

[image: Cover image: How to Talk to Yourself by Ro Mitchell]




how to
talk
to yourself

From Self-Doubt
to Self-Confidence

Ro Mitchell

 

 

[image: Bluebird logo]




For Sunny




This book contains potentially triggering themes of eating disorders, body image and body dysmorphia, bullying, descriptions of anxiety attacks and descriptions of depression. All names, locations and dates have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.




Contents

Introduction

Part 1: Listen to Yourself

  1 Confronting Negative Self-talk

  2 Unfriending Your Inner Critic

  3 The Comparison Trap

  4 Insecurity Is Lonely

Part 2: Talk to Yourself

  5 Unlearning Shame

  6 Proactive Changes

  7 Talking Back

  8 Making Acceptance Second Nature

Part 3: Forgive Yourself

  9 Hurt People Hurt People

10 Humans Make Mistakes

11 You Deserve Good Things

Part 4: Be Kind to Yourself

12 Fundamental Health

13 Maintain

14 Protect

15 Who Are You?

Afterword

Acknowledgements




Introduction

Sand slips like water through my fingers as I trace my hands through the grains around me, patterns fading as quickly as they form. The beach is calm and quiet, only the gentle lapping of waves against rocks breaks the silence. My eyes are fixed on the infinite skyline in the evening light, pink and purple and stretching out far beyond the sea. I am both overwhelmed and comforted by its vastness, by how the Earth seems never-ending. By how huge it all is and how small I am. By how your world can feel like it’s ending but at the same time, somewhere else, the sea is still the sea, the sky is still the sky, and life continues as it always has. On days when anxiety has squeezed the air from my lungs, and in mornings that followed nights I wasn’t sure I would get through, the sun has still risen and the birds have still sung. Nature’s indifference comforts me. Its persistence is a constant.

Brushing my hair from my face, I giggle as I watch my dog, Bea, fervently digging up patches of sand, forming a hole that her head momentarily disappears down into. Her nose is caked with sand when she comes up for air, pink tongue lolling as she pants. She digs as though she is nearing hidden treasure, her tail wagging at such intense speed, small paws firing back sand that we’ll find in her golden fur for weeks. There is nobody here but us. It feels, for a moment, as though nobody even knows this beach exists. And at this hour, when the road that runs parallel to the beach is deserted, I could trick myself into believing there is nobody else on the planet. 

I remember carefree summers spent splashing about in the sea and enjoying picnics on this beach. I used to be jealous of the other kids at school whose holiday destinations were guaranteed to be warm, with water slides and pools and palm trees. Through adult eyes, however, in all its beauty and tranquillity, I’d choose Donegal every time. 

I glance down at my legs that I now feel entirely neutral towards, though they have changed so much over the years. A breeze rustles the long grass of the dunes and goosebumps freckle my skin, my shorts and t-shirt not offering much warmth. We should head back soon. When I call her name, Bea bounces towards me, leaving a trail of paw prints in the sand as she runs. She is an image of uninhibited joy. A dog on a beach with no worries, happy just to exist. I feel her joy, so deeply that I can’t figure out if I want to laugh or cry, or both. Though overwhelming, I let myself embrace this feeling, a shared happiness washing over me in a wave of nostalgia and clarity. A single tear runs down my cheek and I let it go, warm and wet as it slips under my chin and is absorbed by my collar.

I laugh and more tears trickle down my face. Bea presses her nose into my cheek, ever curious, attuned to my emotion. ‘I don’t know why I’m crying!’ I say to her.

I didn’t mean to sit and cry. But what I do know is that these are happy tears. That I am crying because I feel okay. Because I feel content. I am alive and grateful. Present. These are tears of realization and remembrance. After a lifetime of mental anguish, it is not lost on me what a privilege it is to feel okay. I am crying because I am at peace. What a wonderful thing.

Five years ago, when I walked along this same beach, I was a memory of myself. The mental images I have from that time are blurred: sand but no sky, eyes fixed to the ground, tangled up in worry, living deep within my own mind. The happy, excitable girl I had been in childhood was nowhere to be found. She had been swallowed by this self-loathing version of me, one who was ashamed of her own existence. It was too painful to live in the moment. Haunted by self-hatred, seventeen-year-old me wanted nothing more than to hide from the world. Five years ago, I was living under the rule of an unwell mind. I spent every waking moment tormented by my own thoughts. My focus was only on my body, my weight, and the desolation that consumed me. There was little room to think of anything positive, let alone see all of the beauty surrounding me.

