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The California State Task Force to Promote Self-Esteem and Personal and Social Responsibility has adopted the follow​ing definition of self-esteem: "Self-esteem is appreciating my own worth and importance and having the character to be 

ac​countable for myself and to act responsibly toward oth​ers." The first part of this definition is the heart of self-esteem, that positive attitude toward ourselves which incorporates a realis​tic perspective about our strengths and weaknesses and cele​brates our unique and inherent value in the world. The latter parts of the definition (accountability and re​sponsibility) seems to reflect the effects of this high, positive self-esteem. Hu​mans appear to be the only animal which has the capacity for self-aware​ness; that is, we can form a view of who we are - an identity - and make value judgments about that identity. This is the underly​ing basis of self-esteem. Ac​knowledging and accepting our own worth leads to doing the same with others, underscoring our "connectedness" to them and the re​spon​sibili​ties inher​ent in being part of the human race. In this vein, it is my view that we are all born with "specialness," as if there were a bright shining light at our very core radiating our unique​ness, our vitality, our strength, our loving, self-caring capaci​ties, our special worth and dignity. This "light" cannot be truly diminished or taken away from us. And, though it may become obscured, it is never com​plete​ly cov​ered. If these in​born quali​ties do not dimin​ish and cannot be taken away from us, how is it that we come to feel bad about ourselves at times? What can we do about it? This article is intended to address how our self-esteem can be affected and how to pro​mote and main​tain a high self-es​teem.

Origin and Maintenance of Self-Esteem
Having inherent capacities for high self-esteem is not a guar​antee that these capabilities will be actualized. There is often (unfortunately) a difference between these ca​pacities and the self-esteem we demonstrate daily through our thoughts, be​liefs, and actions. The degree to which our inner capacities match our outer behaviors depends upon (1) the feedback we have received through​out life and (2) our thought processes, or the way we make sense of this feed​back. Thus, thinking governs our felt and demonstrated self-es​teem.

When we were young, we were natu​rally cre​ative, curi​ous, joyful beings who took delight in all that went on around us; the difference between our inner capac​ities and our outer behavior was minimal. But then we began to learn from others what behaviors were OK and which were not OK, and their view of our worth. For instance, we learned that smear​ing our food all over the floor was not OK. If we were simul​ta​neous​ly called "stupid," "messy," or "a pig," we may have also learned that there was something "bad" about us. While we all need limits and structure to allow us to grow into healthy, capable human beings, the 

messages that accompa​ny these lessons help shape our self-perceptions. And as we continue to grow, these self-percep​tions are influ​enced more and more by language.

Language helps us make sense of both our exterior and interi​or worlds. As our language skills increase, each of us devel​ops a corresponding internal dialogue which reflects both prob​lem-solving and "story-making." Story-making is what we all do to make sense of the world around us. We also create stories about ourselves: who we are, how we look, and our value in the world. By the time we reach middle child​hood, we get feedback not only from others, but, increasingly, from our self-defining stories and self-talk. The degree to which this self-talk is helpful or hurtful depends upon whether it is most​ly positive or nega​tive. Posi​tive self-talk pro​motes high self-esteem while negative self-talk tends to tear it down. Positive self-talk ema​nates from our "inner light" and may even sound like our own voice. Nega​tive self-talk is a belit​tling, judgmental, ridiculing, condemn​ing voice that may sound like the voice(s) of those who origi​nally pro​vid​ed us with these negative images. I call this voice "the dictator."

The Dictator
The Dictator "rules" through intimidation, shame, guilt, put-downs, and coercion. It's language is demeaning and often stated in terms of "should's," "ought's," and "don't's." The Dictator says things like, "Your should always like every​one," or "You're lazy; you ought to do more." Often, if the Dictator's rule is challenged, the response is some​thing like, "I'm only doing this for your own good." This false benevo​lence can keep us stuck in counter-productive pat​terns which destroy our self-esteem. For many folks, the Dictator talks so frequently that long mon​ologues are no longer neces​sary; just a single word or phrase can come to invoke a barrage of self-con​demning statements. Oddly, the more the Dicta​tor screams at us, the less likely we are to be aware of it's voice. For many, becoming aware of the Dictator's nega​tive state​ments requires concen​trated effort and care​ful listen​ing. Fortu​nately, the more we listen, the more we hear, and the greater are our opportu​nities for challenging the Dicta​tor. You might be asking why we put up with it, since the Dictator is merely our thoughts which are under our exclusive control. The answer lies in reveal​ing its function or purpose.

