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Welcome

The way you think about yourself affects how you live your life!

Welcome to The Psychological Toolkit, where you will learn how to use psychology to help you on your journey to knowing your true self. Throughout this workbook, you will see that how you communicate with yourself and make meaning about yourself has an impact on your psychological health. As Elkhonon Goldberg so rightly claimed, our success in life depends on our capacity for insight into our own mental world.1 As you progress through this self-development workbook, you will begin to understand that your most important relationship is the one that you have with yourself.

Throughout the following chapters, I will guide you through the development of your own positive theory and view of your unique self and identity. For some this will be a new path to self-discovery, for others it may be a rediscovery of a more positive way of thinking. What this means is that you will learn how to think on a deeper level about yourself, through honest, non-judgemental questioning.

Why should you read and complete this workbook?

• Do you want to develop a positive view of yourself, and engage proactively with the world and those around you?

• Do you want to develop thinking skills and the necessary psychological tools and resources to develop and maintain your own positive sense of self and identity?

• Do you want to develop a strong understanding of your own self and identity, and your ongoing story of yourself?

• Do you want to improve your autonomy and ability to shape your own theory of self and identity, to take power over and ownership of your own thoughts, feelings and behaviours?

• Do you want to take more control of your wellbeing, resilience and mental health?

• Do you want to experience increases in your self-esteem and your self-awareness?

• Do you want to improve your pro-social and citizenship behaviours, to make a more positive impact in the world?

• Do you want to connect to your inner voice and to become your own personal advisor?

Have you been answering YES to these questions? Then this workbook is for you!

Self-work and psychology

The thoughts, values and ideas you have about yourself are your own creation and are owned by you. You, therefore, have full rights to change and develop them as you see fit. Self-work activities are the sense-making processes that provide a toolkit for how you think about yourself, in order to understand, make meaning of, and manage:
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Therefore, self-work provides you with the psychological resources to develop and maintain a positive self and identity.

The field of psychology is useful for exploring and applying self-work to your life, to improve your sense of self and wellbeing.
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• The field of psychology is the scientific study of how our mind works and how it affects our behaviour. The focus is on understanding why we do what we do. (We will return to the topic of scientific study later in this chapter.)

• Psychological means something that occurs in your mind. We use the term for things that occur internally in us. For example, our thoughts and emotions.

• It can also refer to something that is related to psychology, for example ‘psychological terms’ refer to terms that are related to psychology.

• The field of positive psychology focuses on our strengths and abilities, on positive emotions and on how the self can act as a gatekeeper of negative emotions.

• Psychological resources are internal skills which help us to satisfy our needs, wants and goals. They are like a psychological toolkit drawn upon to improve our self-worth and maintain positive self and identity.






‘I am the mind, and the mind is I’

– Chan, 20082

‘Minds are what brains do’

– Minsky, 19863



It will become very apparent to you that self-work is a deliberate (rather than a passive, hit-or-miss) type of thinking. It is quite similar to a quality control system, involving planning, monitoring and evaluating your thinking and reasoning. Another important feature involves keeping your negative thoughts in check and promoting your positive ones.

These features of our self-work processing are involved in what’s called metacognition, which we will work on in Chapter 2.

We will also practise self-work activities for self-improvement. This is self-improvement by your standards and values, with the primary aim of improving your psychological wellbeing and your positive sense of self.


Off the top of your head, think of one thing that you would like to improve about how you think about yourself.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




As you progress through the self-work activities in this workbook, you will develop a very effective toolkit for improving how you view yourself.

You can return to what you have written later on, to see how your thinking and meaning-making have developed.




Think of five values that you have that you believe are important in the way you live your life.

1. ___________________________________________________________

2. ___________________________________________________________

3. ___________________________________________________________

4. ___________________________________________________________

5. ___________________________________________________________




The importance of your values to your meaning-making will become clear as you progress through this workbook.
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Take a moment and think of two people (A and B) that you think are just the most confident and successful people that you know, and fill in below:

Confident and successful person A: ________________________________

Describe this person in one sentence:

 

 

Confident and successful person B: ________________________________

Describe this person in one sentence:

 

 



Rest assured that the two people on your list already practise self-work, which is to say they take the time to carry out self-work activities and continually make meaning of their self and identity. You will see that managing the self is an important behind-the-scenes function. Persons A and B from your list certainly take the time to manage themselves and to find clarity, which helps them to make better choices.

Are there any similarities between A and B and you?