Back then, I saw no way out. I couldn’t imagine a life not shrouded in guilt and shame. Less than a month after I last walked along this beach, I gave up on myself completely. I had lost so much to self-doubt, had so much stripped from me because I didn’t know how to be kind to myself, how to talk to myself as a friend. 

Despite seeing no future for myself, believing I was immune to happiness, here I am. Back on the beach. Happy. Content. Alive. And glad about it. Accepting of my body, thankful for the fight it put up when I was trying so hard to break it down. Accepting of the parts of me that I used to hide away, the parts I used to hate, and of my past.

I’m crying for the version of me who didn’t see a future. Because if that version of me could see me now, she’d be crying too. There was hope for me, even if I couldn’t see it.

If you are in that place right now, carrying the weight of hopelessness, afraid of the future, I want you to know it’s going to be okay. It’s okay to feel scared. It’s okay if you can’t hold the hope for yourself right now. But I know that there is hope for you, just as there was for me. There is a version of you who will look back on the time you’re living through now and be so glad you didn’t give up. There is a version of you who feels the happiness that you longed for and, most of all, is so proud of how far you have come.

As the soft sunset fades into an early evening darkness, I wander back up the beach, taking a moment to stand in the shallow water, ice-cold as it rises to cover my feet and retreats again.





A mirror 
cannot reflect
back at you
the reasons
why you are
loved.




Part 1

Listen to Yourself


Your journey towards healing, and what has led you to pick up this book, is entirely personal.

You are shaped by your individual experiences, as I am, and as we all are. How to Talk to Yourself is a book for you. It is here to be used in the way that you find most helpful. This is a gentle guide towards a positive relationship with yourself, a space to feel understood and to better understand yourself. I’m here to take you through the process step by step, to help you build your confidence, strengthen relationships in your life and understand your self-talk.

For now, all you really need is this book and an open mind, but as there will be exercises to take part in along the way, it may help to have a journal/paper and pen near to hand. There is no pressure; you can dip in and out of these pages, put this book down and take a break whenever you feel you need to. Whether it takes you a day or a year to read these chapters, as long as you learn to be kinder to yourself in the process, my work is done.

This book is about you, not me, and while I toyed with whether or not to mention my own mental health history, I feel it’s important to acknowledge that, as a teenager, I was unwell, specifically with anorexia. I bring this up as a symbol of hope; to let anyone who is living with mental illness, or who is feeling isolated, stuck and hopeless, know that there is a life for you beyond it. Anorexia, for me, served as a coping mechanism for my low self-esteem and incapacitating anxiety. It was a plaster on a wound. In many ways, I view my eating disorder as a physical manifestation of the unhappiness I had within myself throughout my childhood years. Negative self-talk was a natural extension of that. Though I will refer back to my experience of life with an eating disorder throughout this book, I am not going to delve into the minutiae of it, because at the core of its development was the way in which I spoke to myself, and the greatest aid in my healing from it was self-empowerment. My eating disorder served as a distraction, but negative self-talk is in no way exclusive to eating-disorder sufferers, or people suffering from mental illness. The way we all speak to ourselves matters, however that looks for you. This is a book for everyone.

This is the book that I needed but didn’t have during the years I struggled immensely with my mental health. Though the doctors who treated me put little focus on self-talk, changing the way that I spoke to myself was what shaped my recovery journey. Through nurturing a positive relationship with myself, and learning to flip the narrative I had built over many years, I have created a life I am now content in. And though I am so grateful for the external support I received; I know that healing comes from within. It wouldn’t have happened without the persistent hard work that I put in. After four years of practice, trial and error, slip-ups and strides forward, I have found strength within myself and mastered my self-talk. I left behind a girl haunted by self-hatred and anxiety, who was living in a cycle of shame and self-inflicted punishment, and I have come into my own as a confident, present and self-accepting person. 

I am writing this book because I have been to the depths of myself, I have grappled with things I thought I’d never survive, and I have come out the other side. I know how it feels to truly believe you’ll never like yourself. I know self-critical thought processes inside out. My intricate understanding of them is what I used to build a path towards healing. I am not a doctor, but I am living proof that things can change. Nobody truly understands what it’s like to live in that mental space unless they’ve been through it. I took my happiness into my own hands. I want this book to be a friend, a warm hug, someone to hold you through this journey and show you that, no matter what, you can find the happiness that you so deserve.

