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The Human Brain: Thought,

Behavior, and Emotion

Frontal lobe controls:
* Thinking
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» Organizing

* Problem solving

» Short-term memaory

Parietal lobe:
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* Emoctions information such
i as taste, temperature,
- Behavior

and touch

Temporal lobe:
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“INTRODUCTION

Self-image is the mental picture that each person has of him-
self or herself. It consists of how people think about themselves
and what internal pictures and words they use to describe them-
selves. This internal concept of self is bullt up over a lifetime of
personal experiences, learning, and social interactions. Psychol-
ogists explain that a person's self-image is the product of the
thinking self; it is the way each individual organizes all the facts
about himself or herself that have been acquired over the years.
However, all the facets of ones seff-image may or may not be
accurate. For instance, a young man with a birthmark on his face
may decide that the mark is the dominant feature of his appear-
ance, while in reality the mark may be so pale that other pecple
do not notice it upon first meeting him. Self-image Is influenced
by external events (such as how others relate to a person), but it
Is an internal belief system that may not coincide with the reality
that other people perceive.

Each person's self-image includes three major components:
a physical description, social roles, and personality traits. The
physical description of each person’s self-image includes ideas
such as "I have brown hair,” “l am tall,” and “I am overweight.”
Physical components of seff-image are important because they
help define a person as a unique individual and because people
know that others often form initial impressions of them based on
appearance. Social roles are the ties people have to social groups
that are important to them. Social groups and ties give people a



sense of social identity. These may include relationships, career
choices, friendship patterns, religious affiliations, or anything else
that gives people a feeling of membership in a larger group. Ex-
amples of social roles by which people define self-image are "l am
the father of the Jones family,” “I am Catholic,” I am a soldier,”
and “l am a high school student.”

Finally, personality traits are the enduring characteristics that
define each person’s unique patterns of responding to the world
and to society. The personality traits by which people define
themselves vary with each individual. For example, a person may
say, ‘I am stubborn,” “I am friendly,” "I am shy,” or "l love party-
ing.” Many different personality traits are incorporated into each
person’s self-image.

Every person’s self-image is complex and dynamic, mean-
ing it changes with new experiences. The things people believe
about themselves are so varied that social psychologists often
refer to self-schemas instead of one

WORDS IN unified self-image. Social psycholo-
CONTEXT gist Roy F. Baumeister explains that
a schema is “an individual piece of in-

schema formation or a specific belief about the
self.”” This means that people may de-

A mental concept
about a specific piece
of information or
aspect of self.

scribe themselves differently in different
situations or when faced with different
social interactions, depending on the
schema that seems most pertinent at

the time. For instance, in one social
setting a person may define himself or herself as shy, while in
another, intimate situation, he or she may think in terms of em-
pathy or talkativeness. Nevertheless, people are usually con-
scious of an overall concept of themselves as whole beings with
stable traits that define who they are.

Any one aspect of the self-image may be accurate or inaccurate,
and a person may view each schema of the self-image as posi-



Self-image is the mental picture that a person has of
] himself or herself. Social interaction is one of the primary
I ways that an individual develops this mental picture.

tive, negative, or anywhere in between. An individual may know,
for instance, that he or she is shy and also feel that shyness is a
negative trait. The same individual, however, may also see him-
self or herself as an intelligent student who earns good grades
and deem that aspect of self as positive. How people feel about
their self-image as a whole determines self-esteem. Self-esteem
grows from an evaluation of self-image and is a description of
how much people like or approve of their self-image. Self-esteem
is the feeling self as opposed to the thinking, or cognitive, self that
defines self-image.

Much of ong's judgment about self-image is based on com-
paring the self-image to one’s ideal self. The ideal self is the per-
son each individual wishes to be. The ideal self is shaped by a
person’s experiences, family expectations, reactions of peers,
social demands and values, and even the media. The feeling self



compares knowledge of self-image to the mental picture of the
ideal self. When ideal self and self-image are too different, the

WORDS IN
CONTEXT

ideal self

The self a person
wants to be, as
opposed to the actual
self that he or she is.

feeling self makes a negative judgrment
about the self-image. Self-esteem suf-
fers when the feeling self evaluates
self-image and finds it to be of lacking
in value and perhaps unworthy. People
with a poor self-image, in which most
schemas are thought of negatively, may
have low self-esteem. Conversely, when
the self-image is mostly positive, people
enjoy a high level of self-esteem. They

feel good about themselves most of the
time, have confidence in themselves, and feel acceptable and ac-
cepted in social situations. How people feel about their seff-image,
then, is what makes understanding self-image so important.

Social psychology is the branch of psychology that deals with so-
cial interactions and how they affect individuals. Social psycholo-
gists view concepts of self and the ways people see and evaluate
themselves as the foundation of all human behavior. As social
psychologists Roy F Baumeister and Brad Bushman explain,
“People are built to relate to other people. Even the ‘self,” much
discussed and invoked throughout social psychology, is designed
to cultivate social acceptance and other forms of success that
are valued in human cultures.™ Social psychologists devote a lot
of research to understanding how a sense of self develops, how
people think and feel about self, how society affects the sense of
self, and how people might overcome problems related to self-
image, self-esteem, and self-confidence.



“CHAPTER 1

No one is born with a sense of seff. Developing a self-image is
a lifelong process that begins at birth. Psychologists have de-
termined a series of regular stages that everyone goes through
as the concept of self emerges, and self-image becomes more
complex with life experiences.

Babies are born with a rudimentary body awareness that is the
beginning of self-awareness. From their earliest hours, they are
able to distinguish between their own bodies and the bodies of
others. In other words, they understand that their bodies are their
own and not a part of the general environment. They also are able
to use their bodies purposefully to obtain something they want. In
one famous study, for example, Anthony J. DeCasper and Wiliam
P. Fifer demonstrated that infants less than two days old would
suck harder on a pacifier in order to hear a recording of their
rmother’s voice as opposed to a stranger's voice. This experiment
proved not only that infants bond with their mothers from an early
age but also that they have some sense of their own bodies (their
mouths) as separate from the rest of the environment and that
they can use their bodies to effect a change in their worlds.

Using their senses, infants become body aware. They learn
to move their body parts at will and to explore the environment
with their mouth, eyes, ears, nose, and sense of touch. Socially,
self-awareness begins to develop at about two months of age,
when babies begin to smie, coo, and make eye contact with
another person (usually the mother). At this time, the infant has
the beginnings of self-knowledge. Psychologists know that these



behaviors represent self-knowledge because of several studies
of babies’ social interactions. These studies involve people sud-
denly freezing their facial expressions and refusing to smile back
at the infants. Babies respond dramatically negatively to those
blank expressions. They refuse to look at the person’s face, stop
smiling, and often cry. Psychologist Philippe Rochat says, “This
robust phenomenon suggests that infants already have an implicit
sense of others, as well as of themselves, as reciprocating (social)
agents. They expect social partners to reciprocate in certain ways
to their own emotional displays.™

Mevertheless, in the first few months of life, infants have only
basic, simple (or implicit) self-knowledge. They do not yet have
an explicit concept of themselves. Their reactions depend on ac-
tion (reaching for an object because they

know their hands are part of thair bodies

WORDS IN and that objects are outside their bodies)
CONTEXT and their senses. Explictt self-awareness
implicit is different: it depends on learning and
experience and is expressed in terms of

Automatic or uncon- “I" or "me” as a distinct individual. It in-
scious; not requiring cludes specific seff-schemas about the
conscious thought. body and about how other people relate
explicit to the infant. This concept of self slow-

ly develops as babies learn about their

Conscious; delib- environment and other people. Around
erately formed and five months of age, for instance, infants
remembered. truly understand that they are separate

being from their mothers. Babies learn
to respond to their own names and to prefer familiar caretakers
to strangers. They are becoming social beings who are aware of
positive interactions with other "selves.” Not until about eighteen
months of age, however, do infants demonstrate an explicit con-
cept of themselves by recognizing themselves in a mirror.

In the development of a concept of self and the growth of self-
image, mirror recognition is a very important milestone. It is not

10



Self-awargness begins within
howrs of birth. Newboms ara
able to distinguish between
their own bodies and the
bodies of others.

just body awareness. The mirror image is a reflection and symbaol
of the self. It cannot be recognized as self until an infant has his
or her own mental concept of self. Mirror recognition has been
tested by psychologists in many studies. Generally, the experi-
menter surreptitiously places something on a part of the baby that
he or she cannot see. It may be a spot of blush dabbed on the
baby's nose or cheek or a Post-it note or sticker stuck on the top
of the baby’s head. Babies who recognize the image in the mirror
will react by reaching for the mark or paper or by touching their
head or nose to see what is there. Often, the babies try to rub off
the mark or remove the sticker. Some babies even act ashamed

i



or embarrassed, as if they know that other people have observed
their abnormal, inappropriate appearance. Self-image seems to
be inextricably tied to awareness of others, caring about what
others think, and becoming a social being.

Gordon G. Gallup Jr. has been studying self-awareness and
social awareness for many years. He explains:

If . .. an organism that can recognize itself is one that can
also conceive of itself, this opens up some extraordinary
possibilities. Once you are aware of yourself, and therefore
are aware of being aware, you find yourself in the unique
position of being able to use your experience as a means
of modeling the experience of others. . . . Knowledge of
self, in other words, paves the way for an intuitive knowl-
edge of others.”

This is why seff-image seems to develop as a result of inter-
actions with other people. Children incorporate the reactions of
others into their own self-images. The younger the child, the more
crucial are the opinions and reactions of parents or primary care-
takers. Loving, approving parents are the most important others
in the development of any young child’s self-image.

Throughout their preschool years, children acquire information
about themselves through the eyes of other people and build
their own concepts about themselves. These basic pieces of self-
image include age, whether they are boys or girls, and an ability
to describe some of their physical characteristics, such as eye or
hair color. By age six most children can use the reactions of oth-
ers to conceive of their own traits and to think about their own
behaviors as distinct to themselves. Their self-image is not just
descriptive, but also evaluative and judgmental. This means that
they understand that other people look at them and judge them
and that they look at and judge others. They know that others
form a mental picture of them, just as they have mental pictures
of other people.

12



Do Animals Have Self-Awareness?

