anxious. This implied emotional attachment is important as, even though unexpressed, it is assumed to be present. But this can lead to significant confusion.

The Origins of Self-esteem

It is difficult to accurately pinpoint when and where ‘self-esteem’ began. There is a consensus that the term was probably first used by the great American psychologist and philosopher William James (1842–1910) in his work The Principles of Psychology. James is widely seen as the father of modern psychology, so self-esteem is one of the oldest ideas or concepts in this discipline. He believed that a person’s sense of self-esteem could be determined as ‘how successful or not they were in relation to areas of their lives, considered important to them’. This concept, as we discuss later, ran the risk of self-esteem being inherently unstable, completely dependent on our success or failure in such situations.

In the 1940s another famous American psychologist, Abraham Maslow (1898–1970), included the concept of self-esteem in his famous Hierarchy of Needs paper (Maslow, 1943) which described five important levels of needs that motivate human beings. These were physiological (basic needs), safety, love/belonging, esteem and self-actualisation. In Maslow’s view, self-esteem related more to a need to be respected and valued by others. He believed that most humans have a basic need for stable self-esteem or self-respect. In his theory, people with low self-esteem sought attention and respect from others. Whereas those with high self-esteem sought respect from themselves. There are traces of Maslow’s thinking in our current view of self-esteem, but overall his views have been superseded by modern definitions and understanding.

In the mid-1960s, sociologist Morris Rosenberg redefined self-esteem as ‘a feeling of self-worth’ or ‘whether a person values, approves or likes themselves’ and he developed the Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale (1965). This became a widely used measuring tool, even to this day, to assess self-esteem for research purposes in the social sciences.

But the modern ‘self-esteem’ movement as understood today began in the 1980s, in California, where State Assemblyman John Vasconcellos convinced the governor of the time to set up a task force on self-esteem. He believed that raising self-esteem would reduce crime, school underachievement, teenage pregnancy and alcohol and drug abuse. The task force came back in 1989 with a report (The Social Importance of Self-esteem) which simplistically blamed low self-esteem for most of the ills in society at the time.

The self-esteem movement had begun. As we will explore later, there was, however, little hard evidence to back up these extravagant claims.

There was a resulting special emphasis, backed up with resources, on boosting the self-esteem of schoolchildren. The assumption was that those with high self-esteem would succeed better academically and in many other areas of life.

The task force was disbanded in 1995, but the banner was taken up by a non-profit organisation called the National Association for Self-Esteem (NASE) whose aim was to improve the human condition by boosting self-esteem. Vasconcellos, who subsequently became a California state senator, passed away in 2014 but has left a legacy which lives on today in the USA and indeed worldwide. This has in part been consolidated by the self-esteem industry which in the USA alone is thought to be worth billions of dollars.

All based on the initial assumptions that all of society’s ills were a consequence of individual low self-esteem.

But opposing voices in the UK and USA were appearing to challenge self-esteem. In 2001, Nicholas Emler (at the London School of Economics) in a major review questioned many aspects of the concept. By the early 2000s, the self-esteem movement in America had become extremely powerful. The American Psychological Association decided therefore to invite some leading experts to review all the literature available on the subject, to assess if many of the claims and assumptions being made were valid. The team, headed by Professor Roy Baumeister along with three eminent colleagues, first published their detailed findings in a major paper (2003). These findings were subsequently summarised and highlighted by them in another important piece published in Scientific America (2005). Overall, they questioned the definition, accuracy of measurements, proposed links between self-esteem and consequences and many major assumptions relating to self-esteem. They discovered that in most cases, the research literature did not back up the claims made. We will discuss their findings later in this chapter.

Self-esteem and its Importance

Mental health is seemingly based on having a healthy self-esteem. It is seen as a bulwark against anxiety, depression, stress, eating disorders and other conditions which threaten our mental health. It is also seen as something we must all work on, throughout our lives, if we wish to be content, happy and fulfilled.

Multiple research experiments have been carried out, to explore how concepts such as low self-esteem damage us in so many ways, especially our children. All claiming that boosting this magical but apparently extremely elusive state can have dramatic effects on our lives.

