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The Nature of
Self-Esteem

Self- esteem is essen tial for psy cho logi cal sur vival. It is an emo tional
sine qua non—with out some meas ure of self- worth, life can be
 enormously pain ful, with many basic needs going unmet.

One of the main fac tors dif fer en ti at ing humans from other ani -
mals is the aware ness of self: the abil ity to form an iden tity and then
attach a value to it. In other words, you have the capac ity to define
who you are and then decide if you like that iden tity or not. The
prob lem of self- esteem is this human capac ity for judg ment. It’s one
thing to dis like cer tain col ors, noises, shapes, or sen sa tions. But when 
you reject parts of your self, you greatly dam age the psy cho logi cal
struc tures that lit er ally keep you alive.

Judg ing and reject ing your self causes enor mous pain. And in
the same way that you would favor and pro tect a physi cal wound,
you find your self avoid ing any thing that might aggra vate the pain of 
self- rejection in any way. You take fewer social, aca demic, or career
risks. You make it more dif fi cult for your self to meet peo ple, inter -
view for a job, or push hard for some thing where you might not
 succeed. You limit your abil ity to open your self with oth ers, express
your sexu al ity, be the cen ter of atten tion, hear criti cism, ask for help,
or solve prob lems.

To avoid more judg ments and self- rejection, you erect bar ri ers
of defense. Per haps you blame and get angry, or bury your self in
per fec tion istic work. Or you brag. Or you make excuses. Some times
you turn to alco hol or drugs.
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This book is about stop ping the judg ments. It’s about heal ing
the old wounds of hurt and self- rejection. How you per ceive and feel
about your self can change. And when those per cep tions and feel ings
change, the rip ple effect will touch every part of your life with a
gradu ally expand ing sense of free dom.

Causes and Effects
Hun dreds of research ers have quizzed thou sands of peo ple of
 various ages and situa tions, try ing to see what causes self- esteem,
who has the most of it, how impor tant it is, how it can be increased,
and so on.

Stud ies of young chil dren show clearly that par ents’ style of
child- rearing dur ing the first three or four years deter mines the
amount of self- esteem that a child starts with. After that, most stud ies 
of older chil dren, ado les cents, and adults share a com mon con fu sion:
what is cause and what is effect?

Does aca demic suc cess fos ter self- esteem, or does self- esteem
fos ter aca demic suc cess? Does high social status cause high self-
 esteem, or does high self- esteem help you gain high social status? Do
alco hol ics drink because they hate them selves, or do they hate them -
selves because they drink? Do peo ple like them selves because they
do well in job inter views, or do they do bet ter in inter views because
they like them selves?

These are clas sic chicken- and- egg ques tions. Just as eggs come
from chick ens and chick ens come from eggs, it seems that self- esteem 
grows out of your cir cum stances in life, and your cir cum stances in
life are influ enced strongly by your self- esteem. Which came first?
The ques tion has seri ous impli ca tions for your suc cess at rais ing your 
self- esteem.

If exter nal cir cum stances deter mine self- esteem, then all you
have to do to improve your self- esteem is to improve your cir -
cumstances. Let’s say you have low self- esteem because you never
gradu ated from high school, you’re short, your Mom hated her self,
you live in the slums, and you’re 100 pounds over weight. All you
have to do is go to night school and get your degree, grow about six
inches, have been raised by a dif fer ent mother, move to Bev erly Hills, 
and lose 100 pounds. It’s a cinch, right?

But you know you’ll never make it. There’s noth ing you can do
about your par ents or your height. Your only hope is that things are
the other way around: that self- esteem deter mines cir cum stances.
This means that if you improve your self- esteem, your cir cum stances
will improve. So just stop hat ing your self, and you’ll get taller, your
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mom will become some body dif fer ent, and those 100 pounds will
evapo rate like the morn ing dew.

If you feel that this sec ond sce nario is also a lit tle unlikely, you
can be con gratu lated on a keen appre cia tion of the real world.

The fact is that self- esteem and your cir cum stances are only
indi rectly related. There is another inter ven ing fac tor that deter mines 
self- esteem 100 per cent of the time: your thoughts.

For exam ple, you look in the mir ror and think, “Boy, am I fat.
What a slob.” This thought clob bers your self- esteem. If you looked
in the mir ror and thought, “Well, all right, it looks good to wear my
hair like this,” the effect on your self- esteem would be the oppo site.
The image in the mir ror remains the same. Only the thoughts change.

Or let’s say that you’re dis cuss ing the news, and when you
make a remark about the right- wing rebels your nit pick ing friend
cor rects you: “No, you mean the left- wing rebels.” If you tell your -
self, “I really sound stu pid,” your self- esteem will take a nose dive. If 
you say to your self, “Oh yeah, I’ve got to keep that straight next
time,” your self- esteem will not suf fer so much. In either case, you
don’t change the cir cum stances, only how you inter pret them.

Does this mean that cir cum stances have noth ing to do with
 self-esteem? No. Obvi ously, in the area of social status, bank vice-
 presidents have more oppor tu nity to feel bet ter about their careers
than cab driv ers have. This is why a study of 100 vice- presidents and
100 cab driv ers will “prove” that the higher status job leads to higher
self- esteem. What is over looked among the sta tis tics is that there are
some vice- presidents who slaugh ter their self- esteem by tell ing them -
selves, “I should have been presi dent of my own bank by now. I’m a
fail ure,” just as there are some cab driv ers who feel good about
 themselves because they think, “So I’m just a cab driver—I’m put ting 
bread on the table, the kids are doing good in school, things are
going just fine.”

This book uses proven meth ods of cog ni tive behav ioral ther apy
to raise your self- esteem by chang ing the way you inter pret your life. 
It will show you how to uncover and ana lyze the nega tive self-
 statements you habitu ally make. You will learn how to cre ate new,
objec tive, posi tive self- statements that will fos ter your self- esteem
instead of under min ing it.

How To Use This Book
This book is organ ized logi cally, with the most impor tant and uni ver -
sally appli ca ble mate rial at the begin ning.
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Chap ter two intro duces the patho logi cal critic, the voice inside
you that criti cizes and keeps your self- esteem low. The next chap ter
deals with dis arm ing the critic so that you can be free to begin rais ing 
your self- esteem with out inter fer ence.

Chap ter four shows you how to make an accu rate self-
 assessment of your strengths and weak nesses, an impor tant first step
in chang ing your self- esteem.

Chap ter five explains cog ni tive dis tor tions, irra tional ways of
think ing that con trib ute to low self- esteem.

Chap ter six intro duces the con cept of com pas sion. Self- esteem is 
closely tied to com pas sion for oth ers and com pas sion for your self.

Chap ter seven is about your shoulds, all the rules you have
made for your self about how you should act, feel, and be. Revis ing
your shoulds is one of the most pow er ful ways to undo old nega tive
pro gram ming.

Chap ter eight shows how to han dle mis takes by chang ing how
you relate to error and by let ting go of mis takes in the past.

Chap ter nine teaches you how to react to criti cism with out
 losing your self- esteem or hav ing to attack oth ers.

Chap ter ten cov ers ask ing for what you want, one of the most
dif fi cult tasks for peo ple with low self- esteem.

Chap ter eleven shows how to set prac ti cal goals and make
detailed plans for achiev ing them.

Chap ter twelve teaches pow er ful tech niques of visu ali za tion, a
way of set ting and achiev ing self- esteem goals.

Chap ter thirteen guides you in learn ing a sim ple self- hypnosis
tech nique to rein force affirma tions you have cre ated in ear lier
 chapters.

Chap ter fourteen is called “I’m Still Not OK” and is designed to 
help you stop run ning away from pain while you develop an atti tude 
of non judg ment.

Chap ter fifteen, Core Beliefs, will help you explore, chal lenge,
and change deeply held con vic tions about your worth.

Chap ter sixteen is for you if you have chil dren. It explains what
you can do to give your kids the price less leg acy of high self- esteem.

Using this book is sim ple. Keep read ing until you reach the end
of chap ter three, “Dis arm ing the Critic.” At that point, there is a chart 
for you to con sult. It will direct you to the appro pri ate chap ter to deal 
with spe cific prob lems you may have. If you want to learn about and
improve your self- esteem in gen eral, just read the book in sequence
from start to fin ish.

Bene fit ing from this book is not as sim ple as just read ing it. You 
have to do some work. Many chap ters have exer cises to do and skills
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to learn. When the text tells you to “close your eyes and imag ine a
scene from your past,” you should actu ally close your eyes and do it.
When the book says, “On a sepa rate piece of paper, list three situa -
tions in which you have felt inade quate,” you really need to go find
some paper and a pen that writes and sit down and list your three
situa tions.

There is no sub sti tute for doing the exer cises. Imag in ing your -
self doing the exer cises is not enough. Skim ming through the
 exercises with the vague inten tion of com ing back to them some time
and try ing them is not enough. Doing only the exer cises that seem
easy or inter est ing is not enough. If there was a way to improve your
self- esteem that was eas ier than doing exer cises, it would be in this
book. The exer cises that are in this book are here because they are the 
best, easi est, and only way the authors know to raise self- esteem.

You should take your time read ing this book. It is densely
packed with ideas and things to do. Read it at a pace that will let you 
absorb the con tents fully. Self- esteem takes a long time to develop in
the first place. You’ve spent your whole life devel op ing the level of
self- esteem you have now. It takes time to tear self- esteem down, and 
it takes time to build it up. Make a com mit ment right now to take the 
time you need.

For the Therapist
In his book, The Shrink ing of Amer ica, Ber nie Zil ber geld con cludes that 
psy cho ther apy has only lim ited effec tive ness for many of the
 problems that it pur ports to help. But a review of out come stud ies
led him to find that psy cho ther apy does posi tively affect self- esteem
and that improved self- esteem “may be coun sel ing’s most impor tant
out come” (147).

Cli ents come to ther apy want ing help with anxi ety, depres sion,
eat ing dis or ders, sex ual prob lems, rela tion ship dif fi cul ties, and a host 
of other symp toms. Some times the symp toms improve; some times
they per sist despite years of inten sive work. But most cli ents do get a
sense of greater per sonal worth from ther apy. While spe cific symp -
toms may or may not change, cli ents at least begin to see them selves
as more OK, more deserv ing, more capa ble.

The prob lem with ther apy is time. Over the course of months,
and often years, a cli ent’s self- perception changes in response to
 consistent posi tive regard from the thera pist. The sense of approval
from an author ity fig ure, par ticu larly one who sub sti tutes for the
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criti cal par ent, has a poten tial to be enor mously heal ing. Yet this vital 
process of rais ing self- esteem, one that can change many aspects of a
cli ent’s expe ri ence, is inef fi ciently and hap haz ardly imple mented.
Often the process takes far longer than it should. Often it is done
with out a plan and with out the spe cific inter ven tions that could
 hasten its suc cess.

This book is about has ten ing the process. You can increase a
 client’s self- esteem more rap idly and more effec tively using the
 cognitive restruc tur ing tech niques pre sented here. Through an explo -
ra tion of chronic nega tive self- talk, a sys tem atic con fron ta tion of
 cognitive dis tor tions, and the devel op ment of a more accu rate and
com pas sion ate self- evaluation, you can inter vene directly to raise a
cli ent’s sense of worth.