Gordon G. Gallup Jr. developed the mirror recognition fest for studying self-
awareness in 1970 to find out whether nonhuman animals could recognize them-
selves in a mirror. Since that time many animals (and human children) have been
tested to see whether they touch a mark placed on their own body that they can
see only by looking in a mirror. Using the mirror recognition test, researchers have
discovered that some animals, such as dogs and cats, never seem tfo realize that
the animal in the mirror is a reflection of themselves. However, at least some
animals do have self-awareness and pass the mirror test. These animals are
chimpanzees, bonobos, elephants, orangutans, boftlenose dolphins, orca whales,
and European magpies. Some gorillas pass the test, although most do not Sci-
entists speculate that in some cases the mirror does not accurately reflect self-
awareness. Gorillas, for instance, may be self-aware, but since they do not look
at each other's faces and eyes because such looking is aggressive, perhaps they
do not look in the mirror long enough to recognize themselves. Rhesus monkeys
do not recognize themselves in mirrors naturally, but in 2017 one group of re-
searchers in Shanghai spent weeks training three rhesus monkeys to understand
how to use a mirror. After that, the monkeys easily passed the mirror recognifion
test by pawing at the marks the scientists had placed on their cheeks. Although
most scientists believe that self-awareness is rare among animals, the Shanghai
researchers wonder whether it is more common than people think.

These evaluations are based on mental and emotional behav-
iors, as well as physical traits. The opinions of schoolmates, teach-
ers, extended family members, and friends become more and more
important during the grade school years, and the judgments of
parents (although stil important) begin to become less significant.
When asked to describe themselves, children in this age range are
able to say things like "l am a nice person” or “l am smart.” They
may describe abilities, such as being a good student or being good
at sports. They compare themselves to peers and know whether
they are taller or shorer than their friends or popular or shy. They
also have feslings about the schemas of their seff-image.

13
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As children move through grade school, the opinions of friends ,';j;'r X )

and those outside their immediate family become more
important to them as the influence of parents diminishes.

All chidren develop positive and negative feelings about seli-
image, based on their judgments of themselves and on how they
perceive others judge them. By age five, psychologists say, self-
esteem is established, based on the childs overall perceptions
about self. Five-year-olds are not yet able to put into words their
good or bad feelings about themselves as people. But social psy-
chologists can explore children's levels of self-esteem with careful-
by constructed studies. Psychologist Dario Cvencek and his team
at the University of Washington published the results of one such
study in 2018. The researchers taught 234 five-year-olds to play a
matching game with small flags that were labeled “me” and “not
me.” Then the children listened to a series of good words and bad
words and pushed buttons on a computer to choose a flag for
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each word. Good words included fun, happy, good, and nice. Bad
words were terms like yucky, bad, and mean. The research team
used the results to measure how positively the children felt about
themselves. Most of the children chose flags that showed they
thought of themselves as more good than bad. They had high self-
esteem. Anthony Greenwald, a member of the team, concludes,
“Previously we understood that preschoolers knew about some of
their specific good features. We now understand that, in addition,

they have a global, overall knowledge of
their goodness as a person.™ WORDS IN

The researchers also discovered CONTEXT
through further studies that children

with high self-esteem had strong gen- perception
der identities (feeling comfortable with
their gender) and strongly preferred be-
ing with and playing with children of the
same sex. Cvencek suggests that this

The recognition and
interpretation of stim-
uli from the senses.

association indicates that social roles

and the level of confidence a child feels in a social group are relat-
ed to self-esteem. He says, “Self-esteern appears to play a critical
role in how children form various social identities.™ His research
team plans to follow the children as they grow older to see how
much self-image and self-esteem change and what experiences
are most important for maintaining high self-esteem.

Other psychologists have been able to describe the increasing-
ly complex self-images that children develop as they continue
through grade school and into their high school years. Through-
out middle school and high school, young people are exposed
to an ever-increasing variety of social contacts and learning ex-
periences. These widening exposures to the world often result
in a decrease in self-esteem as people acquire a more realistic
understanding of their own abilties with maturity. A young boy,
for example, may believe that he is a great ball thrower because
throughout his childhood, his parents and grandparents have re-
peatedly told him how terrifically talented he is in that area. They
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have extravagantly praised every effort he has made. By the time
he is ten, however, he has seen peers who are much better than
he is at ball throwing. He has been subjected to peers bluntly tell-
ing him that his arm is not as strong as he thinks it is. Perhaps he is
not even able to make the Little League team as a starter. The boy
incorporates these experiences and social assessments into his
self-image. His self-image is now more realistic than it was, and
quite naturally, his self-esteem in the area of sports decreases. The
boy is mature enough to think about what he has done, to reflect
on the responses of others, and to begin to know himself for what
he is and is not. This is not necessarily a bad thing, since a healthy
self-image is not only positive but also accurate.

During adolescence, young people are increasingly capable of
seli-reflection, and as they interact with the environment, their ma-
jor psychological job is to construct a self-image that is both posi-
tive and realistic. This is not an easy task. leens have to deal with
the changing physical aspects of their self-image as their bod-
ies mature, as wel as increasingly complex social challenges—
academically, with peers, teachers, and other adults; and as part
of becoming independent of their parents. They are often redefin-
ing themselves, learning to accept themselves, and figuring out
where they fit into the larger world. Their definitions of self-image
become less concrete and more abstract and complex as they
develop ideas about their ethics, political and social standards,
and general philosophies about life and society. Developing a
stable identity and a realistic seff-image has lifelong implications.
Psychologist David Dean Witt explains, “Our identity is the single
motivating force in life, in choosing behavior options, and in decid-
ing on friends. Qur self-image is all that stands between action and
passivity, and it wil continually change for most people over the
remainder of their lives, depending on intelligence, experiences,
and the quality of our social network.™

The famous psychologist Erik Erikson theorized that all teens face
a major identity crisis. They have to develop a unique sense of
identity (self-image) that allows them to find the social environ-

16



What Matters Most?

All humans define their self-image in the three major categories of physical de-
scription, social roles, and personality traits. But how much emphasis is placed
on which caiegory seems to depend on culture. Some culiures, such American
culture, emphasize independence and individuality. Other cultures, such as some
Asian ones, emphasize the collective good, family, and group affiliation. These
differences in cultural values affect how self-image is organized. When people
are asked to give a series of statements describing themselves, Asians often tell
their social roles first. They will describe, for example, being “Dan’s good friend”
or “the oldest daughter in the Lee family.” They give more importance fo social
roles than Americans typically do. Americans are more likely to first describe
traits that are individualistic and stress personality. They may say, for example, “I
am a good student” or “| am resilient in the face of difficulties.”

Of course, different ethnic groups within a larger society can have different
cultures that affect self-image, foo. In 2010 a group of researchers examined
the “About Me” sections of people’s Facebook pages to see which kinds of de-
scriptions mattered most to different ethnic groups. In general, the researchers
found that African Americans used descriptions that were the most independent
and individualistic, Asian Americans used the most social role descriptions, and
European Americans were somewhere in the middle.

ment where they belong and to form meaningful relationships with
other people. They have to resolve any conflicts with their ideal
image and their perceived self-image. And they have to achieve
a sense of peace about who they are and their role in the world.
Erikson writes, “In the social jungle of human existence, there is
no feeling of being alive without a sense of identity."®

During their high school years, teens identify their strengths
and weaknesses more or less accurately. For younger adolescents
of about twelve or thirteen, however, the hardest aspect of self-
image to adjust to is physical appearance because it is dramati-
cally changing, and self-image has to conform to those changes.
Teens are coping with changes such as growth spurts, increases

i




A young boy may believe he is an
exceptional athlete as his parents
continually encouraged him

with false praise of his abilities.
However, by ten years old he can
recognize in comparison to his
peers whether he is truly talented.
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in hormone production, voice atterations, body shape differences,
and acne. At the same time, th-eyf dre highly aware of and sensitive
to the idea that others are looking at and evaluating them. They
reflect on these D-ErCEWEd evaluations and form new schemas of
self-image based on their appearance. In one large study of teens
in Germany, the researchers discovered that a postive self-image
and healthy self-esteem were largely determined by how positively
teens viewed their physical appearance. Appearance was more
important for these teens than academic achievement, positive
social skills and interactions, parental relationships, or teacher ap-
proval. The study’s authors suggest, "As one’s appearance is the
first thing others perceive, this may explain the importance of ones
self-perceived looks for overall self-esteem we identified here.™ In
other words, each individual teen is acutely aware that he or she
initially judges people on appearance, so he or she assumes the
same judgment comes from other people and bases postive or
negative seff-image on those perceptions. At this time, teens are

18



evaluating themselves more on external standards than on their
own internal evaluations of themselves and who they are.

As teens get older, however, according to professor of human
development David H. Demo, they "become less susceptible to
evaluations by others.”® By about age sixteen, they are learning
mare about what kind of a person they truly are and what char-
acteristics identify them as a whole and bring them satisfaction.
They learn to be comfortable with their body and appearance,
to choose positive social roles, and to internally evaluate their
strengths, talents, and skills, perhaps accepting weaknesses as
not all that important to them. For example, a young woman may
know that she will never be a movie star

but still be content with her appearance; WORDS IN
she values her intelligence and enjoys her CONTEXT
roles as friend, student, daughter, and

dating partner, while looking forward to cognition
possible future roles in a career and as a

wife or mother. Demo says that self-image | r'rﬁntal r-ﬁmiﬁessl
stabilizes and solidifies during this adoles- | Such as thinking,
cent period, and people feel better about
themselves. He explains, “Self-cognitions | INg: @nd judging.

knowing, remember-

[thoughts about self] are reorganized and
reintegrated, self-consciousness wanes, stablity of self is re-
stored, and levels of self-esteem rise steadily as individuals move
through this developmental period.”"

A mature self-image is established during adolescence, but that
does not mean that self-image remains the same throughout a
person’s life. Demo says, "Self-concept is a structure but it is also
a process. It is stable but it also changes.”' As a process, self-
image grows and changes throughout one's life, based on so-
clal interactions, experiences, and cognitive ability. During each
individual’s lifetime, that dynamic self-image determines what a
person is able to do, what actions he or she decides to take, and
how successiully the individual crafts a fulfiling and happy lfe.
Each individual's feelings about his or her self-image determine
self-esteem, self-confidence, and overall psychological health.
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*CHAPTER 2

ls an individual's self-image mostly positive or mostly negative?
The answer to that question determines how that person feels
about himself or herself in general. The more positive self-image
is as a whole, the higher self-esteem is. People talk about the
benefits of good self-esteem, but they often do not really know
what that means. To social psychologists, self-esteem is a mea-
sure of how positively or negatively people feel about themselves,
especially how closely this perception matches their view of their
ideal selves. Self-esteem is not dependent on just one trait or
aspect of a person, such as intelligence or popularity. it is an
overall evaluation of the self that tends to remain stable over time.
People see themselves, in general, either as good and worthy or
inadequate and less worthy.