Having an inner guiding voice helps us learn from experi​ence, be creative, and overcome obstacles in our life's jour​ney. Thus, it helps keep us safe. This is also the Dicta​tor's pur​pose. Unfortunately, the Dictator does so in ways that tear us down, hinder our growth, and, at times, leave us para​lyzed. The Dictator may help us feel more "in con​trol" and  less immedi​ately anxious, fearful, or guilty by creating a false sense of security. The Dictator convinces us that this is the only way to manage these feelings. 

Howev​er, we can see this falsehood for the devastating lie that it is and learn to use our positive capabilities for creat​ing safety, thereby pro​moting a positive self-esteem.

Promoting Positive Self-Esteem
Promoting positive self-esteem begins with accurate self-

as​sessment. However, this may first entail "neutralizing" the Dictator by taking away it's purpose. To do so, follow​ these helpful steps:

· Breathe deeply and easily

· Relax

· Notice your feelings

· Listen carefully to the Dictator's statements

· Carefully and honestly evaluate the ways in which the Dictator's statements keep you "safe"

· Talk back to the Dictator (tell it to "stop!" "shut up!" "Get off my back!" "That's enough of this garbage!")

· Replace the Dictator's statements with positive affirma​tions (like "I am valuable!" "I am capable!" "I can do it!")

Once the Dictator has quieted down, you can begin a realistic self-assessment. To do so, make two columns on a piece of paper, one labeled "Like" and one labeled "Don't Like." Under each column, write those things that you do like about yourself (your strengths) and those things you don't like (your weaknesses). If you are like most folks, the "Don't Like" column is longer and was easier to write. It is also likely to be written in demeaning language, a reflection of your cur​rent level of self-esteem and the influence of the Dictator. Next, evaluate and re-write each item in the "Don't Like" column using objective, non-judgmental lan​guage. For in​stance, if you wrote "I'm fat," translate that into your actual weight. Some​times, this may require being more specific about a given item. If you wrote "I'm a failure," break this down into the precise things at which you feel you have failed; for exam​ple, "I have failed to achieve XXX goal," or better yet, "I have not yet achieved XXX goal." In the "Like" column, make sure you give yourself all the credit you are due. If you wrote "I am a nice person," cele​brate all the positive aspects of that statement, like "I am kind to others," "I am a good friend," "I am trustworthy," and "I am loving." Be careful that the Dicta​tor doesn't silently creep back, immedi​ately criticizing you for "such false pride and self-aggrandize​ment," reminding you of every time you did not fulfill your expectations 100%. The goal is to realis​tical​ly, objec​tively, and honestly list your strengths and weak​nesses without the critical, judg​mental language of the Dicta​tor. Once you have complet​ed these lists, take a break and congratulate yourself on a job well done, cele​brat​ing this achievement and all your strengths. As you do, the truth of your self-worth may begin to reveal itself once again. And, when you are ready, you can begin to look at your weaknesses as "things to be strengthened."

Achieving goals helps promote positive self-esteem. In their book on self-esteem, Brooks and Dalby (1990) state that self-esteem is built by progressive successes resulting from ac​tion. Thus, changing your attitude through defeat​ing the Dictator and using positive self-talk is vital, but is not the only step in building higher self-esteem. Success also re​quires doing some​thing (action), which leads to achievements, for which you need to acknowledge and congratulate your​self. In their words, "Atti​tude leads to Action leads to Achieve​ment which, when Ac​knowledged, leads to higher self-esteem." In summa​ry, to change weak​nesses into strengths, you will need to: "pump up" your attitude (by challenging and defeating the Dicta​tor); form, evaluate, and test a plan of action; achieve the smaller, more manageable steps needed to attain a larger goal; and acknowledge each bit of progress you make toward your final goal. As you do this, you not only gain things you want, but increasingly become realistically aware of the truth of your own worth. Further, as you achieve, you will notice that goals you previously thought were beyond your reach begin to look more "do-able." In this way, you stretch your​self enough to continue growing and building new successes upon previous achievement, minimizing "failures" or set​backs. With each achieve​ment comes a renewed sense of positiveness about yourself and the world around you. While others may saddle us with feedback that is destructive to our self-esteem, we are ultimately responsible for the level of self-esteem we main​tain.  The truth of our self-worth is al​ready within us, and we can access and act upon this truth; the truth can set you free.
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