An Issue of Diagnosis
There are basi cally two kinds of self- esteem prob lems: situa -

tional and char ac ter ol ogi cal. Low self- esteem that is situa tional tends
to show up only in spe cific areas. For exam ple, a per son might have
con fi dence in him self as a par ent, a con ver sa tion al ist, and a sex ual
part ner, but expect to fail in work situa tions. Some one else might feel 
socially inept, but see her self as a strong and capa ble pro fes sional.
Low self- esteem that is char ac ter ol ogi cal usu ally had roots in early
expe ri ences of abuse or aban don ment. The sense of “wrong ness” in
this case is more global and tends to affect many areas of life.

Situa tional low self- esteem is a prob lem ide ally suited for cog ni -
tive restruc tur ing tech niques. The focus is on con front ing cog ni tive
dis tor tions, empha siz ing strengths over weak nesses, and devel op ing
spe cific skills for han dling mis takes and criti cism. Since the cli ent is
not reject ing him self or her self glob ally, you will find that chang ing
mal adap tive think ing pat terns will sig nifi cantly increase a sense of
con fi dence and worth.

Since char ac ter ol ogi cal low self- esteem derives from a basic
iden tity state ment, a feel ing of being bad, chang ing a cli ent’s thoughts 
is not enough. Iden ti fy ing and begin ning to con trol the inter nal
 critical voice will help, but will not entirely undo the feel ing of
wrong ness. Your main thera peu tic empha sis must there fore be on the 
nega tive iden tity that gives rise to nega tive thoughts. The focus
should be on devel op ing self- compassion and a com mit ment to non -
judg ment (see chap ter six). These posi tions can be rein forced through 
visu ali za tion and hyp notic tech niques.
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Cognitive Restructuring for Self-Esteem
The best place to begin is with the cli ent’s thoughts. Ask what

he or she was think ing dur ing a recent epi sode of self- reproach. Get
as much detail as you can about the criti cal self- talk and then intro -
duce the con cept of the patho logi cal critic (see chap ters two and
three, “The Patho logi cal Critic” and “Dis arm ing the Critic”). Encour -
age the cli ent to develop his or her unique name for the critic as a
way to begin to take own er ship of the con cept. Typi cal names are
“the bully,” “the shark,” “my kicker,” “Mr. Per fect,” “Mar sha (the
 client’s mother),” and so on.

Per soni fy ing the critic helps the cli ent begin to exter nal ize the
self- accusing voice. You want him or her to expe ri ence the voice as
some thing com ing from out side, rather than as a part of the nor mal
flow of thought. It’s eas ier to fight some thing that is per ceived as
exter nal. It’s also eas ier to make the criti cal voice ego dystonic, some -
thing the cli ent even tu ally rejects as “not me.”

At the same time that you are iden ti fy ing and nam ing the
patho logi cal critic, you can also intro duce the cli ent to his or her
“healthy voice.” The healthy voice is the cli ent’s abil ity to think
 realistically. By empha siz ing and strength en ing this abil ity you are
posi tion ing the cli ent to begin talk ing back to the critic. Names that
are typi cally used for the healthy voice include “my rational part,”
“my accept ing part,” “my com pas sion ate part," “my healthy coach,”
and so on. Choose a name that fits the cli ent’s self- concept (i.e.,
rational, com pas sion ate, car ing, objec tive, and so on).

By cre at ing this dichot omy between the criti cal voice and the
healthy voice, you can encour age the cli ent to con front his or her
critic. The fol low ing dia logues exem plify this process.

Thera pist: So what did the critic say when you waited and didn’t
hear from your new friend?

Cli ent: That I’m not inter est ing, that I bored him and he was tired
of me.

Thera pist: What does the healthy coach say back to that?

Cli ent: That our con ver sa tion was lively and fun. That there was
nice energy between us. I could feel it.

Thera pist: What else? Does the coach think you should stew about it,
or is there some action you can take?

Cli ent: I could call him and try to get a sense of how he feels.

Here’s another exam ple:

Cli ent: I didn’t get an assign ment at work in on time.

Thera pist: What did the bully say about that?
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Cli ent: That I’m lazy. Over and over: “You’re lazy, you screw up,
you’ll never get any where.”

Thera pist: Can you mobi lize the healthy voice to say any thing back?

Cli ent: All I hear is the bully.

Thera pist: Right now see if you can find your healthy voice so you
can talk back to the bully. Are you really lazy and a
screw-up?

Cli ent: Well, my healthy voice says, “You did drag your feet, but
still you fin ished it, you turned it in. No one really cared
that it was late but you.”

Thera pist: So the bully exag ger ated about screw ing up?

Cli ent: Yes. He always exag ger ates.

The next step in cog ni tive restruc tur ing is to iden tify the main
func tion of a cli ent’s critic (see “How the Critic Gets Rein forced” in
chap ter two). In every case the criti cal voice is being rein forced
because it serves some posi tive func tion—to pro mote desired behav -
ior, para doxi cally to pro tect self- worth, or to con trol pain ful feel ings.

A cli ent must under stand the rea son why he uses the criti cal
voice and how it helps to pro tect him. Here’s an exam ple of how this
issue can be dis cussed.

Thera pist: When you were feel ing nerv ous dur ing din ner, what was
the critic say ing?

Cli ent: She won’t like you. You don’t know any thing and haven’t
much money. And you’re not very funny.

Thera pist: Remem ber we said that the critic always tries to meet
some need. What was he try ing to pro tect you from this
time?

Cli ent: From the kiss- off.

Thera pist: He was try ing to pro tect you from the fear of rejec tion?

Cli ent: Right.

Thera pist: How?

Cli ent: By expect ing it and then not get ting so hurt.

Thera pist: So the critic was sort of desen si tiz ing you, pre par ing you.
You wouldn’t feel quite so bad if she didn’t like you
because you expect her not to. That’s some thing we’ve
seen a lot before. It’s one of the main func tions of your
critic—pro tect ing you from the fear of rejec tion.

Learn ing the critic’s func tion some times requires an exhaus tive
inquiry. You have to explain that every thought, no mat ter how pain -
ful, exists because it is rewarded in some way. Criti cal self- attacks
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must there fore serve an impor tant func tion. Ask the cli ent: “What
would you be forced to feel or be aware of if the critic wer en’t attack -
ing you in this situa tion? How does the critic help you in this situa -
tion? What are you afraid you might do or fail to do with out the critic 
in this situa tion?” Some of the main func tions of the critic are listed
in chap ter three, “Dis arm ing the Critic.” Using that chap ter as a
resource, you may want to sug gest the major func tions you see the
critic serv ing for your cli ent.

Once the func tion of the criti cal voice has been unmasked, this
infor ma tion can be used again and again dur ing con fron ta tions.
“Once again you are using the critic to push you toward impos si ble
lev els of achieve ment.” “Again you deal with the fear of fail ure by
let ting the critic tell you that you can’t do it so why try.” “You are
let ting the critic pun ish you again so you won’t have to feel so much
guilt.”

Iden ti fy ing what rein forces the critic is half the bat tle. In addi -
tion, the cli ent must learn that the impor tant needs his critic helps
him meet can be sat is fied in health ier ways (see “Mak ing your Critic
Use less” in chap ter three). The critic is not the only way to deal with
the fear of fail ure, fear of rejec tion, guilt, and so on. New, non toxic
strate gies must be devised.

Thera pist: Is there another way of low er ing your anxi ety about rejec -
tion? A way that doesn’t use the critic?

Cli ent: I guess so. I could remind myself that we’re both proba bly 
nerv ous. And that we’re just there to have a pleas ant even -
ing and it doesn’t have to be any thing beyond that.

Thera pist: In other words, tell your self that it’s just a date, and you
don’t nec es sar ily expect her to like you so much that she’ll 
spend the rest of her life with you.

Cli ent: Right.

Thera pist: Does refram ing it like that lower your anxi ety?

Cli ent: I think so.

Iden ti fy ing dis tor tions. The chap ter on cog ni tive dis tor tions
intro duces nine spe cific cate go ries of dis torted think ing that con trib -
ute to lower self- esteem. Iden ti fy ing and con front ing these dis tor tions 
can become a major com po nent of your treat ment pro gram.

While you may invent your own terms, it’s impor tant to define
the par ticu lar dis tor tion as clearly and with as many exam ples as
pos si ble.

Thera pist: I’m say ing that words like stu pid, fraud, and idiot are
toxic labels because they’re total indict ments of you as a
per son. They’re global put- downs. You’re not say ing that
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you’re igno rant about taxes, you’re say ing, “I’m a stu pid
per son.” You’re not say ing that you feel inse cure about
cer tain tasks at work, you’re say ing, “I’m a fraud.” These
terms are a total dis missal of all your strengths and assets.
They’re pejo ra tive and bru tal because they gen er al ize the
nega tive and for get the posi tive. They are plain wrong,
inac cu rate. Part of our work is to find ways to get away
from these labels and become more accu rate.

The thera pist has defined the dis tor tion and is also defin ing the
task. Now she starts teach ing the cli ent about how to sub sti tute
 accurate lan guage for the toxic labels.

Thera pist: OK, you’re call ing your self a fraud. This is pejo ra tive, a
gen er al ity. What’s the accu rate state ment?

Cli ent: That I try to look more con fi dent than I am.

Thera pist: Con tinu ously, or just in cer tain things?

Cli ent: Well, mostly in terms of the gas chro ma tograph. I look like 
I know more than I really do

Thera pist: So is the accu rate state ment that you know less than
 people expect about the gas chro ma tograph?

Cli ent: Yes.

Thera pist: That’s very dif fer ent from being a fraud.

Cli ent: That’s true. Fraud is a big exag gera tion.

Dur ing your first few ses sions, ask many spe cific ques tions
about the con tent of any self- critical thoughts. “What did the critic
say to you when you vis ited home? When you fin ished the term
paper? When your son got angry? At the end of our last hour?” The
more you learn about the con tent of the criti cal voice, the bet ter
 prepared you will be to con front spe cific dis tor tions.

When intro duc ing the con cept of cog ni tive dis tor tions, focus
only on the most sig nifi cant ones. Don’t over load the cli ent. Most
peo ple can’t remem ber to fight more than one or two nega tive
thought pat terns at any given time.

When you are first look ing at dis tor tions, it’s help ful to review
three or four self- critical cog ni tions and show what they all have in in 
com mon.

Thera pist: Last week you talked about being late and called your self
a screw-up. Then you were strug gling with your tax forms
and said that you were stu pid. Today you described your -
self as a fraud and an idiot at work. Screw-up, stu pid,
fraud, idiot. These are toxic labels that really under mine
your self- esteem. They are part of the prob lem we are
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work ing on. Every time you use one of these labels you
wound your self a lit tle bit more, you cut a lit tle deeper
into your self. Have you noticed how much your critic uses 
toxic labels to put you down?

The thera pist in this exam ple has done her home work. She can
point to spe cific exam ples of toxic label ing so that the con fron ta tion
has more impact. She has cho sen the term toxic label ing (offi cially
known as global label ing) because her cli ent is an organic chem ist
and the word toxic has more mean ing for him.