In part, however, even overall self-esteem can vary from day
to day or from moment to moment, depending on experiences.
That is because how people feel about themselves is often de-
pendent on whether they believe others are viewing them posi-
tively. For instance, a young man who has just delivered a suc-
cessful speech and received much applause and praise will bask
in the accomplishment and feel his self-esteem rising. That same
young man may feel his self-esteem fall after being dumped by
his girlifriend. Nevertheless, a person's overall sense of worth and
adequacy generally overcomes temporary failures and bad expe-
rlences as time passes. If he or she has developed an identity as
a good and worthwhile person, then both self-image and ongoing
self-evaluation remain positive.

20



Most people maintain a positive self-image and relatively high self-
esteermn. Several factors determine a person’s seff-esteem. One im-
portant factor is age. Many studies have found that from middie
adolescence and into adulthood, self-esteem rises steadily until
people are in their late sixties. In some studies, people were fol-
lowed over several years and retested for self-esteem periodically.
In other studies, large numbers of people of all different ages were
evaluated for their levels of seff-esteem. No matter what the study
method, the results held true—self-esteem increases with age.
Psychologists call this phenomenon the “maturity principle.” They

theorize that during the teen years, it is

normal for people to be confused about WORDS IN
their self-identity and unsure about how CONTEXT
they fit into society, what their roles are,

and how well their actual selves match self-idemity

their ideal selves. As people mature,
however, they find acceptable social
roles, establish good social relationships,
and feel both comfortable and confident
with their place in the world.
Psychologist Charles Stangor be-

The overall, generally
permanent under-
standing a person
has of himself or
herself.

lieves that the rise in self-esteem with

maturity is related to the comparisons between the ideal self and
the actual self that everyone makes. He explains that when a per-
son’s perceived self-image is largely different from the person’s
ideal seff, then self-esteem drops. The closer the ideal is to reality,
the higher self-esteemn is. Stangor asks, "Could it be that older
adults have a current view of self that is closer to their ideal than
younger adults, and that this is why their self-esteem is often high-
er?” Some evaluations of adults do provide evidence that elderly
adults see their self-image and their ideal self as more alike than
do younger adufts. Stangor uses this evidence to conclude, “In
part, older adults are able to more closely align these two selves
because they are better able to realistically adjust their ideal stan-
dards as they age . . . and because they engage in more favor-
able and age-appropriate social comparisons than do younger

21



adults.”™ This seems to be true both for young adults and middle-
aged adults. Compared to younger people, older adults less often
try to be someone they are not. They are comfortable in their own
skin. They have chosen social groups in which they are accepted
and appreciated. They engage in activities in which they have de-
termined that they can be successful. They are not experiment-
ing with different behaviors and social roles to which they are not
suited.

In a practical sense, mature adults also often have achieved
a relatively high status in their career, which would increase their
sense of self-worth. They are typically free of the burdens of child
rearing and can concentrate on their work, relationships, social

Salf-gsteem can vary from
day to day. A young man
gxperiencing a rise in
confidence from his successiul
speech at school may then lose
self-gsteem when his girffriend
breaks up with him the next day
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roles, and larger community. They can devote their energies to
self-improvement and self-reflection. Perhaps these circumstanc-
es, too, contribute to positive self-image and high self-esteem.

Self-esteem rises throughout a lifetime, but that does not mean
that younger people cannot have a positive self-image and good
self-esteem. One factor in maintaining that positive self-image,
even in the face of bad experiences, is self-complexity. A complex
self-image is one that is rich in different ways of thinking about the
self. It includes a variety of social roles, past and present experi-
ences, future goals, and varied personal traits. Stangor says:

For example, imagine a woman whose self-concept con-
tains the social identities of student, girtfiend, daughter,
psychology student, and tennis player and who has en-
countered a wide variety of life experiences. Social psy-
chologists would say that she has high seff-complexity. On
the other hand, a man who perceives himself primarily as
either a student or as a member of the soccer team and
who has had a relatively narrow range of life experiences
would be said to have low self-complexity. ™

The woman who is high in seff-complexity may face a difficult
gvent, such as falling a psychology class or suffering an injury

that prevents her from playing tennis.
Although either circumstance would be
hard to accept, she could turn to other
interests and roles where she still feels
successful. She could maintain her
overall positive self-image, and her self-
esteem would remain intact. The man
who is low in self-complexity, however,
might suffer a devastating blow to his
self-esteem if a serious injury perma-
nently ended his soccer career. Soccer
was one of the few roles that defined his
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positive self-image. His negative feelings about losing that identity
when he has few other roles to take the place of soccer could
lead to low self-esteem. Everyone has to deal with disappoint-
ments and failure, but in general, failures hurt less when they do
not damage overall self-image. A person with self-complexity is
usually happier and psychologically healthier because self-esteem
is not threatened by one failure, however large it may seem to be
at the time. Of course, a soccer player who never loses that role
and remains a star athlete throughout his or her career will also
maintain high self-esteem, no matter how lacking in complexity
his or her self-image is. Complexity is just one factor that affects
self-esteem.

Psychologically, people with high self-esteem experience several
benefits, no matter what their age or self-complexity. People with
high self-esteem are confident about their own abilities. They are
able to make choices, strive for goals, trust their own judgment,
and overcome problems. They believe that they are able to ac-
complish their undertakings and experience success. In general,
people with high self-esteem are therefore optimistic. Even in
childhood, such individuals feel positive about themselves and
the world and expect good things to happen to them. High self-
esteermn also allows people not to worry too much about what
others think of them. They can engage in social interactions com-
fortably and without fear that others are looking at them and judg-
ing them poorly.

Those with high self-esteem also have achieved self-
acceptance. This means that they accept themselves for who
they are and do not wish to be someone else. They know they
have faults and flaws, but overall they are happy with themselves.
Finally, people with good self-esteem are resilient. Just as all peo-
ple do, they deal with negative life events, but they are able to
bounce back from life's blows and overcome them. The Univer-
sity of California—Davis Health Center sums up, “Self-esteemn af-
fects our trust in others, our relationships, our work—nearly every
part of our lives. Positive seff-esteem gives us the strength and
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Self-Esteem in the Elderly

Even though self-esteem rises as people get older, it does begin to decrease
apain as people get inio their seventies, eighties, and nineties. Approximately
one-third of these elderly people have low self-esteem. Psychologists speculate
that the decline in self-esteem in old age is related to developing significant
physical health issues, losing significant social relationships through death, and
perhaps losing a feeling of having a purpose in life. The other main issue identi-
fied with a lower self-esteem in elderly people is a decline in socioeconomic
status. This means that the elderly are seen as having less value in society when
they retire and often experience lower income than they had before they retired.
Not every older person experiences lower self-esteem, but many are at risk. On
average, those with poor health are most affected.

flexibility to take charge of our lives and grow from our mistakes
without the fear of rejection.”™®

David Dean Witt says that positive self-esteem is actually
“high social competence, which simply means the effective man-
agement of events involving others.”"® He describes some of the
behaviors in social situations that are evident in people with high
self-esteem. For instance, these people comfortably make eye
contact when they are talking with others. They can cooperate
with others in group activities, but they are also able to take on
leadership roles and give directions when appropriate. They ap-
proach other people in a friendly way, initiate cornversations, and
are willing to express their own opinions. In short, people with
high self-esteem are usually good with social relationships and
make other people feel comfortable, too.

High self-esteern begins to develop in childhood from parents
who are nurturing and supportive of the child’s personality, tem-
perament, and identity. Parents who are warm and loving and en-
joy the company of their child teach the child that he or she is an
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. People who have high self-esteem

" generally function well in social
situations. They comfortably make

eye contact when talking with others.
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enjoyable companion and worthy of love and attention. Parents
who teach their children how to do things and encourage inde-
pendent efforts are teaching their children that they are capable
and to be proud of their accomplishments and abilities. Parents
who appreciate their quiet, bookish child’s temperament instead
of wishing for an active, outgoing, energetic child demonstrate
that the child's natural tendencies are not only OK but positive.
Children also need to be treated with respect if they are to
develop high seff-esteem. This means treating the child’s feelings
as legitmate and being sincerely interested in what the child has
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to say. It means recognizing that even a young child has a right to
make some decisions and learn that his or her social communi-
cations are important. Psychologist Nathaniel Branden offers an
example from his own personal experience:

One day, | was swinging my granddaughter around by the
arms. This was something she loved. But at some point,
she said, “Let me down, Grandpa.” But because | was
having so much fun myself, | continued to swing her. She
said, "Grandpa, you're not listening.” And | immediately
realized that | wasn't and set her back down on the floor.
By listening to what my granddaughter said, | treated her
feelings with respect. A child who is not allowed to have
a voice in what happens to him wil not feel entitled to his
own views as an adult.”’

Branden’s granddaughter was learning that she could have
her own views and developing good self-esteem.

The right kind of praise from parents also helps develop high
self-esteem. Praise that helps develop self-esteem is both de-
scriptive and specific. It describes what the child did, such as
sticking with practicing the piano, instead of generalizing, such
as "You're a great piano player” when the child is just a beginner.
Descriptive praise allows the child to think about the good quality
(persistence and effort) and feel competent and pleased with this
part of his or her self-image. Saying someone is a great pianist,
on the other hand, when he or she is able to play only simple
tunes, can be understood as untrue, even by a young child.

Always hearing praise like "You are wonderful” is actually not
very helpful for the development of self-esteem. Children know
that such overpraising has not been earned. Good self-esteem
comes from praise that is realistic as well as specific. For ex-
ample, a boy who has played poorly at his soccer game does not
need to be told heis a great player anyway. Praise that raises his
self-esteem would be true, specific, and descriptive. The website
KidsHealth suggests praise like, "I know that wasn't your best
performance, but we all have off days. I'm proud of you for not
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giving up.™*® This kind of praise builds the positive self-image that
leads to high self-esteem.