I truly believe that when a person can be kind to themselves, life becomes less daunting. Challenges that may have once felt insurmountable become mountains that you can confidently climb. Self-compassion is power. 

To embark on a journey towards healing, you must first be aware of what you are healing from. I imagine that many people who have picked up this book have some awareness of the unkind ways in which they talk to themselves, but if you don’t, Part 1 will teach you how to differentiate your critical inner voice from the real you. Noticing and strengthening your understanding of negative self-talk is vital. In the coming chapters, we are going to work on becoming alert to the sly ways in which negative self-talk can infiltrate your life, understanding the purpose that it serves, tackling habitual comparison and facing the interpersonal struggles that insecurity can result in.






Chapter 1

Confronting Negative Self-talk

The art of noticing is the first
 step; change comes after.

‘Can you tell me one thing that you like about yourself?’ 

The air in the room was heavy and stagnant, thick in my throat as I shifted in my chair. I glanced at the clock, at the door, and back to my therapist. She had a gentle expression, warm eyes. She was not too pushy but not disinterested either. I liked her.

She was the fifth therapist to ask me this, though. Having spent years trying various forms of therapy, all of which set out to improve my self-esteem, this is one question that I could always guarantee I’d be asked. I understood the sentiment, but they couldn’t get an honest answer out of me – there was no honest answer. 

I was an expert in uncomfortable-question evasion, so I simply filled the silence with what she wanted to hear. 

Though I held a deep hatred for this question – because, duh, that’s why I’m here, I hate myself – there was one trait that I would write down time and time again, one quality that I always felt quietly confident in.

I met her eyes for a second. ‘Um, I’m kind.’

I am kind. And six years later, I still believe this to be true. I know I have a big heart and I like to think that I’m a kind person – this just isn’t a kindness that naturally extends to myself.

For as long as I can remember, my brain has defaulted to negative self-talk. I’ve always found it much more comfortable to criticize myself, my work, my actions and my appearance than to pay myself a compliment, or cut myself some slack. Even at a very young age, the thoughts that circled my mind were self-critical, unforgiving and most definitely contributed to a chronic lack of self-esteem. It is only since becoming an adult and embarking on my healing journey that I have started to explore exactly why I learned to speak to myself this way, and why so many others do so, just like me. 

I assumed that this was just how my brain was wired. I wasn’t even aware of the concept of ‘being kind to yourself’. A firm believer in treating others the way you want to be treated, my negative self-talk felt contradictory. Yes, I wanted to be treated kindly by those around me, but I didn’t understand how to treat myself that way. 

We grow up in a world that always wants more. Through outdated beliefs ingrained in caregivers, wider society and pushed by the media, we are taught that we need to be the best version of ourselves, in eternal competition not just with those around us, but with our previous achievements. Do better! Work harder! Stop being lazy! Go, go, go! To become the ultimate version of ourselves, we must constantly assess where we are failing, what we are doing ‘wrong’, then make changes to be more successful, more likeable, a better person. We must be harsh and honest with ourselves. We are never just enough.

I spent almost all of my teen years following this method. Year after year spent desperately trying to improve myself. I’ve done it all: the yelling at myself, the calling myself names, berating and insulting not just the vessel that carried me but the traits that made up my personality, too, in a trivial attempt to become the ‘perfect person’. It’s exhausting. I thought I wasn’t cut out for life. I bullied myself so much that I became completely entrenched in a life-threatening eating disorder, which, unsurprisingly, destroyed any hope of achieving the ideal that I was striving for. At just fifteen, I was so insecure in myself and my body that I put all of my focus into shrinking it. So clouded was I by my obsession, I wasn’t noticing that every time I got smaller, my life did too.

Human brains can be black and white at times. When I stripped my individual thoughts back to a basic form, they were effectively: I hate [X] about myself. And the solution was: I will do [insert uncomfortable, unenjoyable task here] to fix it. I did things that I felt were wrong, like eating more than usual one day, and I met that with a punishment, like eating less than normal the next day, to compensate. 

Many of the behaviours I engaged in during my teenage years were a form of punishment for perfectly normal, human things. I was steadfast in my belief that I was awful, lazy and useless – a person who deserved to suffer. Nothing is sadder than the fact that so many of us live our lives this way, stuck in a hate-filled game of whack-a-mole, striking ourselves down as we try to grow. Though, thankfully, not everybody has experienced such harsh and unforgiving self-talk, for those who do, it is debilitating. 