Your best tech nique for help ing the cli ent arrive at a more
 accurate state ment is Socratic ques tion ing. This is a method that
 Socrates used to expose logi cal incon sis ten cies in the argu ments of
his stu dents. There are three main lines of ques tion ing that you can
use.

1. Ques tions that expose over gen er ali za tion. “Is it true that you
always screw up? Every sin gle task? You do noth ing right,
ever?”

2. Ques tions that expose faulty label ing. “Is it true that get ting
a B means you’re screw ing up?”

3. Ques tions that expose the lack of evi dence. “What evi dence
do you have that peo ple think you’re screw ing up?”

Here’s how it might work dur ing a ses sion.

Thera pist: So lately the kick er’s been tell ing you that you’re ugly.

Cli ent: He’s been on me with that a lot.

Thera pist: Is every part of your face and body ugly, or just some
parts? (Expos ing over gen er ali za tion)

Cli ent: Mostly my nose, and I think my chin is weak. And my
stom ach is spongy and out of shape after the baby.

Thera pist: Are there any parts of your body that you like?

Cli ent: My legs, I guess. My hair and my eyes.

Thera pist: So you’re gen er al iz ing three fea tures among many and
label ing your self com pletely ugly.

Cli ent: Yeah, it’s kind of crazy.

Thera pist: Is it true that your chin and nose are totally ugly and
repul sive? (Expos ing faulty label ing)

Cli ent: Well, they’re not real attrac tive.

Thera pist: But are they really ugly?

Cli ent: No. Not really.

Thera pist: So what’s the accu rate state ment, what would the healthy
voice say?
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Cli ent: That my legs, hair, and eyes are nice, and I don’t like my
nose, chin, or stom ach.

Refut ing the critic. Your objec tive is to develop spe cific rebut -
tals that the cli ent can write down and use for each criti cal attack.
The rebut tals are cre ated through dia logues between the critic and
healthy voice, through your Socratic ques tion ing, and through the
three- column tech nique (see the “Three- Column Tech nique” in chap ter
five). Over time, you can evalu ate and mod ify the rebut tals until they 
are believ able and effec tive. They are a resource you will use
through out the course of ther apy. You should iden tify and con front
dis tor tions every time you hear them. That’s because you are mod el -
ing in the ses sion what you want the cli ent to begin doing on his or
her own. When you con sis tently con front the cli ent’s inter nal critic,
when you let no dis tor tion slip by, you are encour ag ing the cli ent to
fight con sis tently at home.

Thera pist: All right, the critic’s tell ing you that you’re ruin ing your
rela tion ship with your son. That’s the self- blame again.
What can the healthy voice say back to that?

Thought stop ping. The inter nal critic is often so insis tent and so 
caus tic that there is lit er ally no room for the healthy voice. To make
room for healthy rejoin ders, cer tain thought- stopping pro ce dures
may prove use ful. Chap ter three describes “How it zer Man tras,” a
sim ple tech nique for thought inter rup tion. Another approach called
“Ask ing the Price” requires the cli ent to refo cus on the cost of lis ten -
ing to the critic, rather than to the criti cal mes sage itself. Once the
critic has been silenced for a few moments, the cli ent can then use
appro pri ate refu ta tions from the list that the two of you have been
cre at ing.

Iden ti fy ing strengths. Con cur rent with your work to defeat the
critic must be a pro gram to bol ster the cli ent’s aware ness of genu ine
strengths and assets. Chap ter four, “Accu rate Self- Assessment,” has a 
rather detailed meth od ol ogy for this. The bare mini mum you should
do includes the fol low ing.

1. Work with the cli ent to cre ate a list of genu ine strengths and
assets. If he or she has dif fi culty iden ti fy ing strengths, ask the 
cli ent to view him or her self as friends and loved ones see
him or her.

2. Have the cli ent iden tify his or her most trou bling weak -
nesses.

3. Point out how the weak nesses are often couched in pejo -
rative lan guage. Revise these using accu rate, non judg ing
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descrip tions. Request that the cli ent use only the accu rate
descrip tion when talk ing to you.

4. Encour age the cli ent to use affirma tions taken from the
strengths list. These can be rein forced through the use of
signs (affirma tions dis played on the shav ing mir ror, the
closet door, in the wal let, and so on).

From the strengths list, you should select two to four quali ties
that you genu inely appre ci ate in the cli ent. At least one of these
should be worked into every ses sion. This means find ing a crea tive
way to bring up a par ticu lar strength so that it fits into the con text of
the hour.

! “I’m aware of how much tenac ity it has taken to deal with
your daugh ter’s drug prob lem. That’s a qual ity I’ve seen in
you again and again.”

! “I’m reminded again of your capac ity for genu ine car ing and
sup port. You gave a great deal to your brother.”

! “Again I see this abil ity to problem- solve and cope in the face 
of cri sis. Remem ber the last time you did that was . . . ”

The repe ti tion of the strengths is a must. Remem ber that your
cli ent’s self- esteem was dam aged origi nally when an author ity fig ure 
(par ent) repeat edly attacked his or her worth. It takes a great deal of
posi tive repe ti tion by another author ity fig ure (thera pist) to begin to
undo this early pro gram ming. Say ing it once, say ing it five times,
will proba bly have no effect. You’ll have to remind a cli ent ten,
 fifteen, twenty times before your praise has much impact. That’s why 
you should only choose two to four posi tive quali ties to focus on.
Attempt ing to praise too many of the cli ent’s strengths dilutes the
atten tion given to any one of them.

Self- acceptance. Self- esteem is more than merely rec og niz ing
one’s posi tive quali ties. It is an atti tude of accep tance and non judg -
ment toward self and oth ers. Chap ters three, six, and thir teen con tain 
spe cific exer cises to develop a for giv ing, non criti cal inner voice. In
the end, the only way to really beat the critic is to push the cli ent
away from judg ment alto gether, to cre ate man tras of accep tance that
you repeat over and over until a new atti tude begins to sink in. The
watch word here is con sis tency. You will need to remind the cli ent,
again and again, of the self- accepting man tras you have devel oped
together. Intro duc ing this issue, then drop ping it for the next six
 sessions, and then men tion ing it again will proba bly have very min i -
mal impact. The con cept and lan guage of self- acceptance must be
woven all through the fab ric of your thera peu tic work.
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Spe cial focus prob lems. There are four spe cial prob lems that
impact nega tively on self- esteem: (1) inflexi ble rules and shoulds, (2)
per fec tion ism, (3) extreme vul ner abil ity to criti cism, and (4) non as ser -
tive ness. When any of these are pres ent to a sig nifi cant extent, they
should be treated very spe cifi cally. Strate gies for deal ing with these
prob lems are detailed in the fol low ing chap ters:

1. For shoulds, see chap ter seven.

2. For per fec tion ism, see chap ter eight.

3. For vul ner abil ity to criti cism, see chap ter nine.

4. For non as ser tive ness, see chap ter ten.

Rein forc ing the healthy voice. Peo ple with a strong critic will
always have con tact with their nega tive inner voice to some extent.
The job of the thera pist is to dimin ish the inten sity of self- attacks
while nour ish ing more healthy self- talk. In other words, you may
never entirely get rid of the inner voice that says, “You made a mis -
take, you’re stu pid,” but you can rein force the growth of a par al lel
and even stronger voice that says, “I’m fine, I’m doing the best I can.” 
As the healthy voice gains strength, it responds more quickly, more
force fully, and more believa bly to the attacks of the critic.

There are sev eral spe cific inter ven tions you can use to rein force
the healthy voice.

1. Teach cop ing state ments. These can be in the form of affirma -
tions or spe cific rebut tals to attacks that the critic typi cally
makes.

2. Hyp no sis. Use or mod ify the induc tion in chap ter twelve.
Hyp no sis is effec tive because it func tions as a mem ory aid
for cop ing state ments that you want cli ents to learn by heart.
In addi tion, because hyp no sis is a state of hyper sug gesti bil -
ity, your inter ven tions will pene trate through to a deeper
level of accep tance.

3. Visu ali za tion. Tech niques described in chap ter eleven will
allow the cli ent to begin see ing him or her self as con fi dent,
socially com fort able, and com pe tent. Visu ali za tion facili tates
a more rapid shift in self- concept because the cli ent lit er ally
sees his or her body and behav ior dif fer ently.

4. Anchor ing. Described in chap ter thir teen, anchor ing is a tech -
nique for retriev ing feel ings of con fi dence and self- liking
from times in the past and bring ing them into the pres ent. An 
abil ity to access posi tive feel ings at will has a sig nifi cant
strength en ing effect on the healthy voice.
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The Pathological
Critic

The patho logi cal critic is a term coined by psy cholo gist Eugene Sagan
to describe the nega tive inner voice that attacks and judges you.
Every one has a criti cal inner voice. But peo ple with low self- esteem
tend to have a more vicious and vocal patho logi cal critic.

The critic blames you for things that go wrong. The critic com -
pares you to oth ers—to their achieve ments and abili ties—and finds
you want ing. The critic sets impos si ble stan dards of per fec tion and
then beats you up for the small est mis take. The critic keeps an album
of your fail ures, but never once reminds you of your strengths or
accom plish ments. The critic has a script describ ing how you ought to 
live and screams that you are wrong and bad if your needs drive you 
to vio late his rules. The critic tells you to be the best—and if you’re
not the best, you’re noth ing. He calls you names—stu pid, incom pe -
tent, ugly, self ish, weak—and makes you believe that all of them are
true. The critic reads your friends’ minds and con vinces you that they 
are bored, turned off, dis ap pointed, or dis gusted by you. The critic
exag ger ates your weak nesses by insist ing that you “always say stu pid 
things,” or “always screw up a rela tion ship,” or “never fin ish any thing 
on time.”

The patho logi cal critic is busy under min ing your self- worth
every day of your life. Yet his voice is so insidi ous, so woven into the 
fab ric of your thought that you never notice its dev as tat ing effect.
The self- attacks always seem rea son able and jus ti fied. The carp ing,
judg ing inner voice seems natu ral, a famil iar part of you. In truth, the 
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critic is a kind of psy cho logi cal jackal who, with every attack, weak -
ens and breaks down any good feel ings you have about your self.

Although we refer to the critic as “he” for con ven ience, your
critic’s voice may sound female. Your critic’s voice may sound like
your mother, your father, or your own speak ing voice.

The first and most impor tant thing you need to know about
your critic is that no mat ter how dis torted and false his attacks may
be, he is almost always believed. When your critic says, “God, I’m
dumb,” this judg ment seems just as true to you as the aware ness that 
you’re tired this morn ing, or that you have brown eyes, or that you
don’t under stand word proc es sors. It feels nor mal to judge your self
because you are so inti mately aware of what you feel and do. But the
attacks of the critic aren’t part of the nor mal process of notic ing what
you feel and do. For exam ple, when you exam ine how you felt on a
first date, the critic drowns out any nor mal, rea son able reflec tions by
shout ing through a bull horn that you were a cal low bore, a fum bler,
a nerv ous phony, and that your date won’t ever want to see you
again. The critic takes your self- esteem and puts it through a
 Cuisinart.