Of course, as children grow up, self-esteem continues to be af-
fected by all social experiences. People respond to the reactions
of others, compare themselves to their social groups, evaluate
their careers and occupations, judge their social roles and rela-
tionships, and generally actively work to maintain and enhance
self-esteem. A major way that people maintain high self-esteem
is by actively seeking success in their experiences and their social
roles. Many psychologists believe that much behavior is motivat-
ed by the need to feel a sense of self-worth and self-respect. This
means searching for the things one is good at and continuing to
do those things while avoiding those things that seem unlikely to
bring success. People create positive lives for themselves and
thus have high overall self-esteem. Stangor explains:

One reason that many of us have positive self-esteem is
because we are generally successful at creating positive
lives. When we fail in one domain, we tend to move on until
we find something that we are good at. We don't always
expect to get the best grade on every test or to be the best
player on the team. Therefore, we are often not surprised
or hurt when those things don't happen. In short, we feel
good about ourselves because we do a pretty good job at
creating decent lives. ™

Another way that people maintain and enhance self-esteem
is by forming good relationships. In warm, congenial friendships
and loving relationships, people find others who approve of and
appreciate them. This makes people feel good about themselves
and increases the feeling of self-worth. A sense of belonging in a
social group is a powerful way to raise self-estesm.

In modern times the connections people have on social me-
dia sites often contribute to positive feelings of self-esteem. In
2014 Stephanie Tobin and her research team from the Univer-
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Many psychologists
believe that behavior is
motivated by a desire to
feel a sense of self-worth
and accomplisfiment.
This means searching for
things one is good at and
awiding things that are
unlikely to bring success.

sity of Queensland in Australia studied the effects of Facebook
on people’s sense of belonging and self-worth. The researchers
asked a group of regular Facebook users to post and comment
on temporary Facebook pages set up by the researchers. Every
participant was told that all the others in the study group could
see and comment on their posts. With half the group, however,
the researchers arranged the situation so that no one could see,
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A Quick Test of Self-Esteem

The Alamo Mental Health Group of San Antonio, Texas, says that if you can agree
with at least five of the following statements, you have good self-esteem.

= | do not feel | must always please other people.

» | generally feel that | like myself.

= | speak up for myself and feel | have rights.

= | am happy most of the ime.

* | feel that my siruggles are normal ones and not my fault.

= | do not need io prove that | am betier than others.

* | do not need constant validation or approval from others.

= | can make friends easily.

» | feel good about myself without praise from others.

= | feel pleased, rather than envious, when those | care about have success in life.

Lee Scheingodd, “Seif-Esteem,” Alamo Mental Health Group. hitp: //alamomenta h ealth. com.

like, or comment on their posts. Then the researchers interviewed
each participant about their feelings of self-esteem, self-respect,
and how meaningful they thought their ives were in general. The
study participants who received no feedback on their posts all
showed lower self-esteem and described themselves as of less
importance in the world than did the half whose posts were re-
sponded to and liked by other users. Tobin and her team describe
this study as one piece of evidence that Facebook participation
gives users a feeling of belonging and positive self-esteem. That
result partially explains why social media is so popular.

High seff-esteem is so important that most people often en-
hance it by distorting reality. For instance, people pat themselves on
the back, so to speak, for successes in their lives but blame failures
on others. They remember past behaviors and events as more posi-
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tive than they actually were. Commonly, they think of themselves
as more honest than other people or as better vehicle drivers or as
more popular than they realy are. Stangor says, “We emphasize
our posttive charactenstics, and we may even in some cases distort
information—all to help us maintain positive self-esteem. "™

For the most part, efforts to view the self positively are natural
and harmless. They help people feel optimistic and successful in
their lives. Sometimes, however, people can have too much self-
esteem. They can so exaggerate their seff-worth and distort re-
ality that other people reject them. An unrealistic and overly high
self-esteem can hurt an individual and his or her relationships with

others. Narcissism is a psychological
trait in which F:I'BCID"'E have an exagaoer- wonns IN
ated sense of their own importance and

overly high self-esteem. Such people Sl B

are also self-centered and lack empathy narcissism
for others. A narcissist’s self-image and
self-esteem are not based on the evalu-
ations and judgments of others or on an
accurate interpretation of events and ex-
periences. Instead, the narcissist’s self-
image is a false self-image, and other
people interpret the self-esteem as un-
deserved. A narcissistic person often has

A psychological dis-
order characterized
by exaggerated self-
esteern, a need to be
constantly admired,
and a disregard for
others’ feelings.

poor relationships, is a bully, and is self-
ish. Extremely high self-esteem does not lead to positive outcomes
in life. It is of little value if it is used to ignore the needs of others and
to deny any negative aspects of the self that all people have.
Everyone wants to have high self-esteem, but it has to be bal-
anced with thoughtfulness and a desire for truth. Stangor says,
“As in many other domains, then, having positive self-esteem is
a good thing, but we must be careful to temper it with a healthy
realism and a concern for others.™" Sometimes, the people with
the best, most loving relationships and the most success are
those who are not always satisfied with who they are.
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*CHAPTER 3

Most people in the West, when assessed psychologically, have
an adequate amount of self-esteem and a generally positive over-
all self-image. Some people, however, have a persistent feeling
of inadequacy and worthlessness and suffer from very low self-
esteem. This situation can be normal for adolescents as they
struggle to establish a self-identity and find their place in the social
structure of their environment. Teens may often feel overly self-
conscious and worried about the jJudgments of others. They may
be extremely critical of themselves as they compare their own self-
images to their ideal selves. Usualy, teens work through these
feelings successtully. For those who cannot, whether as teens or
adults, low self-esteem can be crippling and lead to long-lasting
low self-confidence, depression, and anxiety.

No matter their age, people with very low selff-esteem have several
characteristics in common. Low self-esteem often means low self-
confidence. Especially in social situations, people with low self-
esteemn are shy, withdrawn, and unable to express themselves
effectively. They usually feel awkward and worry that they stand
out in a negative way. Self-consciousness is high; people feel that
others are looking at them and judging them, even when no ong is
really paying them any attention. They can interpret other people’s
comments as critical, even when no criticlsm is intended.

Instead of trying to get ahead or learn new things, people with
low self-esteem concentrate on not making mistakes. They are
very afraid of faiure and try hard to avoid it. They are pessimistic
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rather than optimistic, expecting experiences to turn out badly, to
be disliked, or to make mistakes. Low sefi-esteem leads to low
EEH-I’BEF}BCi and a low sense of self-worth, all stemming from a
poor self-image that is based on false beliefs about the self. Some
of these false beliefs are that the individual’s opinions do not matter
much, that he or she does not deserve to be respec:ted D“-,.f others,
and that his or her fEZ*E“I"IQE are somehow

wrong or ilegitimate. Deep down, people
with low self-esteem believe that they are t%l:l?r: xl.::l

unlovable and unlikable. Their self-image

Children with low self-esteermn are of-

ten underachieving and undermotivated | Seing overly focused
in school. They do not want to try to do | ©N oneself and anx-
their work and give up easily when asked | IOUSly concerned

to learn a new task. Teachers often de- | 2POuthowoneis
scribe such chidren either as unhappy being perceived by
and insecure or as acting out in angry, others.

hostile ways. Some children may avoid
social interactions and schoolwork, acting shy and withdrawn in so-
cial situations and easiy quitting when things get too hard. These
children may be easily bulied by others. Other children with low self-
esteemn, however, may become bullies as they try to make them-
selves feel more important. They may cheat on schoolwork, mainly
because of a fear of failure or looking bad in the eyes of others.

As adults, people with very low self-esteem often experi-
ence distress and unhappiness about themselves and their so-
cial roles. They continue to have inaccurate ideas about them-
selves and to feel unworthy and inadequate. Even if they do not
think they are terrible people, they view themselves as mediocre
and feel uncertain about themselves. They remain pessimistic.
Instead of trying to enhance self-esteemn, they spend their psy-
chological energy just trying to protect themselves from failure,
whether in relationships or in life experiences. People with low
self-esteem want to be likable, lovable, and successful, but they
doubt that they can achieve the positive outcomes they seek.
They have low self-confidence.
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People with low confidence tend to be
shy and withdrawn. They sometimes
think others are judging them even when
no one is paying them any attertion.

Psychologists have discovered that people with low self-esteem
are more emotionally vulnerable than those with adequate self-
esteem. They are more likely to have emotional highs and lows
and to be more strongly affected by negative experiences. Psy-
chologists Roy F. Baumeister and Brad Bushman say that “mis-
fortune hits them harder.” They explain, “If at first they don’t suc-
ceed, people with high self-esteem are willing to try again harder,
whereas people with low self-esteem are more likely to give up.
Most broadly, people with high self-esteem are happier than peo-
ple with low self-esteem."=

Unhappiness is the major disadvantage of low self-esteem.
People with high self-esteem are not smarter than those with low
self-esteem. They do not get better grades in school because of
positive self-esteem. They are not better looking or more popu-
lar. They are not more successiul in life, nor do they better avoid
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damaging behaviors such as drug addiction or violent actions.
Over and over again, psychologists have tested the theories that
self-esteem is responsible for good outcomes in life, but they
have not found the theories to be true. Self-esteem seems to af-
fect only how people feel. People with low self-esteem lack con-
fidence in themselves and feel unhappy

about themsealves and their ives. | WORDS IN
Low self-esteem also seems to in- CONTEXT
crease the risk of anxiety and depression.

People with very low self-esteem who dQJIEEiﬂI'I
avoid experiences out of a fear of failure
or hide away from interacting with other
people may be damaging their mental
health. Psychiatrist Chris Wiliams ex-
plains, “In the short term, avoiding chal-
lenging and difficult situations makes you

An emotional state
characterized by sad-
ness, low self-worth,
guilt, and an inability
to enjoy life.

feel a lot safer. In the longer term, this can
bhackfire because it reinforces your underlying doubts and fears. It
teaches you the unhelpful rule that the only way to copeis by avoid-
ing things." Over time, reinforcing doubts and fears can lead to
persistent sadness, feelings of helplessness, constant womrying,
panic when out of one's safe space, loneliness, inability to cope with
day-to-day situations, and an overall belief that nothing can ever get
better. These are the hallmarks of depression and anxiety disorders.

Low self-esteem can be a lifelong problem, but it usually begins
in childhood with the development of a poor self-image. Low self-
esteem is learned. Parenting styles can be a major cause of low
self-esteem. For example, overly critical parents may teach their
children to believe that they are not worthwhile. Critical parents
might say to a child, perhaps a young boy, "You are always so
lazy.”" They might complain, "Why are you so dumb?" "Haven't
you got any sense?” “You never listen!” “You have two left feet;
you are so awkward, you are always stumbling over things!” Even
if he resents and gets angry about such statements, the boy
incorporates them into his beliefs about himself. The criticisms
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Teens and Low Self-Esteem

Kristine Tye is a marriage and family therapist who specializes in working with
teens. She describes three causes of low self-esteem in teens that can be
troublesome. First, she says, teens can have difficulty handling emotions. She
explains, “Teens have difficulty identifying feelings, responding fo feelings, and
remembering that feelings are not permanent. Adults struggle with this, too;
however, for a teen, these experiences of emotional turmail are much maore
intense.” She encourages teens to be kind to themselves, to resist being afraid
of their negative emotions, and to learn to explore and accept their feelings. The
second cause is being stuckin negative thought patterns. This means constantly
worrying about things or expecting bad things to happen. Negative thinking can
become a habit that causes low self-esteem. Tye suggests that fears and wor-
ries have to be faced but also that teens need to practice noticing the positive
things that happen in life. The third cause of low self-esteem in teens is in the
area of communication. Teens often lack positive communications with parents
or other supportive adults because they are becoming independent and not talk-
ing with adults as much as they did as children. At the same time, they may re-
ceive negative communications from peers in the form of bullying or criticisms.
Tye believes that teens need to find and relate to supportive adults who can help
with self-esteem.