All the above assertions are based on the assumption that self-esteem:

1. Can be readily defined.

2. Is easily measurable (although completely subjective in nature).

3. Can be easily assessed as being normal, low or high (once again, subjective in nature).

4. Is easy to boost using appropriate techniques.

5. If low, will inevitably lead to significant problems and difficulties in one’s life.

6. If high, will lead to a better quality of life, superior relation­ships and a general sense of happiness and well-being.

We will be examining later how deeply flawed many of these conclusions are. Yet due to the enduring nature of the self-esteem myth, they are stubbornly retained by all of us; academics, professionals and public alike.

Self-esteem through the Lifespan

The current understanding of self-esteem suggests that it is a stable entity but one that varies subtly throughout our lifespan. In childhood our self-esteem is assumed to be formed largely by interactions with parents and significant adults, whether negative or positive. Those children who feel listened to and validated will develop higher self-esteem and vice versa. If I am told that I am useless or worthless enough times, I will develop low self-esteem and vice versa. Children who are physically or sexually abused, or those coming from addictive or chaotic backgrounds, are felt to be more exposed to developing low self-esteem.

In adolescence, factors such as academic or sporting achievements as well as social interactions can also apparently affect our self-esteem positively or negatively. Self-esteem is assumed to increase in adolescence, and again in young adulthood and mid-life, before dipping slightly as we age. There is also a perception that our self-esteem, whether high, normal or low, remains reasonably stable throughout our lives and some even see this trait as part of our personalities.

The implication from the above is that self-esteem is something innate to us all, that can be measured, has a clear lifespan pattern, can be boosted with appropriate techniques and is critically important for our educational system and in the prevention and management of mental-health difficulties. But, as is so often the case in life, a concept which seems at first glance to be built on solid foundations turns out instead to be based on flawed information and beliefs.

This discussion on self-esteem is important for each of us individually, and for wider society. This unhealthy belief has led many of us to wander down dark and on occasions lonely roads, seeking something that, as we will now explore, is only a mirage. The revolutionary message of this book is that there is another path to follow. One that blows away many ideas pertaining to our current understanding of self-esteem, replacing it with a new, self-nurturing approach.

The Myth of Self-esteem

The concept of self-esteem is so strongly rooted in our Western culture, language, academia and understanding of mental health, that I as a professional have found myself over the years constantly using the term both as a doctor and an author. And yet, over the past five to ten years, I found myself becoming increasingly uncomfortable in using a term that I no longer believed was either accurate or useful. As a professional, deeply rooted in the Albert Ellis tradition (whose work we will be exploring later), I found the concept incompatible with the messages I was trying to impart to those who shared their mental-health difficulties with me.

But why is self-esteem a myth? Is it really ‘a widely held but false idea or belief’? Let’s explore further. We will be dividing our discussion of this myth into two parts.

1. The first will involve analysing and challenging the current definition of what self-esteem purports to be and exploring why this definition is flawed.

2. The second will involve challenging the unhelpful beliefs or assumptions that have grown up around the concept of self-esteem based on this definition.

We could call these beliefs or assumptions myths about a 
myth.

Challenging the Definition of Self-esteem

Is the definition of self-esteem flawed to begin with? Leading academics such as Baumeister have grappled with this question. Just what did the words mean in practice? On closer examination, I believe the definition is extremely flawed.

Self-esteem is defined from a psychological perspective as ‘a person’s sense of self-worth or value’. At first reading, this definition seems eminently sensible. It suggests we can put a value or worth on ourselves as human beings and that this value or worth is something that can be measured. In this scenario, it can be described as low, high or average. This measurement is of course completely subjective. The problem is that this definition falls at the first hurdle. What does the term ‘self-worth’ mean? Put down this book, take out a pen and paper and try to define just what it is. You will find yourself struggling. You will almost immediately find yourself focusing on the word ‘worth’. What does this term mean?