A loud, volu ble critic is enor mously toxic. He is more poi son ous 
to your psy cho logi cal health than almost any trauma or loss. That’s
because grief and pain wash away with time. But the critic is always
with you—judg ing, blam ing, find ing fault. You have no defense
against him. “There you go again,” he says, “being an idiot.” And
you auto mati cally feel wrong and bad, like a child who’s been
slapped for say ing some thing naughty.

Con sider the case of a 29- year- old ento molo gist, recently gradu -
ated with a Ph.D., who was apply ing for a fac ulty posi tion. Dur ing
inter views he would observe the dress and man ner of the inter view
com mit tee and make guesses about the sort of peo ple they were and
how they were respond ing to him. He would han dle ques tions by
weigh ing the best pos si ble answer, given what the com mit tee seemed 
to expect. And while he was doing all that, he was also lis ten ing to a
con tinu ous mono logue in which his critic said, “You’re a fraud, you
don’t know any thing. You won’t fool these peo ple. Wait till they read 
that medio cre piece of hog wash you call your dis ser ta tion . . . That
was a stu pid answer. Can’t you crack a joke? Do some thing! They’ll
see how bor ing you are. Even if you get the job, you’ll only lose it
when your incom pe tence starts to show. You’re not fool ing
 anybody.”

The ento molo gist believed every word. It all seemed to make
sense. Because he’d heard it for years, the steady stream of poi son
felt nor mal, rea son able, and true. Dur ing the inter view he became
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more and more stiff, his answers more vague. His voice slipped into
a mono tone while he per spired and devel oped a lit tle stam mer. He
was lis ten ing to the critic, and the critic was turn ing him into the
very thing he feared.

Another impor tant thing you need to know about the critic is
that he speaks in a kind of short hand. He might only scream the
word “lazy.” But those two syl la bles con tain the mem ory of the hun -
dreds of times your father com plained about lazi ness, attacked your
lazi ness, said how he hated lazi ness. It’s all there, and you feel the
entire weight of his dis gust as the critic says the word.

Some times the critic uses images or pic tures from the past to
under mine your sense of worth. He shows a rerun of some awk ward
moment on a date; he pulls out snap shots of a dressing- down you
got from your boss, images of a failed rela tion ship, and scenes of the
times you blew up at your kids.

A legal sec re tary found that her critic often used the word
“screw-up.” When she thought about it, she real ized that “screw-up”
stood for a list of nega tive quali ties. It meant some one who was
incom pe tent, unliked, a taker of fool ish risks, a per son (like her
father) who would run away from prob lems. When the critic said
“screw-up,” she firmly believed that she was all of these things.

One of the strange things about the critic is that he often seems
to have more con trol of your mind than you do. He will sud denly
start to sound off, launch ing one attack after another or drag ging you 
over and over through a pain ful scene. Through a process called
chain ing, he may show you a past fail ure, which reminds you of
another and another in a long string of pain ful asso cia tions. And
though you try to turn him off, you keep being reminded of yet
another mis take, another rejec tion, another embar rass ment.

Although the critic seems to have a will of his own, his inde -
pend ence is really an illu sion. The truth is that you are so used to
 listening to him, so used to believ ing him, that you have not yet
learned how to turn him off. With prac tice, how ever, you can learn to 
ana lyze and refute what the critic says. You can tune him out before
he has a chance to poi son your feel ings of self- worth.

An Arsenal of Shoulds
The critic has many weap ons. Among the most effec tive are the
 values and rules of liv ing you grew up with. The critic has a way of
turn ing your “shoulds” against you. He com pares the way you are
with the way you ought to be and judges you inade quate or wrong.

17

The Pathological Critic



He calls you stu pid if the A you should have had slips to a B. He
says, “A mar riage should last for ever,” and calls you a fail ure after
your divorce. He says, “A real man sup ports his fam ily,” and calls
you a loser when you’re laid off from work. He says, “The kids come
first,” and calls you self ish when you crave some nights off.

A 35- year- old bar tender described how his critic used old
“shoulds" he’d learned as a child. “My father was a law yer, so the
critic says that I should be a pro fes sional and that any thing else is a
waste. I feel like I should have forced myself to go to school. I feel
like I should read real books instead of the sports page. I feel like I
should be doing some thing in the world instead of mix ing drinks and
head ing over to my girl friend’s house.” This man’s self- esteem was
severely dam aged by a critic who insisted that he be some thing other 
than him self. The fact was that he liked the com rad ery of the bar and
wasn’t the least bit intel lec tual. But he con tinu ally rejected him self for 
not liv ing up to his fam ily’s expec ta tions.

The Origin of the Critic
The critic is born dur ing your ear li est expe ri ence of sociali za tion by
your par ents. All through child hood, your par ents are teach ing you
which behav iors are accept able, which are dan ger ous, which are
mor ally wrong, which are lov able, and which are annoy ing. They do
this by hug ging and prais ing you for appro pri ate behav ior and pun -
ish ing you for dan ger ous, wrong, or annoy ing behav ior. It’s impos si -
ble to grow up with out hav ing expe ri enced a great number of
pun ish ing events. Per son al ity theo rist Harry Stack Sul li van called
these pun ish ing events for bid ding ges tures.

By design, for bid ding ges tures are fright en ing and reject ing. A
child who is spanked or scolded feels the with drawal of paren tal
approval very acutely. He or she is, for a while, a bad per son. Either
con sciously or uncon sciously, a child knows that his or her par ents
are the source of all physi cal and emo tional nour ish ment. If he or she 
were to be rejected, cast out by the fam ily, he or she would die. So
paren tal approval is a mat ter of life or death to a child. The expe ri -
ence of being bad can be very deeply felt, because being bad car ries
with it the ter ri ble risk of los ing all sup port.

All chil dren grow up with emo tional res i dues from the for bid -
ding ges tures. They retain con scious and uncon scious mem o ries of all
those times when they felt wrong or bad. These are the unavoid able
scars that grow ing up inflicts on your self-esteem. This expe ri ence is
also where the critic gets his start, feed ing on these early “not-OK”
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feel ings. There is still a part of you will ing to believe you’re bad just
as soon as some one gets angry at you, or you make a mis take, or you 
fall short of a goal. That early feel ing of being not-OK is why the
critic’s attacks seem to fit in so well with what you already believe
about your self. His voice is the voice of a dis ap prov ing par ent, the
pun ish ing, for bid ding voice that shaped your behav ior as a child.

The vol ume and vicious ness of a critic’s attacks are directly
related to the strength of your not-OK feel ings. If the early for bid ding 
ges tures were rela tively mild, the adult critic may only rarely attack.
But if you were given very strong mes sages about your wrong ness or 
bad ness as a child, then the adult critic will come gun ning for you
every chance he gets.

There are five main fac tors that deter mine the strength of your
early not-OK feel ings:

1. The degree to which issues of taste, per sonal needs, safety, or good
judg ment were mis la beled as moral impera tives. In some fami lies, when
dad wants things quiet, a child is made to feel mor ally wrong if he or 
she is noisy. Other fami lies make a low grade into a sin. Some
 children are made to feel wrong for need ing time with friends or for
hav ing sex ual feel ings. Some chil dren are bad if they for get their
chores, bad if they pre fer a cer tain hair cut, or bad if they ride their
skate board in the street. When the issue is really a mat ter of taste,
fail ure to per form tasks, or poor judg ment, but par ents make a child
feel mor ally wrong, they are lay ing the foun da tion for low sel fes -
teem. It’s impor tant to rec og nize that cer tain words and phrases carry 
heavy moral mes sages. If a child hears that he or she is lazy, or self -
ish, or looks like a bum, or acts like a screw ball, the spe cific situa -
tions are very soon for got ten. But he or she is left with an endur ing
sense of wrong ness.

2. The degree to which par ents failed to dif fer en ti ate between behav ior 
and iden tity. A child who hears a stern warn ing about the dan gers of
run ning in the street will have bet ter self- esteem than a child who
only hears that he’s a “bad boy” when he runs into the street. The
child who’s a “bad boy” is get ting the mes sage that he and his behav -
ior are not OK. He doesn’t learn the dif fer ence between what he does 
and what he is. As an adult, his critic will attack both his behav ior
and his worth. Par ents who care fully dis tin guish between inap pro pri -
ate behav ior and the basic good ness of the child raise chil dren who feel
bet ter about them selves and have a far gen tler inner critic.

3. The fre quency of the for bid ding ges tures. The fre quency of nega -
tive mes sages from par ents has an impact on early feel ings of worth.
Hit ler’s min is ter of propa ganda once observed that the secret to
 having any lie believed was merely to repeat it often enough. The lie
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that you are not OK wasn’t learned with your par ents’ first rebuke. It 
was learned through repeated criti cism. You have to hear “What’s
the mat ter with you?” and “Stop screw ing around” a good many
times before the mes sage sinks in. But after a while you get the
point—you’re not OK.

4. The con sis tency of the for bid ding ges tures. Sup pose your par ents 
didn’t like you to use the word “shit.” You may have thought that
pro hi bi tion rather stuffy, but if they were con sis tent, you man aged to 
get along with out that admit tedly ver sa tile word. Sup pose, how ever,
that they let you say “shit” some times and blew up when you said it
at other times. And sup pose they were equally incon sis tent about
other rules. At first you would be con fused, but the ran dom ness of
the attacks would even tu ally lead you to a very pain ful con clu sion. It 
wasn’t what you did—some times that was OK, some times it
 wasn’t—it was you. There was some thing wrong with you. Chil dren
who have expe ri enced incon sis tent par ent ing often feel an inef fa ble
feel ing of guilt. They feel as if they’ve done some thing wrong, but
because they can never get the rules straight, they have no idea what.

5. The fre quency with which for bid ding ges tures were tied to paren tal 
anger or with drawal. Chil dren can tol er ate a fair amount of criti cism
with out expe ri enc ing much dam age to their sense of worth. But if the 
criti cism is accom pa nied by paren tal anger or with drawal (threat ened 
or actual), it has enor mous potency. Anger and with drawal give an
unmis tak able mes sage: “You’re bad, and I’m reject ing you.” Since
this is the most ter ri fy ing thing that a child can hear, he or she is very 
cer tain to remem ber it. Long after the inci dent has blown over, the
child retains the strong impres sion of his or her wrong ness. And the
critic will use that sense of wrong ness to psy cho logi cally beat and
kick you as an adult.

Why You Listen to the Critic
You lis ten to the critic because it is very reward ing to do so. Incredi -
ble as it seems, the critic helps you to meet cer tain basic needs, and
lis ten ing to his vicious attacks can be rein forc ing. But how can so
much pain be rein forc ing? How can attack ing your self be the least bit 
pleas ur able or help to sat isfy your needs?