Kristine Tye, “3 Causes of Low Self-Esteem in Teens f@and What to Do Abgut i), Stop Medicine Abuse, April 21,
2016. http: //stopmedicineabusa. ong.

become supposed facts about himself that he weaves into his
developing self-image. These ideas lead to a poor self-image and
thus low self-esteem, as he accepts that he is awkward, lazy, or
stupid in comparison to other people.

Parents can also communicate criticisms nonverbally. As an
example, psychologist and therapist Ronald Mah describes one
critical mother talking to her son about his schoolwork:

“You can do that. You are smart enough to do that. | don't
understand why you aren’t doing better.” And as she said
that, she shook her head and frowned, her eyes rolled up
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in her head and she let out a deep sigh. . . . While her
verbal communication seems to say that she thinks her
son is smart, her nonverbal communications are also very
clear. Her nonverbal communications are saying that he
is letting her down (she is disappointed in him), and there
the must be something wrong with him. This is the inad-
vertent communication that destroys Self-Esteem. ... The
verbal communication was positive, however, her nonver-
bal communication—the shake of her head, the frown, the
eyes rolling and the deep sigh was very negative. The son
beleved the nonverbal communication, and Self-Esteem

is harmed . . . again).®*

Similarly, teachers and other important adults in a child’s life
can harm his or her self-esteem with harsh criticism. This does
not mean that adults cannot instruct children or act as authority
figures or even point out fallures. But it does mean that com-

munications that attack a child’s sense
of self and of self-worth rather than be-
ing specific and descriptive about how
to change are harmful. Children who
experience too much shame, guilt, or
feelings of worthlessness as a result of
adult criticism are likely to develop low
self-esteem.

Severe criticism is not the only way
that adults can cause a poor self-image
in children. Mot surprisingly, parents who
are abusive or extremely neglectful and
uncaring can cause low self-esteem in

WORDS IN
CONTEXT

anxiety disorder

A mental disorder
characterized by
chronic, unreasonably
severe anxiety and
fear about the pres-
ent and the future.

their children, but sometimes parents who are overly involved in
their children’s lives can cause low self-esteem, too. MNarcissistic
parents, for instance, try to live through their children. They give
the impression that the child is worthy only if the child is meest-
ing the parents’ needs, whether impressing other people, always
being there for the parent, or simply never having any indepen-
dence or needs of one's own. Everyone wants to be proud of
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Low self-esteem
is learned. Parents
who are abusive

or extremely

ne glectful and
Lncaring can cause
poor self-image in
their chitdran.

their children, but narcissistic parents are excessively involved in
feeling good through their children. Preston Ni, professor of com-
munication studies at Foothill College in Silicon Valley, California,
gives some examples of how narcissistic parents use their chil-
dren instead of loving those children for who they are. One father
he quotes says, “If my son doesn’t grow up to be a professional
baseball player, I'll shoot "em!” A woman describes her mother’s
behavior by saying, "My mom used to love dolling me up in cute
dresses, even though | was a tornboy by nature. | think she felt
that when | received compliments for my appearance, she looked
good in reflection. It boosted her self-worth.™ People who grow
up with narcissistic parents often feel as if their thoughts and feel-
ings are of little worth. They can believe that they are never good
enough.
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Difficult parents are not the only factors that can lead to low self-
esteermn. Social problermns in school, in the larger community, and
in personal interactions can sometimes be to blame. People with
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), for instance, often
compare themselves to other people and feel inadequate. As chil-
dren, people with ADHD are commonly criticized for their behav-
iors by parents and teachers. These children cannot control their
activity levels, their inattention, or their academic struggles, yet
they are very aware that other children can. Since they do not fit
in, other children may tease, bully, or rgject them. Psychothera-
pist Terry Matlen explains, "If they've grown up hearing over and
over again that they are 'bad, incapable or even stupid,” these
words hang on to them and they begin to define themselves as
such.™ That is the very definition of a poor self-image and low
self-esteem. It can affect any child with any disability who feels too
different and not normal.

Even as adults, people with ADHD often continue to suffer from
low self-esteem. At work, they can continue to have trouble con-
centrating and completing tasks. They may stil have trouble con-
trolling impulses or emotional reactions to other people. Although
most adults with ADHD successfully adapt to their difficulties, theair
self-esteem may continue to be an issue. Their self-image is based
on other people's apparent opinions of them throughout their years,
and the person with ADHD may be constantly critical of himself or
herself as a result. This internal criticism means low self-esteam.
No matter how successful in a career or in relationships, a person
with ADHD may still feel stupid, awkward, bad, or just different. Dr.
Gabor Mate describes one woman who feels she is not as capable
as other people, even though she has a college degree and is obwi-
ously intelligent. She told Mate, “| feel so dumb. | can never keep
up with discussions. People talk about politics and cument affairs,
and | have no head for those things. | try to remember facts and
names from the newspaper, but they don't stick. | tune out when
people talk to me.™ This woman is doing well in life but still is un-
happy with her self-image and thinks about her perceived negative
traits while forgetting about the positive ones.
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Any disability can make it hard for a person to develop a posi-
tive self-image and high self-esteem. Psychological counselor
Ryan J. Voigt at the University of Wisconsin—Eau Claire explains:

One added challenge for a person with a disability may
be viewing him or herself as a person first. A disability is
only one facet of a person. . . . Another issue for people
with disabiliies may be dealing with discrimination and
stereotypes from society. Our society places emphasis on
looks, speed, and being the same as everyone else. Thus,
people with disabilities might place additional pressure on
themselves to try to meet society’s impossible standards.®

A, person with a diEabi“t‘f faces two challenges to self-esteem.
He or she must struggle with his or her internal EE”-iI"I"]ElQE that
freats the diEabth‘f as the most impmrtant schema and also with
the way other people actually respond and react, often dismis-
sively or with prejudice. In instances like this, it is the larger com-
I"I"ll_ll"lit‘yf and the culture that can be a I"I"l.-":.lj'Dr cause of low self-
esteem.

The culture one grows up in can affect self-esteem for everyone,
not only those with disabilties. In Western cultures, in which in-
dividualism and individual freedoms and rights are highly valued,
having high self-esteermn is usually considered very important.
That means people strive to develop good self-esteem, and most
succeed in achieving it. In collectivist Eastern cultures, where the
group and the community are more highly valued, self-esteem
agenerally is not as emphasized. In repeated studies, psycho-
logical researchers have found that people from these Eastern
cultures have lower self-esteem overall than people in Western
cultures. These studies demonstrate how much self-image and
self-esteemn are determined by learning and how social roles and
expectations affect self-esteem.

In one study, the researchers found evidence that the lower
self-esteem in collectivist cultures was related to the trait of mod-
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it can be harder for a
parson with a disability to
develop high self-esteem.
They have to overcome the
dismissive and prejudicial
way many people react to

esty. People in these cultures valug modesty much more than do
people in individualistic cultures. They do not work to enhance
self-esteem as people in the Western world seem to do. Yet cul-
tures that emphasize modesty do not produce more unhappy
people than Western cultures. Lower self-esteem is not neces-
sarily bad for psychological health if people live in a culture that
does not stress the importance of good self-esteem.
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Success, Fame, and Self-Esteem

Mo matier how successiul people become in life, they do not necessarily escape
low seli-esteem. Many tremendously talented people have grappled with not
being satisfied with who they are. Superstar singer Mariah Carey, for example,
admits, “I've always had really low self-esteem, and | still do.” Actress Kate
Winslet grew up battling overweight and a poor self-image. Classmates teased
her and nicknamed her “Blubber.” Today she still fights to remain positive about
herself. She says, “Even now | do not consider myself to be some kind of great,
sexy beauty. Absolutely not.” Tennis champion Serena Williams has dealt with
self-esteem issues as well. Growing up, she wanted to be like her older sister,
Venus, instead of being herself. She says she always tried to copy her sister
and had a hard time believing in herself as good enough. She explains, “It was
tough for me to stop being Venus and become the person | am.” Finding self-
acceptance and feeling worthwhile can be difficult for all sorts of people.

Quoted in Annell Rufus, “5 Superstars Who Have Taked About Their Low Self-£steem,” HufiPost{blog),
February 12, 2014, www. huffiingionpos toom.

Traditionally, one other important factor makes a difference in
levels of self-esteem. That factor is gender. On average, women
have lower self-esteem than men and have for decades —ever
since psychologists have been studying self-esteem. In 2016 the
American Psychological Association reported on the publication
of a large study that measured the self-esteem of 885,000 adult
men and women in forty-eight different countries. In every coun-
try, even in developed Western ones where gender equality is
greater, women reported lower self-esteem than men. The result
held true in every culture that the researchers studied. Lead re-
searcher Wiebke Bleidorn says, "We were really surprised by the
remarkable degree of similarity across cultures.”*®

The researchers are not sure why women around the world
have lower self-esteem, but they have speculated about the
cause. Perhaps, says Bleidorn, it is caused at least in part by
inborn biological differences. Almost every psychological trait
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has some genetic basis, and Bleidorn thinks it possible that self-
esteem and confidence in one’s own skills do, too. Perhaps also
the traditional gender roles that have existed throughout human
history play a part. Women and men have always divided respon-
sibilities by gender, such as with cooking, child rearing, hunting,
and careers. Maybe, says Bleidorn, this history still affects women,
gven in the most progressive societies. The researchers suggest
that the result of this study provides evidence that self-esteem is
partially based on how important the culture views each person’s
role in life. Women have seen their roles viewed as less important
than men's and thus have lower self-estesm.