The following questionnaire gives an initial assessment of your ability to make sense of how you think and make meaning about yourself. This is a very useful exercise to carry out before you read and complete this workbook. It allows you to get an idea of where you place yourself, so that you can see the gains achieved in your meaning-making and sense-making as you progress and become more insightful.



Initial evaluation of your sense-making skills
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The following statements are based on how you generally feel about your sense-making skills. Read through the following statements and, for each item, select one of the response choices, and write the number for your choice in the space provided. Remember to answer as honestly and accurately as you can.
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	1.

	I often think about my thoughts and feelings

	_____




	2.

	I usually know how I really feel about things

	_____




	3.

	I often think about why I behave the way I do

	_____




	4.

	I often try to make sense of my behaviour

	_____




	5.

	I often try to understand how my thoughts and feelings emerge

	_____




	6.

	I am very aware of my thoughts and feelings

	_____




	7.

	I usually understand why I behave in certain ways

	_____




	8.

	I am rarely confused by my own behaviour

	_____




	9.

	I know what type of person I am

	_____




	10.

	I generally have a good idea about why I behaved in a certain way

	_____




	 

	Total score

	_____
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Reflecting on your initial evaluation

Have you evaluated your sense-making skills as high, moderate or low?

Are you surprised by your evaluation?

Do you think that your sense-making skills could be improved?

 



The scientific field of psychology

Before I had my children, I lectured in psychology in Dublin for many years. During this time, one of the areas I lectured in was research and experimental design in psychology, at both undergraduate and postgraduate level.
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What is science?


When you think of the word ‘science’, what is the first image that comes to mind?

 

 

 



This is a question I always asked at the beginning of research methods classes. Answers would range from ‘test tubes’ and ‘computers’ to ‘investigators in white laboratory coats’ and ‘new drugs and vaccines’. However, these are not the answer!

Some sciences, such as physics and chemistry, deal with the physical world of electricity and chemicals, etc. These are part of the natural or ‘hard sciences’, and produce new technologies, which can receive a lot of publicity.

The social and behavioural sciences, such as psychology and sociology, involve the study of people; including their beliefs, attitudes and behaviours. People do not always associate these disciplines with the word ‘science’, and they are often referred to as ‘soft sciences’.

The reference to soft, however, does not mean that the social and behavioural sciences lack scientific rigour, or that they are sloppy or limp. Soft refers to the subject matter. Human behaviour and social life are far more fluid and transient than the tangible elements of chemistry and physics. The natural sciences are not made more scientific than psychology by virtue of their laboratory equipment.4

It is important to note that although many processes of inquiry do produce scientific tools and products, the essence of science is the actual process of inquiry.

Very simply, at the essential core of science, we develop questions and find the answers through investigation. Throughout the self-work activities that you will carry out in this workbook, you will ask yourself questions, the answers to which will be part of your positive self-discovery and development.

Ernest Hemingway noted that all you have to do is write one true sentence; the truest sentence that you know.5 However, this is not as easy as it initially seems. Sometimes it can be difficult to answer questions honestly, in a way that is true to yourself. All sorts of social influences, from group memberships and roles to perceived expectations from significant others, can interfere with your authenticity as a person.


What would my parents think?

Will my best friend be angry with me?

Who am I going to upset?



As you develop your self-work skills, you will be more mindful of these influences and will be able to process your feelings and actions in an insightful way.

During my years as a lecturer in psychology, I supervised many undergraduate psychology thesis projects. I was always interested in how students developed their questions and the journey they embarked on to answer them. Here you are focusing on the thesis of your sense of self and identity; on your journey to psychological wellbeing. You are asking questions about and finding answers to who you are; adding to your own knowledge base about yourself.
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In developing your theory of who you are, or your thesis of your self and identity, the purpose is to help explain and understand your own thoughts, behaviours and desires. Therefore, this is not a theoretical exercise in thought; it must be useful and serve a purpose. As Kurt Lewin so rightly put it, there is nothing as practical as a good theory.6 It must answer the question WHO AM I? and help you to understand and make sense of your past actions, as well as help you plan for your future.

Psychological terminology and concepts

Science has its own scientific language, which is used by scientists while conducting research, carrying out experiments and when communicating with each other. The same is true in the field of psychology. We use psychological terms, and for some of you, this may be the first time you have been exposed to them.

If this is the case, don’t worry, these terms will be explained to you throughout this workbook. In no time at all, you will become comfortable and fluent in using the psychological language of self and identity to describe, explain and understand your unique self.