The first step to under stand ing the func tion of your critic is to
rec og nize that eve ry one has cer tain basic needs. Eve ry one needs to
feel:

1. Secure and una fraid

2. Effec tive and com pe tent in the world
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3. Accepted by par ents and sig nifi cant oth ers

4. A sense of worth and OK-ness in most situa tions

Peo ple with ade quate self- esteem tend to have very dif fer ent
strate gies for meet ing these needs than peo ple with low self- esteem.
If you have ade quate self- esteem, you also have a degree of con -
fidence in your self. You keep your self secure by con front ing or elimi -
nat ing things that frighten you. You solve prob lems instead of
wor ry ing about them, and you find ways to make peo ple respond
posi tively to you. You cope directly with inter per sonal con flicts
rather than wait for them to pass. Con versely, low self- esteem robs
you of con fi dence. You don’t feel as able to cope with anxi ety, inter -
per sonal prob lems, or chal leng ing risks. Life is more pain ful because
you don’t feel as effec tive, and it’s hard to face the anxi ety involved
in mak ing things change.

This is where the critic comes in. Peo ple with low self- esteem
often rely on the critic to help them cope with feel ings of anxi ety,
help less ness, rejec tion, and inade quacy. Para doxi cally, while the
critic is beat ing you up, he is also mak ing you feel bet ter. This is why 
it’s so hard to get rid of the critic. He can play a cru cial role in
 making you more safe and com fort able in the world. Unfor tu nately,
the price you pay for the critic’s sup port is very high and fur ther
under mines your sense of worth. But you are rein forced to keep
 listening because every time the critic pipes up you feel a lit tle less
anx ious, less incom pe tent, less pow er less, or less vul ner able to
 others.

The Role of Reinforcement
To under stand how the critic’s pain ful attacks can be rein forc ing, it’s
nec es sary first to exam ine how rein force ment shapes your behav ior
and your think ing.

Posi tive rein force ment occurs when a reward ing event fol lows a 
par ticu lar behav ior and results in an increase in the future like li hood
of that behav ior. If your wife gives you a warm hug and a thank you
after you’ve cut the lawn, she is posi tively rein forc ing your gar den -
ing activi ties. If the boss praises the clean, spare writ ing style in your
last report, she is posi tively rein forc ing the writ ing behav ior she pre -
fers. Because affec tion and praise are such pow er ful rewards, you are 
likely to repeat your gar den ing and writ ing behav iors in the future.

Just as with physi cal behav ior, the fre quency of cog ni tive
behav ior (thoughts) can also be increased through posi tive rein force -
ment. If you feel aroused fol low ing a par ticu lar sex ual fan tasy, you

21

The Pathological Critic



are quite likely to con jure up that fan tasy again. Think ing criti cally of 
oth ers can be rein forced by increased feel ings of worth. Day dreams
of an upcom ing vaca tion, if they are fol lowed by a sense of excite -
ment and antici pa tion, will be repeated. The increased feel ing of
worth that fol lows your memo ries of suc cess and achieve ment makes 
you more likely to return to them. Obsess ing about the mis for tunes
of some one you dis like can be rein forced by feel ings of pleas ure or
vin di ca tion.

Nega tive rein force ment can only occur when you are in physi -
cal or psy cho logi cal pain. Any behav ior that suc ceeds in stop ping the 
pain is rein forced, and is there fore more likely to occur when you feel 
simi lar pain in the future. For exam ple, when stu dents are pre par ing
for final exams, they often find that the most bor ing, mun dane activi -
ties have become irre sisti bly inter est ing. Activi ties like doo dling or
scor ing bas kets in the trash can are being rein forced because they
pro vide relief from high- stress study ing. As a gen eral rule, any thing
that relieves stress and anxi ety will be rein forced. Anger is often
 reinforced by the imme di ate drop in ten sion fol low ing a blowup. TV
watch ing, eat ing, hot baths, with drawal, com plain ing, hob bies, and
sports activi ties may all at times be rein forced by ten sion or anxi ety
reduc tion. Blam ing oth ers relieves anxi ety over your mis takes and
can be rein forced until it becomes very high- frequency behav ior.
Macho behav ior has the effect of reliev ing social anxi ety for some
men, and the decrease in anxi ety is so reward ing that the macho style 
becomes a heavy armor in which they become trapped.

As with posi tive rein force ment, nega tive rein force ment shapes
how you think. Any thought that relieves feel ings of anxi ety, guilt,
hope less ness, or inade quacy will be rein forced. Sup pose, for exam -
ple, that you feel anx ious every time you visit your crusty, judg -
mental father- in- law. Driv ing over to his house one day, you begin
think ing about what a nar row bigot he really is, how few of his opin -
ions are sup ported by any thing resem bling a fact, how tyran ni cal he
is when crossed. Sud denly you feel more angry than anx ious, and
you expe ri ence a strange sense of relief. Since your criti cal thoughts
are rein forced by reduced anxi ety, you notice on sub se quent vis its an 
increas ingly judg mental atti tude toward the old man.

A per son who feels anx ious about mis takes at work may find
that devalu ing the job (“it’s idi ot’s work”) and the boss (“a nit pick -
ing, anal type”) reduced anxi ety. It’s likely that the devalu ing
thoughts will be enter tained again if anxi ety should once more
increase. Feel ings of hope less ness can some times be relieved by
roman tic fan ta sies, gran di ose suc cess fan ta sies, res cue or escape
dreams, or sim ple prob lem solv ing thoughts. In every case, the

22

Self-Esteem



 particular cog ni tion that suc ceeds in reduc ing the sense of hope less -
ness will be remem bered. When the same feel ings recur, the same
rec og ni tion has a high prob abil ity of being used again.

The mourn ing process is a clas sic exam ple of the power of
nega tive rein force ment. What makes peo ple keep dredg ing up pain -
ful memo ries of the lost per son or object? Why keep think ing and
think ing about those sweet days that can never come again? Para -
doxi cally, these obses sive rumi na tions about the loss have the power
of reliev ing pain. The aware ness of a loss cre ates high lev els of physi -
cal and emo tional ten sion. The frus tra tion and help less ness build
until they must be dis charged. Call ing up spe cific images and memo -
ries of the lost per son or object helps dis charge that ten sion in the
form of tears and then a brief sort of numb ness. The stage in mourn -
ing of obses sive remem ber ing is there fore rein forced by ten sion
reduc tion and a few moments of rela tive peace.

In sum mary, nega tive rein force ment is basi cally a problem-
 solving process. You’re in pain. You want to feel bet ter. You keep
search ing for some action or thought that is anal ge sic. When you find 
a thought or behav ior that works to decrease your pain, you file it
away as a suc cess ful solu tion to a par ticu lar prob lem. When the
prob lem recurs, you will return again and again to your proven
 coping strat egy.

The vari able ratio rein force ment sched ule. So far, only con -
tinu ous rein force ment sched ules have been dis cussed. Con tinu ous
rein force ment means that a par ticu lar thought or behav ior is always
rein forced. Every time you engage in the behav ior, you are rewarded 
by pleas ure or relief. An impor tant aspect of con tinu ous rein force -
ment sched ules is that they lead very quickly to extinc tion if the
thought or behav ior stops being rein forced. Shortly after you cease
get ting rewarded for a pre vi ously rein forced thought or behav ior,
you sim ply stop doing it.

The situa tion is very dif fer ent with a vari able ratio rein force -
ment sched ule. Here rein force ment is not con tinu ous. You may be
rewarded after emit ting the behav ior 5 times, then after 20 times,
then after 43 times, then 12 times, and so on. The sched ule isn’t
 predictable. Some times you might have to engage in the behav ior
hun dreds or even thou sands of times before being rein forced. The
result of the unpre dict abil ity is that you will keep doing a pre vi ously
rein forced behav ior for a long time with out rein force ment before
extinc tion. It takes a long time to give up.

Slot machines oper ate on the vari able ratio rein force ment sched -
ule, which is why peo ple become addicted and play them to the
point of exhaus tion. Some times it takes only one quar ter for a
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jack pot, some times hun dreds. Peo ple tend to play a long time before
giv ing up because rein force ment could occur on any given quar ter.

Here are two exam ples of how the vari able ratio rein force ment
sched ule can have a pow er ful influ ence on your thoughts.

1. Obses sive wor ries are occa sion ally rein forced when the
worry leads to a work able solu tion that reduces anxi ety. This might
hap pen once or twice a year, or even a few times in a life time. But the 
wor rier keeps at it, mov ing from worry to worry, like the gam bler
who plays quar ter after quar ter, hop ing this one or the next one will
finally pay off.

2. The obses sive reliv ing of an awk ward social exchange is
some times rein forced by those won der ful moments when you sud -
denly see it dif fer ently and don’t feel so rejected or incom pe tent after
all. You remem ber some thing you did or said that seems, in mem ory, 
to save the situa tion. Your shame melts away, and you feel accept ing
of your self again. The sad fact is that your obses sive reliv ing is
hardly ever rewarded by such a reprieve. Usu ally you suf fer, hour
after hour, the men tal video tapes of an embar rass ing exchange, wait -
ing to put in the quar ter that makes you feel ade quate once more.

How the Critic Gets Reinforced
Your self- critical state ments can be both posi tively and nega tively
rein forced. Ironi cally, while the critic is tear ing you down, he is also
help ing you solve prob lems and meet, in lim ited ways, cer tain basic
needs. The fol low ing are spe cific exam ples of how the critic helps
meet some of your needs.

Positive Reinforcement for the Critic
The need to do right. Eve ry one has a rather large inner list of

rules and val ues that regu late behav ior. These rules are often use ful
because they con trol dan ger ous impulses and pro vide a sense of
struc ture and order in your life. The rules cre ate an ethi cal frame -
work by defin ing what is moral and immoral. They pre scribe how to
act with author ity fig ures and friends, how to be sex ual, how to
 handle money, and so on. When you vio late these inner rules, life
becomes cha otic and you lose your sense of worth. So the critic helps
you fol low the rules. He tells you how wrong and bad you are when -
ever you break a rule or feel tempted to break one. He harangues you 
so much that you try to “do right.” As one man put it, “My critic
gives me the back bone not to go around lying, cheat ing, and being
lazy. I need that.”
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The need to feel right. Even while he’s tell ing you that you’re
no good, the critic can para doxi cally help you feel a greater sense of
worth and accep tance. The catch is that it’s only tem po rary.

1. Self-worth. There are two ways the critic helps you tem po rar -
ily to feel more worth: by com par ing you to oth ers and by set ting
high, per fec tion istic stan dards.

Here’s how com par ing works: The critic con tinu ally evalu ates
how you stack up in terms of intel li gence, achieve ments, earn ing
capac ity, sex ual attrac tive ness, lik abil ity, social com pe tence, open -
ness—vir tu ally any trait or qual ity you value. Many times you find
your self less ade quate than the other per son in one or more dimen -
sions, and your self- esteem takes a blow. But once in a while you
decide that you are more attrac tive, smarter, or warmer, and you feel
a moment’s sat is fac tion at being higher on the totem pole. Though it
comes only occa sion ally, that moment’s sat is fac tion is rein forc ing.
The com par ing your critic does is being rein forced on a vari able ratio 
sched ule. Most efforts to com pare your self to oth ers leave you feel ing 
less ade quate, but those times when it pays off—when you look good 
by com pari son—keep you caught in the com par ing habit.