Gender differences in self-esteem do not mean that women
cannot be as successful as men. Many psychologists believe that
women’s self-esteem will be more equal to men’s as their posi-
tions in society improve, as the gender gap in salary closes, and
as women generally assume more powerful social roles. How-
gver, even the most successful women today still may face more
self-doubt and worries about inadequacy than men do. The good
news is that throughout their lifetime, women and men, people
with disabilities, and those who grew up under difficult circum-
stances can all change their self-image and self-esteem. People
can make new choices, stop depending on the evaluations of
others, and gather more accurate information about themselves.
Mo one is stuck with low self-esteem for life.
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*CHAPTER 4

Body image refers to how a person thinks, feels, and reacts
to his or her physical attributes. A person with a healthy body
image feels attractive and acceptable and is comfortable in his
or her own skin. An unhealthy body image means the person is
unhappy and dissatisfied with how he or she looks and wants to
drastically change that appearance. Body image does not nec-
essarily describe a persons physical appearance accurately.
Instead, it s the way the person percelves his or her attributes
that matters. Body image is about physical appearance, but it
is also about an individual’s attitude, feelings, and beliefs about
that image. It is about comparing one’s body to the standards
a person learns from his or her society and culture. Just as with
a person’s beliefs about personality traits and characteristics,
body image is strongly connected to an individual's self-image
and self-esteem.

Body image can be positive, negative, or somewhere in be-
tween. It can include obwvious attributes such as being tall or
short, having brown or blue eyes, having curly or straight hair, or
being slender or overweight. It can also include subjective evalu-
ations, such as being pretty or powerfully brawny. It can mean
judging that one’s nose is unsightly or one’s feet are too big or
being satisfied or dissatisfied with one's body shape. Body im-
age is what each person sees in the mirror, but that perception
Is not what the eyes see; it is what the mind thinks it sees in the
looking glass reflection.

44



Each person’s body image begins to develop in childhood, but
bodies change, and body image continually changes as people
grow older. It is influenced by many factors, including family,
friends, peers, media, and culture. In early childhood, at three
or four years old, body image seems to emphasize size and
weight. Most little children have fairly healthy body images. They
are generally satisfied with how they believe they look and do
not express unhappiness with their physical traits. But small
children already have ideas about what

bodies should look like. Australian psy-
chologist Susan Paxton is conduct- t?)r:i?l':xl?
ing long-term body image studies of

children and has been collecting data -
since 2011. Paxton says that the chil- mhjmtw&
dren have already developed “weight | Based onor influ-
biases”: one of her findings sofaris that | ©nced by one's own
four-year-olds already believe that thin | Te2ings and opinions.

bodies are better than heavier ones.
Nevertheless, these young children tend to see themselves as
quite thin and of a small size. As a matter of fact, they often ex-
press the desire to be bigger in size. Paxton says, "We think that
four-year-old children associated being a bit bigger with growing
up, and boys especially appear to want to be a bit bigger than
they are.™™

Paxton and her research team do not yet know for sure what
influences are most important in determining children’s beliefs
about body image and what ideal bodies look like. They are ex-
ploring the idea that peers and media such as television and mov-
ies are important factors. Paxton explains, "We think we are see-
ing body size stereotypes developing early in children as they are
reflected in the world around them, and these attitudes reflect
the societal importance of thinness for females and leanness and
muscularity for males. These ideals are typicaly unachievable but
are reflected in so many different ways, including media, but even
children’s storybooks and cartoons.™’
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Studies have shown that many
four-year-olds, particularly boys,
wish they were bigger in size.
They associate being physically
larger with growing up.

Unachievable and unrealistic body types continue to influence
children’s views of their own bodies as they get older. Barbie dolls,
forinstance, are a part of the culture for American girls. According
to the American Psychiatric Association, 99 percent of girls in the
United States own at least one Barbie doll. Many psychologists
believe that the dol’s body shape and looks become the ideal
body type to little girls who play with them. Although the manu-
facturer now produces Barbie dolls that look more like average
women, many qirls still have the traditional Barbie —whose shape
is impossible for a real girl or woman to achieve. Psychologists
say that the unrealistic standards can lead many children to be-
come unhappy with their own bodies. In one 2016 study, for ex-
ample, little girls six to eight years old who played with traditional
Barbie dolls in a research setting later expressed more insecurity
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about their own bodies and more dissatisfaction with themselves
than girls who played with realistic dolls. These girls are growing
up in a society that values thinness and a perfect shape and are
absorbing the messages about what makes for a positive body
image. Naturally, those messages affect their own body images,
even at this young age.

Little boys can be affected by society's messages about per-
fect bodies, too. Action figures, for instance, often have exagger-
ated physical proportions and huge muscles. Many experts are
concerned that playing with these toys aftects the body images of
boys and teaches them unrealistic standards just as Barbie dolls
do with girls. Timothy Baghurst, a professor of physical educa-
tion, says that boys can develop anxiety about their own bodies
that lasts even into adulthood. He explains, “I don't mean to say
that we shouldn’t encourage a healthy physique in the toys we
create for boys, but healthy is the key term. As they are, many toy
figures for boys are unhealthily proportioned and could serve as a
catalyst for unhealthy mental and physical behaviours.™ In other
words, boys can develop a poor body image as they grow up and
keep trying for a body shape that is impossible to achieve.

It is not only toys that affect children's body images. Parents
who talk about being unhappy with the imperfections of their own
bodies may unintentionally influence their children to think about
and worry about their bodies. Peers tease each other about body
flaws, especially weight. Media representations of all sorts of peo-
ple stress the importance of thinness or beauty or the right kind of
clothing. In 2015 the nonprofit organization Common Sense Me-
dia released a report showing that children as young as five years
old worry about what their bodies look like and think they should
be thinner than they are. Between the ages of six and eight, more
than half of allgirls and one-third of boys think that they should be
thinner than they are. Already, these children suffer from negative
body image.

If young children have trouble developing a healthy body image,
it is even more difficult for teens. During adolescence, both boys
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and girls spend a lot of time thinking about their physical appear-
ance and how they look. They can feel a lot of pressure to look,
dress, and behave in a certain way. They are exposed to films,
television shows, fashion and fitness magazines, advertising, and
music that celebrate young, beautiful people with idealized, highly
sexualized bodies. As a result, many teens are dissatisfied with
their body image. In 2014 the Today Show and ACL did a survey
of teen girls and discovered that 80 percent of them reported
comparing their bodies to celebrities’ bodies. Half of those girls
also felt dissatisfied with their looks based on the comparisons.

Media and advertising consistently stress the
importance of thinness and beauty. Peers will
tease each other about body flaws, particwarly
weight. This will often lower one’s self-esteem.
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Body image has a direct, significant effect on self-esteem.
Teens face at least three major issues in the development of posi-
tive self-esteem: academic competence, social relationships, and
physical appearance. In 2016 a German psychological research
team examined 2,950 students in secondary schools across
Germany to determine which issue was most important for self-
esteermn. Students were of both genders, varied in age from ten
to nineteen, and came from diverse backgrounds. The research-
ers reported, "Across all subgroups of a highly diverse secondary
school sample, we found that students’ self-esteem consistent-
ly hinges on how attractive they perceive themselves [to be].”™
Social relationships and academic performance played a much
smaller role in overall self-esteem. In addition, students who did
not perceive themselves as attractive were much more likely to
report being unhappy than those who did poorly in school or
whose relationships were unsatisfactory. Girls’ self-esteem was
rmore affected by perceived good looks than boys’, but boys, too,
suffered when they felt unattractive.

Since a positive body image is so vital for self-esteem and a
good overall feeling about oneself, a realistic evaluation of one’s
physical appearance is critical. Most teens do eventually work
through their negative feelings about themselves, learn to accept
their flaws and imperfections, and feel comfortable about their
appearance. But some continue to struggle with body image into
adulthood. Many adults have body image issues, too.

A healthy body image contributes to psychological health. It
means liking and appreciating one's body and feeling comfort-
able and confident within it. People with a healthy body image
are selfi-confident in social situations and are not overly worried
that they are being judged by their looks. They know that their
bodies are not perfect. They may think they have too many freck-
les or an unsightly mole or a nose that seems too large. But they
do not feel that these flaws define their bodies. They realistically
see all their unigue good points, too. A positive body image helps
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people be physically healthy, leading them to actions such as
eating nutritious food, dressing well in clean clothing, and exer-
cising in a beneficial way. These people respect and care for their
bodies.

An unhealthy body image leaves people feeling uncomfort-
able and awkward in their bodies. It is also almost always un-
realistic and distorted. Flaws are emphasized, and parts of the
body are disliked and seen as much worse than they are. People
can become preoccupied with the negative aspects oftheir body
and feel desperate to change them. They can believe that only
other people are attractive while they themselves are shamefully
unattractive and physical failures. Having an unhealthy body im-
age can damage a person’s social relationships and affect his
or her overall happiness and self-acceptance. A negative body
image is strongly associated with a negative self-image, low self-
confidence, and poor self-esteem.

One of the most dangerous consequences of a negative body
image is an increased risk of eating disorders. Usually, eating
disorders are related to an unhealthy obsession with weight and
a negative body image in which the

WORDS IN body is perceived as too fat. Anorex-
ia nervosa, for example, is an eating

Srb e disorder characterized by an intense
anorexia nervosa desire to lose weight. People with an-

orexia starve themselves in pursuit of

An eating disorder in
which there is an ob-
sessive desire to lose
weight and a refusal
to eat.

perfect thinness. Another major eat-
ing disorder is bulimia, a psychological
condition in which a person binge eats
and then forces vomiting or purging to
avoid gaining weight. Both anorexia
and bulimia are physically harmful and

dangerous, as well as psychologically damaging. With both dis-
orders, whether the person is of normal weight or emaciated,
he or she looks ina mirror and truly perceives that he or she is
overweight.
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Body Dysmorphic Disorder

Body dysmorphic disorder (BDD) is a severe psychological disorder in which
body image is so distorted that the individual feels ugly, repulsive, and mon-
strous. It involves excessive and obsessive concern with a body part that the
person thinks is terribly deformed, when in reality, other people do not even
notice the supposed flaw. For example, an individual may think his ears siick
out so much that they are disgusting or that her nose is so crooked that she
cannot bear to be seen in public. People with BDD can spend hours a day star-
ing in the mirror at their supposed deformity. They can feel so hideous that they
are unable to allow other people to see them and thus cannot hold a job or even
leave home. About one out of every two hundred people suffer with BDD, and it
is extremely difficult to convince these people that there is nothing the matier
with their body. They have exiremely low self-esieem and feel worthless and
completely unlovable. BOD is commonly treated with a combination of medica-
tion and cognitive behavioral therapy to help the patient learn to evaluate his or
her body realistically.