One thing I’ve learned through my journey to self-acceptance is this: if you don’t address the way in which you talk to yourself, it can end up making you sick. 

Sat in a hospital bed one night, four years deep into denial that I had an issue, I floated above my body. The room around me softened and slipped away. Beyond monitors and wires, I saw a girl, childlike and afraid, curled tightly in a ball. I didn’t recognize her. Though she mirrored all of my features, hers were sunken, sad, her lips chapped and eyes hollow. I’d laughed in the face of the people who’d told me this was how I looked – unwell – and though I didn’t recognize this version of myself, I knew that girl was me. A version of me I’d never seen before, but the version that everyone else had been seeing for years. I saw a version of me who was fighting to stay alive. I saw a version of me I’d refused to look in the eye. She was a shell of herself; beaten down by years of self-punishment, simply existing and hating herself for it. This sudden awakening knocked me like a punch to the stomach. I’d never been so lost.

I wanted to cry, to say how sorry I was, to give her a hug. I wanted to apologize to my body for all that I’d put it through. I looked away from that version of me, guilt twisting in my gut, and I noticed there was somebody standing beside her. Wrapped in a warm glow, a figment of my imagination and yet so tangible, was the Ro I desperately longed to be. She was bright, glimmering, strong, healthy, happy. She lived a life I was desperate for. It was obvious; the very thing that stood between these two versions of me was the thing I’d trusted to make me happier. I’d fallen deep into the self-hatred trap, believing it would lead me to a happier, better self. But this Ro wasn’t yelling at herself; she had a mind filled with ideas, plans, memories – beautiful thoughts taking priority over any obsession with how her body looked. She wasn’t consumed with baseless guilt. She wasn’t a self-improvement project. Most of all, she wasn’t afraid. 

She was free. I wanted to be free.

I turned back to the girl in the hospital bed, for the first time noticing a tiny ember of hope inside her, flickering gently, begging to be seen. And I knew, in that moment, that I wasn’t lost. I was far from the glowing girl standing beside me, but I had an ember, and that ember was enough. 

As I came back to my body, the fog lifted. I wasn’t built this way. I didn’t have to spend every waking moment screaming at myself. I didn’t have to be controlled. I wanted to be me again. The thoughts weren’t me. And this time, when I heard the unmistakable voice of my self-hatred, I knew it was a tangible thing that I could fight.

Of course I’d never managed to find happiness through self-criticism, how could I ever be content when the brain that I spent all my time in was so negative? I’d been going about my pursuit of self-acceptance in all the wrong ways. I left no room to feel the joy I had been desperate for – I had searched for contentment high and low, in every corner of my life, failing to see the power of being kind to myself, failing to realize that I’d struggle to feel happiness if I didn’t really believe I deserved to. 

Where does it come from, this incessant need to criticize our every move? I’m certain that, for me, it links to the fact that in childhood I had a lack of exposure to self-compassion, as many of us did. I cannot recall a single instance in my early years where a person around me said, ‘I am proud of myself’.

To compliment yourself, in my eyes, took guts – no classmates recognized their own intelligence, no friends complimented their own appearance, none of my peers even seemed to admit they were ‘good’ at anything. To do so would have seemed boastful, and so, at least in my life, the go-to was usually to insult ourselves. Those insults served not to receive a compliment from our peers, but to avoid being labelled as arrogant by them.

I remember others’ judgement of any woman who seemed to like herself a little too much, and perhaps this is why no women in my life ever said, ‘I feel beautiful’, but instead, ‘I am so wrinkly’, or ‘I look fat’, or ‘I’m so stupid’. If they had spoken positively of themselves, I’m sure they would have been viewed as vain. And that, in part, is what has bred this culture of putting ourselves down. So many of us fear coming across as ‘cocky’, and in our external efforts to avoid seeming up ourselves, our internal monologue begins to echo those fears of appearing arrogant, kick-starting a lifetime of internalized shame around feeling good about ourselves.