The sec ond way the critic boosts your worth is by set ting
incredi bly high stan dards for how you must per form at work, as a
lover, as a par ent, as a con ver sa tion al ist, as a house keeper, or as a
first base man on the soft ball team. Most of the time you will fail to
live up to the critic’s demands, and you’ll feel inade quate. But once
in a great while, eve ry thing comes together in a miracu lous per fec -
tion. You achieve a mile stone at work, you have a deep and lovely
con ver sa tion with your son, you hit two home runs for your team,
and tell six enter tain ing sto ries at the pizza par lor after wards. And
that’s how you rein force the critic—with a vari able ratio sched ule.
Every so often you do live up to his lofty stan dards and, for a brief
time, feel at peace with your self. So the critic keeps insist ing on
 perfection, because it feels so good when you are, for that lit tle while, 
per fect.

2. Feel ing accepted by criti cal par ents. To meet this need, your
own critic joins your par ents in attack ing you. If your par ents dis par -
aged you for self ish ness, your critic will do like wise. If your par ents
rejected your sex ual behav ior, the inner critic will also call you
immoral. If your par ents labeled you stu pid or fat or a fail ure, then
your critic will join them by call ing you the same names. Every time
you use a criti cal self- statement that agrees with your par ents’
 negative judg ments, you are rein forced by feel ing close to them. By
iden ti fy ing with their point of view, you may para doxi cally feel safer, 
more accepted, more loved. You are see ing things their way, and in
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join ing them you expe ri ence a sense of belong ing and emo tional
secu rity that strongly rein forces your own criti cal voice.

The need to achieve. The critic helps you achieve goals by
whip ping you like an old dray horse. He drives you with vicious
attacks on your worth. If you don’t make three sales this week,
you’re lazy, you’re incom pe tent, you’re a lousy bread win ner. If you
don’t get a 3.5 aver age, you’re stu pid and tal ent less and will prove to 
eve ry one you aren’t gradu ate school mate rial. What rein forces the
critic is that you do achieve things when driven. You do make sales,
you do hit the books. And every time the critic drives you to
 complete a task, his caus tic bat ter ing is rein forced.

Negative Reinforcement for the Critic
The need to con trol pain ful feel ings. When the critic helps you 

to dimin ish or entirely stop pain ful feel ings, his voice is highly
 reinforced. Even though the long- term effect is to destroy your self-
 esteem, the short- term effect of criti cal self- talk may be a reduc tion in 
pain ful affect. Here are some exam ples of how the critic can help you 
feel less guilty, afraid, depressed, and angry.

1. Feel ing not OK or bad or val ue less. On a very deep level, eve ry -
one has doubts about his or her worth. But if you have low self-
 esteem, those doubts can be mag ni fied so that a good part of your
inner life is domi nated by feel ings of inade quacy and hope less ness.
That sense of inade quacy is so incredi bly pain ful that you’ll do
almost any thing to escape it. Enter the critic. The critic helps you
cope by cre at ing impos si ble stan dards of per fec tion. You have to get
pro moted every six months, cook gour met meals, spend three hours
a night help ing your kid with his home work, be a total turn-on to
your mate, and make non stop, spicy con ver sa tion straight from the
pages of The New York Times Book Review. The stan dard is impos si ble,
but while the critic is driv ing you to be per fect, you no longer feel so
inade quate, so hope less. You feel instead a kind of omnipo tence—if
you just worked hard enough, kicked your self hard enough, fought
hard enough to trans form your self, all things would be pos si ble.

2. Fear of fail ure. A woman who was con tem plat ing a job search
for a more crea tive kind of work began feel ing very nerv ous at the
thought of leav ing the safety of her old job. Her critic came to the
 rescue. The critic said, “You can’t do it. You’ll be fired. You haven’t
got enough artis tic tal ent. They’ll see right through you.” Under this
 barrage of self- rejecting state ments, she decided to wait for a year
before doing any thing. Imme di ately her anxi ety level decreased. And 
the critic was rein forced because his attack led directly to a reduc tion
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in her level of dis tress. The critic is very use ful in pro tect ing you
against the anxi ety inher ent in change and risk tak ing. As soon as he
under mines your con fi dence to the point where you aban don your
plan for change, he’s rein forced by your feel ing of relief.

3. Fear of rejec tion. One way to con trol the fear of rejec tion is to
con stantly pre dict it so that you’re never caught by sur prise. The
critic does a lot of mind read ing: “She won’t like you. He’s bored to
tears. They don’t really want you on the com mit tee. He doesn’t like
your work. Your lover’s frown says he is los ing inter est.” The mind
read ing helps to pro tect you against being caught by sur prise. If you
antici pate rejec tion, fail ure, or defeat, it won’t hurt quite so badly
when it comes. The critic’s mind read ing is rein forced on a vari able
ratio sched ule. Once in a while, the critic does accu rately pre dict
some hurt or rejec tion. And since the antici pa tion helps desen si tize
you to the worst of the pain, the critic is rein forced to keep on mind
read ing.

Another way to cope with the fear of rejec tion is to reject your -
self first. When the critic attacks you for all your flaws and short -
comings, no one else can say any thing you haven’t already heard. A
38- year- old loan offi cer described it this way: “After my divorce, I
kept call ing myself a loser. I think that say ing that pro tected me. It
felt like if I kept say ing it, nobody else would. They wouldn’t have to 
call me a loser because I was doing it already.” A well- known poet
described the same feel ing: “I always had a sense that if I kept
 putting my work down it would magi cally keep other peo ple from
doing it.” Attack ing your self is very rein forc ing if it helps relieve
your anxi ety about being attacked by oth ers.

4. Anger. Feel ings of anger toward peo ple you love can be very
fright en ing. As the anger begins to enter aware ness, you may feel a
huge surge of anxi ety. One way of cop ing is to turn the anger around 
and attack your self. You’re the one who’s failed, who hasn’t under -
stood, whose mis takes caused the prob lem in the first place. As the
critic goes on the attack, your anxi ety decreases. Now you won’t have 
to risk hurt ing some one. Or worse, get ting them so angry that they
hurt you.

5. Guilt. The critic oblig ingly helps you deal with guilt by
 providing pun ish ment. You have sinned, and the critic will make you 
pay. As the critic attacks you over and over for your self ish ness, your 
greed, or your insen si tiv ity, you gradu ally feel a sense of atone ment,
some times even a sense of undo ing, as if the sin never hap pened.
While you sit in the critic’s screen ing room review ing again and
again vid eos of your trans gres sions, the feel ing of guilt dis si pates.
The critic is rein forced once more because the vio lence he does to
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your sense of worth helps you to con quer for a while that awful
 feeling of wrong ness.

6. Frus tra tion. “I’ve nursed seven sick peo ple all day, I’ve
shopped, I’ve cooked, I’ve lis tened to some blar ing lead gui tar riffs
from my son’s room, I’ve got the bills spread out on the kitchen table. 
Those are the times I get down on myself. I think of all the stu pid
deci sions I’ve made, and I get really angry. Like I’m the one who
made this life, I lost the mar riage, I’m the one who’s so afraid I can’t
change any thing. After a while I feel a lit tle calmer and just go to
bed.” (36- year- old Inten sive Care Unit nurse) Notice how the critic’s
attacks are rein forced by a drop in arousal lev els. The self- directed
anger has the effect of dis charg ing ten sion from a tir ing day, a noisy
house, and anxi ety over bills. When you use the critic to get angry at
your self, your cov ert goal may actu ally be an attempt to blow off
high lev els of frus tra tion and nega tive arousal. The extent to which
this strat egy works and your ten sion is reduced is the extent to which 
the critic is rein forced for beat ing you up.

These exam ples of how the critic helps you meet basic needs are 
not exhaus tive. They are designed to get you think ing about your
critic and how his attacks get rein forced. It’s extremely impor tant that 
you learn to iden tify the func tion of your self- attacks, how they help
as well as hurt you. Right now, go back over the list of posi tive and
nega tive rein force ments for the critic. Put an aster isk by each one that 
applies to you. When you have deter mined which needs your critic is 
help ing you to meet, and some of the ways his attacks get rein forced, 
you can go on to the next step: catch ing your critic.

Catching Your Critic
To gain con trol of the critic, you have to first be able to hear him.
Every con scious moment of your life, you are engag ing in an inner
mono logue. You are inter pret ing expe ri ence, prob lem solv ing, specu -
lat ing about the future, review ing past events. Most of this con tinu -
ous self- talk is help ful, or at worst innocu ous. But some where hid den 
in the mono logue are your critic’s indict ments. Catch ing the critic in
the act of put ting you down requires a spe cial vigi lance. You have to
keep lis ten ing in on the inter com of your inner mono logue. You have 
to notice the critic when he says, “Stu pid . . . another dumb mis take
. . . you’re weak . . . you’ll never get a job because something’s wrong 
with you . . . you’re bad at con ver sa tion . . . you’re turn ing her off.”

Some times the critic hits you with images of past mis takes or
fail ures. Some times he doesn’t use words or images. The thought
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arrives as an aware ness, a knowl edge, an impres sion. The criti cism is 
so light ning quick that it seems beyond the scope of lan guage. A
sales man put it this way: “There are times I just know I’m wast ing my 
life. I can feel this sense of emp ti ness. It’s like a heavy feel ing in my
stom ach.”

Catch ing the critic will take a real com mit ment. You’ll need to
be espe cially aware of your inner mono logue in prob lem atic
situa tions:

! Meet ing strang ers

! Con tact with peo ple you find sexu ally attrac tive

! Situa tions in which you have made a mis take

! Situa tions in which you feel criti cized and defen sive

! Inter ac tions with author ity fig ures

! Situa tions in which you feel hurt or some one has been angry
at you

! Situa tions in which you risk rejec tion or fail ure

! Con ver sa tions with par ents or any one who might be dis ap -
prov ing

Exercise
Moni tor your critic. For one day, stay as vigi lant as pos si ble for

self- attacks. Count the number of criti cal state ments you make to
your self. You may be sur prised at how fre quently your inter nal
mono logue turns to nega tive self- appraisal. On days two and three,
take a fur ther step. Instead of just count ing the critic’s attacks, keep a
note book handy and write them down. Here’s a sam ple taken from
the note book of a 24- year- old first grade teacher:

Thought
Num ber

Time Criti cal State ment

1 8:15 The prin ci pal must be sick of my get ting
here late.

2 8:40 Skimpy les son plan. God I’m lazy.

3 9:30 These kids are slow and I’m not help ing
them much.

4 9:45 Stu pid to send Sheila with the lunch list,
she’ll fool around in the halls.

5 10:00 What kind of teacher are you? These kids
are mov ing ahead so slow.

6 12:15 Stu pid remark in the lunch room.
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7 12:20 Why am I so inane?

8 2:20 It was a mad house today. When will 
I learn to con trol the class?

9 2:35 Why don’t I get some of the kids’ draw ings 
on the wall boards? I’m so dis or gan ized.

10 3:10 Parked like an idiot—look at the angle 
of the car.

11 3:40 Look at the mess. Nice house keep ing.

The more of these self- attacks you write down the bet ter.
 Congratulate your self if you catch at least ten of the critic’s barbs
each day.