Many people think that only girls and women develop eat-
ing disorders because of Western society’'s emphasis on fe-
male thinness and beauty, but psychiatrist Thomas Holbrook
knows that is not true. Many males become obsessed with
body image, too, and Holbrook was one of them. Even though
he specialized in treating anorexic patients, for years he could
not heal himself. His story is a good example of the disordered
thinking that leads to distorted perceptions. After a knee injury
that prevented him from running for exercise, Holbrook be-
came terrified of getting fat and out of shape. He began to diet
excessively. He found more exercises to do and obsessively
spent hours a day on these workouts. His body image became
so distorted that he could not see reality. He says, "Despite
my efforts, my worst nightmare was happening. | felt and saw
myself as fatter than ever before, even though | had started to
lose weight. . . . lrelied equally onmy walking (up to six hours a
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WORDS IN
CONTEXT

bulimia
A psychological dis-
order characterized
by an obsessive fear
of gaining weight,
periods of exces-
sive overeating, and
depression and guilt
about eating that
lead to self-induced
vomiting.

day) and restrictive eating to fight fat,
but it seemed | could never walk far
enough or eat little enough.™*
Holbrook’s eating disorder spiraled
out of control, and he grew emaciat-
ed and ill. He developed symptoms of
malnutrition. But, he says, “even when
| started feeling weak and tired, | did
not understand.”* He was trying to be
physically fit, strong, and lean, but his
body was shutting down. Finally, after
years of abusing his body, Holbrook rec-
ognized that he was anorexic and be-
gan the process of recovery. He worked
hard to make himself stop the compul-
sive exercising and eat normally. He also
worked on understanding the emotions,

distorted self-image, and negative body image that drove him into

anorexia. He explains:

One of the most significant insights I've gained in my re-
covery has been that | have spent my whole life trying to
be somebody I'm not. Just like so many of my patients, |
had the feeling that | was never good enough. In my own
estimation, | was a faillure. Any compliments or recogni-
tion of achievement did not fit. On the contrary, | always
expected to be "found out”—that others would discover
that | was stupid, and it would be all over. Always starting
with the premise that who | am is not good enough, | have
gone to such extremes to improve what | assumed need-
ed improvement. My eating disorder was one of those ex-
tremes.™

When males develop eating disorders, they often want to
lose weight and gain more muscle mass. When females have
eating disorders, they seem to concentrate simply on being thin-
ner. More females than males develop eating disorders, but in

52



Negative body
image can lead to
dangerous eating
disorders such as
anovexia narnosa.
Those with anorexia
have an intense
need to lose waight.

Western societies, where perfect bodies are celebrated in the
media, both genders are vulnerable to the problem. And eating
disorders tend to start in adolescence. Courtney, for example,
was only thirteen when she became unhappy because she was
overweight. She experimented with dieting and with making her-
self vomit when she thought she had eaten too much. Within a
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When the Worst Really Happens

In the case of a sudden, scarring injury or a serious disease such as cancer,
bodies really can change, and body image becomes an understandable problem.
Young burn victims, for example, can look at their obvious, sometimes deform-
ing scars and lose the positive body image they used to have. This can lead to
increased risk of depression and low self-esteem. Recovering a positive body
image and accepting the new normal can be a difficult issue. For teens and
young adults, the biggest factor affecting their ability to feel good about them-
selves again is the support and reassurance they get from friends. Maintaining
their seli-esteem depends in large part on these positive social relationships.

For people with cancer, the changes in physical appearance usually involve
necessary treatments. The side effects include hair loss, rashes, weight loss or
gain, and surgical scars. Sometimes, the cancer patient loses a limb or an organ
to the disease. Many of these issues resolve with time (for example, hair grows
back when treatment is completed), but some, such as an amputation, are per-
manent. Adjusting to the changes and learning to accept and love one's body
again can take a long time and a |ot of work. The people who do best have sup-
portive family and friends, connect with other people who have had cancer and
understand the problems, and seek psychological counseling to help themselves
work through their negative feelings.

year, her obsession with weight loss worsened. She remembers,
"I had a journal where if | got really hungry | would sit there and
write over and over about how | was not hungry. | drank diet
Pepsi to fool my empty stomach. Soon | started to exercise too.
| would run/walk on my treadmill and was doing 1000 jumping
jacks a day. All of this seemed perfectly normal to me.” Court-
ney did lose a large amount of weight, but she developed physi-
cal problems. Throughout high school, she tried at times to eat
better and stop vomiting, but she could not. Sometimes, she
would make herself eat regular meals. “"But then,” she says, "I
started to get scared that | was going to gain weight and get fat
again so | started to throw up again.”® This pattern continued
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until the young woman entered college and finally sought the
psychological help she needed to improve her body image and
raise her self-esteem.

Eating disorders are an extreme manifestation of body dissat-
isfaction, but many people without an eating disorder struggle
with the desire to meet society’s standards of perfection. Psy-
chological experts recommend that people recognize how im-
possible and unachievable cultural representations of perfect
bodies really are. The images that people see in magazines, on
the Internet, in films, and on television are airbrushed, filtered,
and specially it to make models and actors look better than
they actually do. The majority of models today are 13 percent
to 19 percent below a healthy weight. Ads for weight-loss prod-
ucts seem to try to make people disgusted with the body they
have. A task force of the American Psychological Association
concludes that these cultural standards damage self-image in
young people and interfere with healthy development, which
requires that people understand that there are different body
types and no one can be perfect.

Actor Jennifer Lawrence believes that society is doing harm
by emphasizing perfection. She wants to be a role model for a
healthy body image, so she refuses to lose weight for Hollywood
roles and wants to look “strong and healthy” instead of thin. She
says about worrying over weight and size, "You have to look past
it—you look how you look, and be comfortable. What are you
going to do? Be hungry every single day to make other people
happy? That's just dumb.™® Experts agree that people need to
learn to respect and accept their bodies and to celebrate their
strengths instead of concentrating on the flaws.
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Can Self-Image Be Improved?

Building and maintaining a positive self-image and pood self-esteem is a lifelong process. People are alwavs capable of change, because new
perce ptions can be learned and new experiences can overcome old ones. An individual with low self-esteem, little self-confidence, or continual
feelings of worthlessness and inadequacy can improve self-image and learn to be happier. Some people use self-help techniques, while others take
sdvantage of professional counseling or therapy, but no one has to be suck with distorted beliefs about self.

Self-Help to Improve Self-image

The first step in improving self-image is realizing that beliefs acquired in the past do not sccurately represent oneself and that perceptions can be
questicned and evenmally changed for the better. What was learned can be unlearned, and an unlovable self can become loved. When self-image
reflects reality, self-esteem rises. One self-help approach, suggested by British psvchiatrist Neel Burton, begins with taking inventory. People
following this technique make two lists—one of their strengths and another of their achievements. Since those with low self-esteem often have
rouble identifving their pood points, Burton recommends getting a close friend or supportive family member to help make the lists. Once the lists
are completed, the work is o read these lists every morning. At the same time, the person tries o practice thinking positively about himseIf or
herself. Megative thoughts have to be questioned and banished. Burton explains, “Identify and challenge any negative thoughts about vourself such
as ‘Tama Page 57 loser,” °I never do anvthing right,” or “No one really likes me.™ A Every time a person realizes such thoughts have crept in,
he or she should substitute thinking positively about the self and affirm that he or she deserves o feel good.

During this time of improvemant, it is vital to take especially pood care of one’s body and treat it as lovable and valuable. That means eating
healthfully, showering, grooming, dressing in clean clothing, getting enough sleep, exercising appropriately, and even making one’s physical
living space clean and comfortable. Then, emotions and psychelegical needs must be cared for. Burton recommends spoiling oneself, doing at
least one fun activity every day, and learning or completing one new activity, such as giving a party or taking music lessons. Finally, he suggests
meating social neads. He savs, “Spend mode time with those vou hold near and dear.. .. Avoid people and places that treat vou badlv or make vou
fieel bad about yourself.” 41

WORDS IN CONTEXT
self-help

Using one’s own resources and efforts, rather than relving on assistance froim others.

Burten’s self-help procedures may sound simple, but they can be powerful methods for improving one’s self-esteem. Other self-help experts offer
similar recommendations for improving self-image and self-esteem. They are not complicated: they simply require the willingness to work and to
change. Some people follow the guidance they find at reputable websites, such as those of major medical associations or government health
agencies. Others use the support of family and friends along with their own determination o learn to love themselves. Some take classes online, at
a community center, or at a college or join support groups in which people with self-esteem issues get wgether and encourage each other.

Still others turn o self-help books that emphasize building self-esteem and a positive self-image. Mandy overcame her self-image problems by
beginning an extensive reading and learning program that included thirty books and following the advice she Page [58] read that was most
meaningful to her. She savs that she went from “a weepy self-hating paralvtically over-apologetic constantly worrving shy chick to a person who
15 quite the opposite.” Today, as an adult who spent vears overcoming her distorted thinking, she savs, “If vou met me in high school or college,

vou would not recognize me as the self-assured chick I am today. T owe it all to these 30 books.”™ a2



To improve self-image it is important to take care of one's body by getting enough exercise and being physically healthy, then emotions and
pivehological needs can be addressed.
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Moo matter what the technique, all self-help guides emphasize learning to love and accept oneself. The British National Health Service explains
that this means understanding that evervone is good at something and evervone has good points. People who find their own positive qualities and
acknowledge them are learning to love themselves. It also means learning to be assertive and believing that evervone has the right to sav no and
o stand up for himself or herself. In addition, people with a poor self-image are extremely self-critical, especially about mistakes they make:
instead, they must to learn to be kind to themselves. Psychiatrist Chris Williams explains, “Be compassionate to vourself. That means being
gentle to vourself at times when vou feel like being self-critical. Think what vou'd sav to a friend in a similar situation. We often give far berer
advice to others than we do to ourselves.” He encourages, “You might have low confidence now because of what happened when vou were
growing up. But we can grow and develop new ways of seeing ourselves at any age.” a

Talk Therapy to Improve Self-image

Self-help programs can be beneficial, but for some people they are not enough. Many people nead an objective person to help them identify and
overcome negative thoughts and a poor self-image. For these people, psvchological counseling or therapy can make a big difference in their
lives. Carol, for example, sought help from psvchotherapist Beverly Amsel when she was twenty-five vears old. Carol was depressed and
anxicus much of the time. She wld Amsel, T am so unhappy. I look around and see other people my age having fun, loving their jobs, feeling
good about themselves. [ feel like such a nothing. I don't have a clue about what I want to be when I grow up. I'm scared to death when I go on a
date that the guy will find me stupid and boring. I feel so awkward and uncomfortable around people.”