Perhaps you might answer that it means ‘how much a person or item can be valued at’. In this scenario, self-worth would then suggest ‘the value the person places on themselves’. I could come back to you with the good-humoured comment: ‘Will that be in sterling, dollars or euros?’ Does this term not suggest that we are valuing the person as a commodity? Can human beings be valued or measured in this way? Is this false belief or delusion useful or indeed possible? To expand this discussion further, I am going to suggest that you perform the following exercise.

The rating exercise

1. On a sheet of paper, draw a straight line. At one end of the line write ‘1’ and the other ‘100’. Now rate yourself as a human being between 1 and 100, with the former suggesting you are of ‘little value’ and the latter that you are ‘right up there’.

2. Having marked in the score for your personal rating, now mark in where others would rate you.

3. Next, imagine you are called in to your manager’s office and told your work was shoddy. Or word has gone around that you are a hopeless parent. With this information, where would you now rate yourself on the scale?

4. Then mark where you think others would rate you on hearing either of these two pieces of information.

How did you do?

The results of the first part of this exercise will impart some important information about yourself. Some of you will put your initial personal rating quite high, maybe 90 to 100. Others may mark themselves in much lower, possibly under 20. In practice, most of us will rate ourselves somewhere between these two extremes, often in the middle.

Reviewing your assessment of what others think of you can also be revealing. Some of us will once again mark ourselves at a lower or higher rating than our personal ratings. This will give some indication of the importance we assign to the personal valuation of us by others in our lives. We will be returning later to what these ‘personal’ and ‘other’ assessments tell us about ourselves.

Now for the results of the second part of this exercise. How many of you ‘changed’ your rating when asked about being incompetent at your job or being a hopeless parent? In practice, most people, if they are being honest, will mark themselves lower down on the rating scale. It is equally likely that your rating marking of what other people would think of you as a person, when these comments became known publicly, would also fall.

Did you fall into the trap?

This is an exercise I carry out regularly in small and large groups. In my experience, almost all of us fall into the trap and play the rating game. We immediately, almost unconsciously, begin to rate (measure/judge) ourselves as human beings. We are also quite adept at assuming that others can rate us in a similar manner. But most of all, we change our rating depending on the circumstances or situations presented to us during the exercise.

You might ask: why is this a trap? Is it not completely normal and sensible as human beings to rate ourselves in this manner? Or to allow others to rate us? But this is where we must think ‘outside the box’ and analyse why doing so is completely irrational and indeed damaging to us as human beings.

We must firstly ask on what grounds or using what scale did you apply these ratings? Is there anything in existence that we can use to do so? The answer of course is that no such scale exists. Because if it did, it should be a simple task to measure ourselves as human beings against other family members, friends, workmates or colleagues.

If I asked you, the next time you are sitting beside half a dozen of your friends, to rate them one against another as human beings, how would you fare? The reality is that you would struggle to do so. But why? The answer lies in the unique nature of every human being on the planet. There is no scale or book that can assist us to measure our ‘worth’ as a person or to compare our worth versus the worth of another. Yet based on the current definition of self-esteem, this is apparently what many of us believe we can do.

To really bring the concept home: imagine you are a parent and sitting around the table with your children. Suppose I asked you to rate each one of them in order of importance – that is, to measure the worth of each one of them against the other? Most parents would recoil in horror at such a task. Is not each one of them quite unique, with their own special little foibles and personalities? Where is the scale one could use to overcome this reality? There is no table to measure their worth. In your eyes, they are special and unique and will always remain so.

Why Are You as a Human Being So Unique?

Each of us as human beings are the product of the genes passed on to us from our parents and the environment into which we are born and in which we are subsequently reared. Although there are many similarities genetically between us, evolution has ingeniously designed that the DNA patterns contained in our genes and chromosomes, which come to us from each of our parents, are unique to us as individuals.

Think of each one of us as having a genetic fingerprint, like our hand fingerprints. We now know that every person’s fingerprint is unique. So, too, is our genetic imprint. So even though human beings have similar physical characteristics, we vary significantly in cognitive ability, creativity, sporting prowess and countless other attributes.

What about identical twins? Surely, their genetic make-up must be the same. But studies have revealed minor changes between them, evident on more detailed analysis of their DNA. Identical twins who may be reading
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