At night you will have one more task. On a piece of typ ing or
binder paper, draw a line down the mid dle. On one side put the
head ing, Helps Me Avoid Feel ing. On the other put the head ing, Helps
Me Feel or Do. Now for each criti cal thought in your note book, write
down the func tion of that thought—how it is rein forced either pos i -
tively or nega tively, how it either allows you to feel or do some thing
good or avoid feel ing some thing unpleas ant. Here’s what the school
teacher wrote:

Thought
Num ber

Helps Me Feel or Do Helps Me Avoid Feel ing

1 Sur prised and hurt if she
calls me on my tar di ness.

2 Moti vated to be more
care ful with my work.

3 Moti vated to develop a
more crea tive les son plan,
maybe get some con sul ta -
tion.

4 Moti vated to pay more
atten tion to whom I send.

5 Moti vated to work harder
at my les son plan.

6 Social anxi ety. I already
know I’m stu pid so they
can’t hurt me.

7 Social anxi ety.

8 Moti vated to con sult 
with other teach ers on 
dis ci pline tech niques.

Sur prised and hurt if the
prin ci pal criti cizes me.
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9 Guilt at break ing my com -
mit ment to being more
organ ized.

10 Moti vated to pay more
atten tion to how I park.

Guilt at park ing unsafely.

11 Moti vated to be more
neat.

As she went over her work, she real ized, as you will when you
do this exer cise, that there were cer tain basic themes. Many of the
critic’s attacks were rein forced because the attacks drove her to
higher lev els of achieve ment and self- improvement. When she
thought about it, she real ized that the critic was set ting very high
stan dards of per form ance for her. On the few occa sions when she
actu ally met those stan dards, she had a won der ful feel ing of self-
 acceptance. This feel ing was intoxi cat ing, and she knew it rein forced
her per fec tion ism. She also noticed themes of avoid ing social anxi ety
and fear of being sur prised by a rejec tion. Armed with this new
knowl edge, the teacher was ready for the most impor tant step:
 disarming the critic.
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Disarming
the Critic

By now you should be get ting bet ter acquainted with your critic.
Hope fully you’ve improved at sepa rat ing the critic’s voice from the
con tinu ous stream of self- talk that goes on through out the day. This
task is a lit tle bit like tap ping the fam ily phone of a sus pected
 Mafioso. You have to sift through a lot of innocu ous con ver sa tion in
order to hear him betray him self. You can’t stop lis ten ing, because at
any moment he could say some thing incrimi nat ing.

Before you can dis arm the critic, you have to know him. Secrecy 
is his great est strength. So if you can get really good at hear ing and
iden ti fy ing his voice, you will have won a major vic tory. Remem ber
that every time the critic attacks he is doing you real psy cho logi cal
harm. He is fur ther wound ing your sense of worth and mak ing it
harder to feel com pe tent and happy in the world. You can’t afford
what he is doing to you. It’s cost ing you too much.

Since it’s not really pos si ble to stay on total alert every moment
of your wak ing life, you need to know when you should be espe -
cially vigi lant. In the last chap ter, you were given a list of prob lem -
atic situa tions—times when you have made a mis take, been
criti cized, or dealt with peo ple who might be dis ap prov ing. But
there’s another time when you need to watch for the critic. That’s
when you are feel ing depressed or down on your self. These emo tions 
are usu ally trig gered by the critic, and their pres ence indi cates that
he is at work. In order to catch the critic in the act of mak ing you
depressed, you need to do four things:
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1. Close your eyes and take some deep breaths. Draw the air
deep into your abdo men so that your dia phragm can stretch
and relax.

2. Relax your body. Notice and elimi nate any ten sion in your
legs and arms, your face, jaw, neck, and shoul ders.

3. Notice where you feel depres sion in your body. Focus on
that place and really get to know the feel ing there.

4. Lis ten to the thoughts that go with the feel ing in that part of
your body. Notice eve ry thing that you’re say ing to your self.
Now try to remem ber how the feel ing began and what the
critic was say ing then.

If you fol low these four steps each time you feel depressed or down
on your self, you’ll become much clearer about the spe cific con tent of
the critic’s attacks.

If you did the exer cises in the last chap ter, you are now more
aware of the basic themes of your criti cal voice. As you ana lyze your
criti cal thoughts, deter min ing what they help you feel or help you
avoid feel ing, you’ll begin to see a pat tern to the attacks. One per son
may find that his critic’s pri mary func tion is to help him atone for
guilt. Some one else may expe ri ence a critic whose main effort is to
pro vide achieve ment moti va tion. Another per son’s critic may help
desen si tize her to the fear of rejec tion. Or a critic may harangue you
to stay on the straight and nar row path. When you become aware of
the theme or themes your critic uses, you are ready to fight back.

Dis arm ing the critic involves three steps: (1) unmask ing his
 purpose, (2) talk ing back, and (3) mak ing him use less.

Unmasking His Purpose
There are few things more effec tive for win ning argu ments than to
sud denly unmask your oppo nent’s ulte rior motives. A clas sic exam -
ple is tobacco com pany “research” that finds no link between cig a -
rette smok ing and heart dis ease. Since the ulte rior motives of the
tobacco indus try are clear, few peo ple take their argu ments seri ously.

When you unmask the critic, you expose his true pur pose and
func tions. Here are some exam ples of ways you might unmask your
critic:

! You’re kick ing me right now to force me to live by the rules I 
grew up with.

! You’re com par ing me to eve ry one so that once in a while I’ll
find some one lower on the totem pole than me.
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! You’re slap ping me around like my par ents used to do, and I 
believe you because I believed them.

! You’re beat ing me so that I’ll achieve more and more and
maybe feel bet ter about myself.

! You’re insist ing that I be per fect because if I did eve ry thing
exactly right, I might finally feel OK about myself.

! You’re say ing I can’t do it so that I won’t bother try ing and
won’t have to worry about screw ing up.

! You’re tell ing me they won’t like me so that I won’t be so
hurt if I’m rejected.

! You’re say ing she’s dis gusted by me so that no mat ter what
the truth is, I’ll be pre pared for the worst.

! You’re tell ing me to be per fect so that I’ll stu pidly think that
maybe I could be per fect and for a few min utes feel bet ter
about myself.

! You’re kick ing me around so that I can atone for divorc ing
Jill.

Get ting clear about the critic’s func tion makes eve ry thing he
says less believ able. You know his ulte rior motive. No mat ter how he 
rants and raves, you’ve exposed his secret agenda and there fore feel
less vul ner able to him. Remem ber that the critic attacks you because
his voice is in some way being rein forced. When you are able to iden -
tify the role your critic plays in your psy cho logi cal life, when you are 
able to call his game, you are begin ning seri ously to under mine the
credi bil ity of his mes sage.

Talking Back
The idea of talk ing back to your own criti cal voice may seem strange
to you. But in truth much of this book is about talk ing back: learn ing
to refute and reject the old nega tive pro gram ming you received as a
child. While grow ing up, Wanda received lit er ally thou sands of
devalu ing mes sages—first from her father, and then from her own
criti cal voice. When ever her father was angry, he would call her
 stupid. In par ticu lar, he ridi culed her for doing things “the hard
way” and for get ting only C’s in high school. All of her life, Wanda
has believed her father’s judg ment. These days, her critic con stantly
berates her for doing things “the stu pid way.” Wan da’s self- esteem
can’t improve until she stops these mes sages by learn ing to talk back
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to the critic. She needs a psy cho logi cal can non to blow the critic away 
so that he finally shuts up.

What fol lows are three meth ods for talk ing back. Prop erly
deliv ered, they will ren der the critic speech less for a few min utes.
Experi ment with each of them; try them sin gly and in com bi na tion.
Find out which ones work best for you.

The How it zer Man tras. These are selected words and phrases
that are designed to hit the critic like a can non blast. Here are some
exam ples:

This is poi son. Stop it!

These are lies.

These are lies my father told me.

Stop this shit!

No more put-downs.

Shut up!

Screw you, asshole.

To hell with these put-downs!

Get off my back!

Stop this gar bage!

Choose a man tra that helps you feel angry. It’s good to get mad. 
Pro fan ity is a per fectly healthy response to the critic. When using the
How it zer Man tras, shout them inside. Men tally scream at the critic so 
that you can drown him out with your anger and indig na tion.

If the critic con tin ues his assault despite your tell ing him to
“shut up” or “stop this non sense,” it’s time for stronger meas ures.
Put a rub ber band around your wrist and snap it while sub vo cal iz ing 
your man tra. Let’s say, for exam ple, that the critic is kick ing you
about some aspect of your appear ance. One of your man tras is “Stop
this shit!” You scream it inter nally and simul ta ne ously snap the
 rubber band. By snap ping the rub ber band, you are empha siz ing
your “stop” com mands and mak ing suc cess ful thought- interruption
more likely. The sharp sting ing sen sa tion breaks the chain of nega tive 
cog ni tions and acts as a pun isher so that the critic is less likely to
attack in the near future. The impor tant thing is to catch the critic just 
as he starts, before he is allowed to do much dam age. If you snap the
rub ber band and inter nally scream your man tra when ever you hear
the critic’s voice, the fre quency of his attacks will greatly dimin ish.

Ask ing the price. One of the best ways to dis arm the critic is to
think about the price you pay for his attacks. What does lis ten ing to
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the critic cost you? A 32- year- old sales rep re sen ta tive for a print ing
firm made the fol low ing list as he evalu ated the toll the critic took on 
his work, rela tion ships, and level of well- being.

! Defen sive with my wife around any criti cism.

! Blow up at my daugh ter when she doesn’t mind.

! Lost friend ship with Al because I got hos tile.

! Dump on my mother when I detect the slight est criti cism.

! Afraid to be asser tive with poten tial cli ents because they
might reject me. (This proba bly costs me ten thou sand a year
in com mis sions.)

! Tend to be cold and dis tant with bosses and authori ties
because I am afraid of them.

! Feel anx ious and on guard with peo ple.

! Con stantly think ing that peo ple don’t like me.

! Afraid to try new things for fear that I’ll screw them up.

Poor self- esteem was cost ing the sales rep re sen ta tive a great
deal in every area of his life. When the critic attacked, he could now
talk back by say ing, “You make me defen sive and afraid of peo ple,
you cut my income, you lose me friends, you make me harsh with
my lit tle girl.”

It’s time for you to evalu ate the cost of your own critic. Make a
list of ways in which your self- esteem has affected you in terms of
your rela tion ships, work, and level of well- being. When you’ve com -
pleted the list, com bine the most impor tant items into a sum mary
state ment that you can use when the critic attacks. Fight back by
 telling the critic, “I can’t afford this, you’ve cost me . . .”

Affirma tion of worth. This method is very hard to prac tice—
espe cially if you have a deeply held belief that there is some thing
wrong with you, that you are not OK. But you must learn to affirm
your self if you are to fully dis arm the critic. The first two meth ods of
talk ing back are impor tant, but they aren’t enough. You can’t per ma -
nently turn off the critic’s vit riol by call ing him names, tell ing him to
shut up, and insist ing that he costs too much. That helps for a while.
But you’re cre at ing a vac uum by silenc ing the critic with out put ting
any thing in his place. And soon enough his voice will be back, fill ing
that vac uum with more attacks. When the critic has been silenced,
you need to replace his voice with a posi tive aware ness of your own
worth.