WORDS IN CONTEXT
talk therapy

A treatment method that involves discussing mental and emotional ssues to resolve psyvchological proble ms.
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With her therapist, Carol explored her childhood experiences and how they had affected the development of her self-image and self-esteem. Carol’s
parents were divorced, and her father had limited involvement in her life. Her mother was career oriented and spent little time with her daughter.
As an only child, Carol was alone a lot and made few friends in school. No one in her life showed much interest in her achievements, cared about
her problems, or pave her the kind of praise that children crave. When Carol went to college, her parents decided that she would make a pood
lawver and directed her o go to law school. Carol was not very excited about the career, but her parents told her she was foolish o reject their
advice, Thev did not consider her feelings.

As aresult of her experiences, Carol did not know who she was or what she wanted out of life. Amsel explains:



For Carol, the emotional absence of her parents from her life, and the minimal appreciation and recognition they offered, contributed
significantly to her inability to develop a separate self with feelings of value and confidence. Without the experience of parents
responding toa childs spirit and achievements (whether taking first steps, laughing at their jokes, making a diorama, or going on a
first date), children are deprived of the building blocks for self-confidence and self-esteem. To feel “I can do it,” or even more
important, *You are proud, pleased, and delighted with me,” 15 a crucial experience that Carol never had. !

Ower several months™ time, Carol and Amsel talked through the anger and resentment Carol felt toward her parents, and the voung woman decided
to stop blaming them for her unhappiness and start taking charge of her life. With the therapist's encourage ment, she began pushing herself to oy
new things and take some risks. She began dating, reached out for friendships, and took some college courses to help herself figure out the career
path that interested her. She was anxious about the new experiences, Page 61 but she was also surprised and gratified by her succoesses. She grew in
feelings of self-worth, self-esteem, and self-confidence. Supportive talk therapy made it possible for Carol to build a new self-image and think
about herself in positive ways,

Peychological connseling can be helpful for people wito are struggling to overcome negative thoughits and poor self-image. Having an obfective
person try to identify negative thoughts can be useful

Self-image and Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

Carol benefited from talk therapy and exploring the childhood issues that had distorted her self-image and harmed her self-esteem. Another form
of therapy, known as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), has also been found to be extremely successful in helping people develop a positive self-
image and pood self-esteem. CBT is Page 62 a relatively short-term (five to ten months), poal-oriented, practical reatment method that focuses

on understand ing and changing present behaviors, thoughts, and feelings. It is an approach that is not concerned with figuring out the childhood
canses of problems. Instead, CBT asks what can be done now to make the person more comfortable, happier, and better functioning. The goal is

to give the person realistic and positive views about self and self-worth, and thus more control over his or her life. CBT emphasizes practical

strate gies for tackling problens and teaches clients the importance of fighting negative thoughts about self. Pavchologist Ben Martin explains,

“If our thoughts are too negative, it can block us seeing things or doing things that don’t fit—that disconfirm — what we believe is troe. In

other words, we continue to hold on to the same old thoughts and fail to learn anything new " 1 Learning 1o question a poor self-image and o
develop a new self-image becomes possible when negative thoughts are identified and rejected.

Clothing and Self-Confidence

Several psvchological studies have shown that the clothing people wear has a significant effect on their self-esteem and s lf-confidence and in the
way others treat them. British psvchologist Karen I Pine explains, *When we put on a piece of clothing we cannot help but adopt some of the
characteristics associated with it, even if we are unaware of it.” That means people dressed in sloppy clothes may slouch and shuffle and feel
unattractive, while people who are dressed up and in stvle feel powerful and good-looking. A person's feeling of self-confidence is appealing o



other people, too. Those people are more likelv to react with respect and enjovment o a positive, smiling, confident individual. In 2004 the auto
manufaciurer Kia conducted a survey to find out which dressing and grooming practices make people feel confident. For men the top en list
included being freshly shaved, wearing a new suit, and splashing on a good aftershave. For women it was wearing a stvlish black dress, high heels,
and designer perfume. The clothes people choose to wear truly do affect the way they feel about themselves.

Cuoted in 1 L. Ferguson, “How Clothing Chodozs Affect and Beflect Your Self-inmpge” HuffPosr {blog), February 5, 2006, www. nffingtongost. com .

Page 63

Kate was twentv-one vears old and lived in Australia. She went to see a CBT counselor when her mother became worried about her unhappy
feelings and inability to even trv o look for a job. Kate was a shy, discouraged person with extremely low self-esteem. Much of her poor self-

i ge wais related to body image. Kate had strugeled with weight issues all her life; during primary school and high school, other students teased
her and called her “fatty.” Her father also made negative comments about her body and pushed her to diet.

Kate had few friends growing up, but after praduation she began a relationship with a voung man and started to feel better about herself. When her
bovfriend broke up with her, however, she felt worse than ever and believed the canse of the rejection was her weight. At the time of her first
counseling session, Kate related these negative experiences to the therapist and blamed her unhappiness on how fat and ugly she was,

At the end of their first meeting topether, Kate's counselor concluded:

At the moment Kate has such low self esteem that she doesn’t even want to try to find a job, she thinks “who is ever going to hire
ime.” Kate also described how her friends have stopped calling her because they say she is constantly criticising them. Kate stavs at
home all dayv and every time she looks in the mirror she thinks how ugly she is. Itis important to note that Kate is currently within

the healthy weight range for her age and }m:lg]-u."r'I

The counselor understood that Kate's poor self-inage deve loped from her early experiences in life, but in CBT the canses of a negative self-image
are not important. Instead of talking about what happened in the past, the counselor organized the subsequent therapy sessions around Kate taking
control of her life and setting goals for herself in the present. Kate decided she wanted to lose weight, improve her self-image and self-confidence,
find a job, and improve her relationships with her friends.

Page 64

Strategies That Modify Thinking

First the counselor offerad some education, ex plaining that women are portraved as extremely and unrealistically thin on television and in
womens magazines. Kate read many women's magazines and vsoally felt worse after looking at them, so the counselor asked her to stop reading
them altogether. Then the counselor gave Kate a practical homework assignment called Thought Stopping. The goal of Thought Stopping is to
cormbat negative thinking. Every time Kate looked in the mirror, she was reinforcing her bad opinion of herself by thinking that she was ugly and
fat. With the Thought Stopping technigue, Kate had to recognize that she was having a negative thought and then sayv “stop™ aloud. Next Kate
had o say something positive about herself, such as “I'm a fit and healthy person™ or “I'm honest and friendly™ “

Kate worked conscientiously on the Thought Stopping exercise, but it was much harder than she expected. She was surprised to discover how
frequently she had negative thoughts and how challenging it was to combat them. The counselor reassured her that these difficulties were normal
and that it would ke time to overcome her sutomatic negative thinking patterns. The counselor also suggested that Kate needed to et out in the
world, enjoyv some sctivity, and get her mind off herself. Kate had enjoved sports in the past, so she agreed to join a nethall club. (Metball is a game
similar to baskethall.) Both the physical activity and the socializing helped Kate feel better.

WORDS IN CONTEXT
positive talk

Self-talk, done either out loud or silently, that is used to give oneself encouragement and motivation.

Then the counselor talked to Kate about how people with low self-esteem often criticize others to make themselves feel better and then lose those
social contacts and feel worse than ever. Kate admined that was what she had done with her friends. She agreed w get back in touch with them, tell
them how much they meant to her, and practice saving positive things about them and about herself and her life. Owver the course of several weeks
of therapy, Kate's positive talk gradoal ly became easier for her. Page 635 Her friends came back into her life. They liked being around Kate again,
and she started feeling more confident. She began going out and socializing regularly, and her self-esteem rose.



Negative
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Upset
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Peaple who are trapped in a cyele of negative and destructive thoughts, feelings, and behaviors aften have poor self-image. Cognitive
behavioral therapy (CBT) tries to improve self-image by replacing that eyele with practical strategies for understanding and changing those
behaviors, thoughts, and feelings.

Finally, the counselor decided it was time 1o sddress the opic of emplovment. Kate confided that she had always wished to be a legal secretary.
The counselor supported this goal and explained that mastering new skills would increase Kate's self-confidence Page 66 even more and help her
gain the coutage to seek a job. Kate eagerly seized on this idea now that her self-image was becoming positive. She began teaching herself to

type and enrolled in a secretarial course. Her life was now busy and happy and Kate herself was optimistic about her fumre. At this point, Kate
did not need counseling anymore. The counselor concluded, * Kate may still have a long road to travel in continuing to enhance her self esteem,
however now she has more skills o help her on her 1.1h'..'1:,.r“"'gr CBT is all about acquiring skills and practical techniques that enable a person to think
accurately about self, leading to actions that will make a good self-image and positive self-esteem a reality.

Enjoy the Praise That Comes Your Way
Pavchologist Guy Winch offers an easy tip for inmproving self-esteem: Learn to accept compliments and believe in them. Anyone can follow this
advice. Winch explains:

One of the trickiest aspects of improving self-esteem is that when we feel bad about ourselves we tend to be more resistant to
compliments—even though that is when we most need them. So, set vourself the goal to tolerate compliments when vou receive them,
even if they make vou uncomfortable (and they will). The best way to avoid the reflexive reactions of batting away compliments is o
prepare simple set responses and train yourself o use them antomatically whenever you get good feedback (e.g., “Thank you™ or
“How kind of vou o sav™). In time, the impulse to deny or rebuff compliments will fade—which will also be a nice indication vour
self-esteem is getting stronger.

Gy Winch, “5 Ways to Build Lasting Self-Esteem,” Idexs. TEDucom , August 232016, hap:fidexs edcom .

Change Is Possible

Kate and Carol are not unusual people. Their stories are representative of what anybody can do who has the motivation toPage 67 improve self-
inmge and enhance self-esteem. As psvchologists, psychiatrists, and counselors say over and over, self-image is learned. The false beliefs upon
which a poor self-image is based can be eliminated. No one deserves to live with a negative self-image and low self-esteem. Darlene Lancer, a
marriage and family therapist, had to barle her own very low self-esteem before she could use her experience of healing herself to help others.
She savs, “The most important belief is __. that vou can change. .. Your mind is a powerful, creative gift. Learn to use it to work for vou, not
against :,n:»!.l."zmI Anyone can learn to recognize and value the good and positive in the mselves and to respect the amazing, worthwhile individuoal
that one is.
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