It took many years for me to realize I wasn’t a terrible person. The thoughts in my head were, in fact, nothing more than thoughts. They weren’t facts. The constant onslaught of perfectly curated insults wasn’t coming from the real me, but was a manifestation of my learned self-loathing, a separate voice entirely. There was nothing constructive about the criticism I gave myself, it wasn’t improving my life. The idea of needing to achieve perfection to be worthy of love and respect is a trap. I learnt the hard way that the goalposts are always going to move. For people like me – perfectionists – this desperation for an unattainable life is draining. You will lose the weight you wanted to, and you will still dislike your body. You will get that job you were desperate for, then compare yourself to those in roles above you, wondering why you’re not good enough for that promotion. You’ll try everything to force yourself to fit into a perfect little person-shaped mould, and it’ll still never feel like enough. Perfection simply cannot be attained, and we will forever be left feeling unworthy. And so this negative-self-talk spiral continues.

I’m going to reference self-talk a lot in this book, if you couldn’t already tell. So, for anyone new to the idea of self-talk, or for anyone who finds the whole thing a bit confusing, let’s unravel it.




What is self-talk?

Self-talk, in its most basic, neutral form, is the voice in your head. It defines the way in which we talk to ourselves. It draws from the bank of beliefs that we hold about ourselves and the world around us. Self-talk voices our opinions on the fundamentals of us – our mistakes, our passions, our bodies, our appearance, our relationships.

There are many reasons why we might fall into a habit of negative self-talk, but we need to remember that self-talk can also be a real force for good and a friend to empower us if we can learn to talk to ourselves in a way that builds us up rather than tears us down.

Self-talk isn’t just our inner voice but also how we talk about ourselves to others – for example, putting ourselves down, expressing pride for our achievements, or rejecting a compliment – and it holds a lot of power over how we feel. Where positive self-talk can make us feel capable, confident and strong, negative self-talk can cause us to feel guilt, be irrationally angry at ourselves and to form insecurities.





I was entrenched in negative self-talk, imprisoned by hyperfixation on the smallest of flaws, incapable of seeing a bigger picture. I spent my waking hours insulting myself, comparing myself to others and feeling utterly deflated; as I fell asleep each night, I’d dread the next morning when the cycle would start again. With the knowledge that I have now, I feel an urge to hold the face of the girl I was in my hands and yell ‘It doesn’t matter! It’s all irrelevant! Live your life, you are the only person who cares!’ But I didn’t need that advice then, I just needed compassion.

It wasn’t my fault that I couldn’t let go, couldn’t see past my own negative beliefs, couldn’t let joy in, couldn’t see the good in myself. The world around me sold self-destruction in a box labelled ‘self-improvement’. The way I’d been feeling was normalized. My low self-esteem had been feeding on ideals formed by a society steeped in rigid beauty standards and restrictive norms, growing stronger day by day until it felt empowered enough to take the form of this nasty, berating voice, picking me apart for things I couldn’t change. It had long become its own entity, a mindset that I had no control over.

If you are feeling this way too, let me reassure you – there is a life waiting for you outside of this headspace. You do not have to be stuck in the negative self-talk trap, and I hope this book can be your guide out of that space; it just takes a little time, self-compassion and patience.

As a teen in therapy, I had a lot of people tell me that I had an illness in control of me. I cringed every time I heard this. What do you mean it’s not me? It’s literally my brain. On reflection, I didn’t want to separate myself from my thoughts. It felt like giving up control. When you’re stuck inside your own head, it’s hard to find separation between the thoughts that you have control over and the thoughts that have control over you. 

The night I’d left my body in the hospital, I tuned in. Fighting sleep, I dragged myself to the bathroom, setting my toothbrush on the ledge beneath the mirror. I met my own gaze, eyes heavy with exhaustion, and as my brain processed my reflection, I heard those thoughts. They weren’t thoughts I hadn’t had before, but for the first time in my life I could recognize them as their own entity – a voice distinct from my own. It was deafening and silent, firing a barrage of insults that nobody could hear but me. The hatred I held for myself had taken on the form of something bigger than my inner monologue, something more autonomous than just an opinion of myself, something that felt concrete and real and undeniable. I didn’t know how to give myself grace anymore. I had become convinced that others were thinking the same things, that this was not just an opinion, but fact. I didn’t feel deserving of kindness. My inner monologue had turned on me and there was a constant cacophony in my head. It was painful to exist. I knew then that I had to fight it.

Having watched what should have been my happiest moments be overshadowed by my lack of self-esteem, I felt angry that I’d been unable to separate myself from those thoughts, as though I was lacking strength. Again, berating myself for failing. Because I hadn’t fought back, I felt I’d wasted








Recognizing the voice in your head
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