Ludwig Wittgenstein proposed that the limits of our language are the limits of our world.7 As you progress through this workbook and learn how to use new psychological terminology, you are in fact opening up a new world of language and understanding for yourself. You will find new ways to understand and describe yourself, and you will broaden your knowledge base.

There is another point to make here. Often these psychological terms are closely related, and the explanations may be quite similar. This unfortunately is an artefact (human made) of all scientific study across the social and behavioural sciences. Within the field of psychology, we often refer to this as conceptual or terminology clutter. We get cluttered with numerous terms that describe the same thing. This is not something to be concerned too much about, and psychological jargon should not intimidate you; my intention is that you can use these terms to describe and make your own sense of your self and identity in an empowering way. You will soon be a fluent user of them.

These terms are worthwhile and of value if we can apply them to our everyday lives. For that to happen, they must allow us to explain, describe and understand our thoughts and behaviours.
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Do not worry about memorising the definitions and descriptions presented throughout. I suggest that you get an intuitive sense or feeling for what the terms mean when you apply them to yourself. If they can aid you in how you can make meaning of who you are and who you want to be, and of your own sense of identity, then I believe that they are doing their job.




More about this workbook

Self-work and using your positivity workbook

While engaging in the self-work activities throughout this workbook, you are making meaning about you, by you, for you. You will learn to use strategies to become more self-aware, and to help you reflect on your personality traits, your strengths and abilities, accomplishments, and your motivations.

Many of the self-work activities use journalling, which is a very effective way to develop your meaning-making skills. By telling and writing your story, you begin to understand that who you are emerges from the story you tell of yourself. Who you actually are is in the telling of your story.

Of course this constructive and creative process is carried out by all of us, all the time, but we don’t always understand its significance. We can use this process to develop a more positive sense of self, and it can help us to plan to self-improve and to set out new goals. This important focus on your ongoing story improves your understanding of your biography, of your inner voice.

The self-journalling, self-reflection and self-work activities presented throughout this workbook will help you to develop your theory of yourself. Once you have written an entry or completed a task, you then have something concrete and tangible to refer back to at any time. For example, you might answer these questions again in a few years’ time, and look to see how you have grown and developed.

Maybe during a time when you feel disheartened by an event, or you simply feel a bit low or down in the dumps, you can look back on a very positive entry to remind yourself of your unique strengths. This reminder can help you reframe your thoughts more positively and improve your mood and wellbeing. Cognitively restructure your thoughts!
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Another important benefit of the self-work journal is that completing the activities helps you to see if you do in fact understand the concepts introduced. You get to practise thinking about yourself in the ways suggested, and to ensure that you can apply the concepts. You also have an opportunity to see how your thinking and metacognitive skills have developed.

It also provides you with something tangible: you will have an organised written record of how you describe and understand yourself; your own biography. Remember, you are under no obligation to show anyone your self-work; this is your own personal meaning-making, where you can be as true to yourself as you possibly can. True to your inner voice, your inner story.

You will also:

• have the opportunity to represent your thinking graphically, by filling in diagrams and models in your development of who you are;

• have opportunities to fill out some self-rating questionnaires on different elements of your self-work;

• answer many questions that challenge you and set you in the right direction with your thinking – remember our link between asking questions and science;

• be presented with numerous examples, some from my own personal experiences, others from past clients and friends, which illustrate and illuminate important aspects of self and meaning-making;

• come across illustrative quotes from prominent thinkers covering diverse fields, from artificial intelligence to developmental psychology to cognitive neuroscience to literature;

• find links to YouTube videos and TED Talks (which I have my daughter, Clara, to thank for introducing me to).


Structure of the book

Part 1: Building My Psychological Toolkit

Part 2: A Closer Look at My Social Identity Needs

Part 3: Using My Psychological Toolkit






PART 1

BUILDING MY PSYCHOLOGICAL TOOLKIT

The aim of Part 1 of The Psychological Toolkit is to highlight and demonstrate the importance of spending time making sense of yourself, and to equip you with the necessary psychological tools to improve your sense of self and identity.

Chapter 1: What Does it Mean to Be Me?

Chapter 2: What Does Self-Work Involve?

Chapter 3: The Remembering Self: My Self-Knowledge Memory Store

Chapter 4: My Motivating Social Identity Needs

Chapter 5: My Psychological Resources of Social Identification
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