Affirm ing your worth is no easy task. Right now you believe
that your worth depends on your behav ior. Meta phori cally, you see
your self as an empty ves sel that must be filled, drop by drop, with
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your achieve ments. You start out essen tially worth less, a body that
moves and talks. The critic would have you believe that there is no
intrin sic value in a life, only a poten tial for doing some thing worth -
while, some thing impor tant.

The truth is that your value is your con scious ness, your abil ity
to per ceive and expe ri ence. The value of a human life is that it exists.
You are a com plex mira cle of crea tion. You are a per son who is try -
ing to live, and that makes you as worth while as every other per son
who is doing the very same thing. Achieve ment has noth ing to do
with it. What ever you do, what ever you con trib ute should come not
from the need to prove your value, but from the natu ral flow of your
ali ve ness. What you do should come from the drive to fully live,
rather than the fight to jus tify your self.

Whether you’re a researcher unlock ing the cure for can cer or a
guy sweep ing the street, you have known hope and fear, affec tion
and loss, want ing and dis ap point ment. You have looked out at the
world and tried to make sense of it, you have coped with the unique
set of prob lems you were born into, you have endured pain. Over the 
years you’ve tried many strate gies to help you feel bet ter in the face
of pain. Some of your strate gies have worked, some haven’t. Some
have worked short- term, but in the long run brought greater dis tress. 
It doesn’t mat ter. You are just try ing to live. And in spite of all that is
hard in life, you are still try ing. This is your worth, your human ness.

The fol low ing affirma tions are exam ples of things you might
say to your self to keep the critic at bay.

! I am worth while because I breathe and feel and am aware.

! Why do I hurt myself? I am try ing to sur vive, I do the best I
can.

! I feel pain, I love, I try to sur vive. I am a good per son.

! My pain, my hope, my strug gle to sur vive links me to every
other human being. We are all just try ing to live and we are
doing the best we can.

One of these may feel right to you. Or none of them. What’s
impor tant is that you arrive at a state ment that you do believe and
that you can use to replace your criti cal voice.

Take time now to write your own affirma tion. If you are hav ing 
dif fi culty writ ing an affirma tion that’s true, chap ters four, six, and
eight on “Accu rate Self- Assessment,” “Com pas sion,” and “Han dling
Mis takes” will help you gen er ate affirma tions you can believe.

Remem ber that you need posi tive affirma tions to fill in for the
critic’s voice. Try to use an affirma tion every time you have suc cess -
fully shut down an attack from your critic.
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Making Your Critic Useless
The best way to dis arm your critic is to ren der him use less. Take
away his role and at last he will be silent. Under stand ing how the
critic works isn’t enough. You may now be aware that your critic’s
func tion is to push you to achieve or pro tect you from the fear of
rejec tion or atone for your guilt. But know ing that func tion doesn’t
change much. Those same needs must be met in new and healthy
ways before you will be will ing to forgo the serv ices of your critic.
This book is about new, con struc tive ways of tak ing care of your
needs with out rely ing on the critic.

What fol lows is the list from the pre vi ous chap ter of needs
which the critic may typi cally help you meet. After each list ing is a
brief dis cus sion out lin ing healthy alter na tive strate gies for meet ing
the need that do not rely on the critic. You will also be directed to
chap ters in this book that can give spe cific help.

The need to do right. Your old strat egy has been to rely on the
critic to coerce you into walk ing the “straight and nar row.” The
health ier strat egy is to reevalu ate your list of shoulds and per sonal
stan dards to see which ones real is ti cally fit you and your cur rent
situa tion. Chap ter seven on “Shoulds” pro vides a step- by- step
method for evalu at ing the rules you live by. It also describes a
healthy sys tem for moti vat ing your self to live accord ing to your
 values: bas ing deci sions on a clear under stand ing of the short- and
long- term con se quences for each alter na tive.

The need to feel right. Your old strat egy for tem po rar ily feel ing 
more worth has been to com pare your self to oth ers or to set high,
per fec tion istic stan dards. The health ier strat egy is to learn to see
your self more real is ti cally (chap ters four and five on “Accu rate Self-
 Assessment” and “Cog ni tive Dis tor tions”) and with genu ine accep -
tance (chap ter six, “Com pas sion”). Chap ters eleven, twelve, and
 thirteen will rein force these new ways of view ing and talk ing to
your self through tech niques of hyp no sis and visu ali za tion and other
meth ods. Much of this book, in fact, is focused on your need to feel
right and on help ing you develop an accu rate and accept ing self-
 evaluation.

The need to achieve. Your old strat egy relies on the critic for
moti va tion to achieve more. But you pay by feel ing bad and worth -
less every time you miss a goal, every time you make an error, every
time you lose momen tum. The great est prob lem, though, is that you
believe the basic prem ise of the critic’s bar rage. You believe the lie
that your worth depends on your behav ior. The first step, then,
toward meet ing your need to achieve in healthy ways is to chal lenge
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your old belief that what you do is what you’re worth (see the
“Affirma tions of Worth” sec tion in this chap ter and chap ter six on
“Com pas sion”).

The sec ond step involves learn ing to evalu ate your goals to
deter mine if they are appro pri ate for you. Is it you who wants to own 
this house, or is it your father or your spouse or some ideal of “the
good pro vider”? Chap ter seven, on “Shoulds,” will once again
 provide help in evalu at ing your goals. You will explore your goals in 
terms of short- and long- range con se quences to deter mine if they are
right for you. An hon est explo ra tion will inevi ta bly reveal that some
goals sim ply cost too much.

The last step toward meet ing your need to achieve in healthy
ways is to find new moti va tors. Your old moti va tor was the critic,
who attacked if you didn’t work hard enough toward your goals. A
health ier form of moti va tion is to visu al ize the posi tive con se quences
of suc cess. When you see your self reap ing the bene fits of an achieved 
goal, when you can imag ine each detail of your suc cess, when you
can hear the approval of friends and feel the sat is fac tion, then you
have cre ated an extremely pow er ful moti va tional force. Chap ter
eleven, on “Visu ali za tion” pro vides detailed instruc tions for using
imagery to moti vate desired behav ior.

The need to con trol nega tive feel ings. In the last chap ter you
learned how the critic’s attack can para doxi cally help you con trol
fear, guilt, anger, and other feel ings. It’s very much like dig ging your 
fin ger nails into your hand to block aware ness of some pain ful injury.

1. Feel ing not OK or bad or val ue less. The critic helps you block
this feel ing by set ting high stan dards of per fec tion. The impli ca tion is 
that hard work is all you require to become your ideal self. You can
learn to con trol this feel ing with out the critic by fol low ing the steps
out lined in “The Need To Feel Right” sec tion above. Again, the strat -
egy involves learn ing to see your self accu rately and with genu ine
accep tance.

2. Fear of fail ure. The critic solves your fear of fail ure by tell ing
you that you “can’t do it.” As a result, you don’t try and your fear
recedes. The health ier strat egy for con trol ling the fear of fail ure is to
rede fine the mean ing of your mis takes. Peo ple with low self- esteem
con sider mis takes to be an indi ca tion of a gen eral lack of worth. Each 
error reaf firms their under ly ing belief that some thing is ter ri bly
wrong with them. In chap ter eight on “Han dling Mis takes” you will
explore one of the fun da men tal laws of human nature: that you
always choose actions that seem most likely to meet your needs based on
cur rent aware ness. You make the best deci sion you can at any point in
time, given what you know and what you want. The secret to cop ing
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with any fail ure is to rec og nize that each deci sion you’ve made was
the very best one avail able under the cir cum stances.

3. Fear of rejec tion. The critic helps you cope with rejec tion by
pre dict ing and thus desen si tiz ing you to hurts. He also helps you
cope by mak ing you act in such a way that oth ers are dis cour aged
from any criti cism. A health ier strat egy for deal ing with the fear of
rejec tion is to (1) reframe social errors as the best avail able deci sion at 
the time (chap ter eight on “Han dling Mis takes”), (2) develop spe cific
skills for cop ing with criti cism (chap ter nine on “Respond ing to Crit i -
cism”), and (3) learn to check out an assumed rejec tion rather than
min dread (see the sec tion on mind read ing in chap ter five). The first
step requires that you talk dif fer ently to your self. Social blun ders are
not an indi ca tion of your worth; they are merely deci sions that you
made that hind sight would lead you to make dif fer ently. The sec ond
step changes your behav ior. You learn how to respond asser tively to
criti cism rather than col lapse into an orgy of self- blame. The third
step requires a deci sion not to trust your assump tions about the
thoughts and feel ings of oth ers. Instead, you develop the skill of
check ing out; ask ing spe cific ques tions that are designed to clar ify
sus pected nega tive feel ings in oth ers.

4. Anger. The critic helps you deal with your fear of anger by
deflect ing it into an attack on your self. A health ier strat egy for deal -
ing with your anger is to learn to say what you want and nego ti ate
for change. Anger is so often a byprod uct of help less ness because
your needs are unex pressed or expressed inef fec tu ally. You have a
right to ask for what you want, even though you may not get it.
Chap ter ten on “Ask ing for What You Want” will help you to express 
your needs more effec tively. Learn ing to be asser tive will reduce
 feelings of anger both toward oth ers and your self.

5. Guilt. The critic helps con trol your guilt by pun ish ing you. A
bet ter strat egy is to deter mine if your guilt comes from the vio la tion
of a healthy or unhealthy value. Chap ter seven on “Shoulds” will
give you a frame work for explor ing your per sonal value sys tem. You 
will deter mine whether the rule you broke and feel guilt over is
 sufficiently flexi ble to fit you as a per son and apply to your unique
 situation. You will also find out if the vio lated rule is real is tic, mean -
ing that it is based on the likely con se quences and out comes of your
behav ior as opposed to abso lute dichoto mies of right and wrong.

If you find that your rule is an unhealthy one, you can fight
your guilt by begin ning to ques tion your old value. This is eas ier said 
than done, but chap ter seven will give you a step- by- step method for
cop ing with unhealthy val ues. If, after exami na tion, the rule you
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vio lated feels healthy and right to you, the only way to stop the critic
is to ini ti ate the process of posi tive atone ment,

6. Frus tra tion. The critic helps you con trol frus tra tion by blam -
ing and beat ing you up until you’ve dis charged enough nega tive
energy to reduce your ten sion level. The health ier strat egy is to relax
and calm your self by using the hyp notic induc tion in chap ter twelve.
Some of the key ingre di ents of the induc tion are affirma tions of your
intrin sic worth and a reminder that any mis takes you’ve made were
the best deci sions avail able to you at the time. The main pur pose of
the induc tion is to help you toward a sense of per sonal for give ness
and com pas sion for your own strug gle.

Summary Chart
The fol low ing chart is a guide for using the rest of this book. On the
left side of the chart are the list of needs that your critic helps you
meet. Along the top of the chart are chap ter titles that offer spe cific
alter na tives for meet ing these same needs in healthy ways. The X’s
indi cate which chap ters offer help appro pri ate for a par ticu lar need.
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Accurate
Self-Assessment

A sin gles group had devel oped the cus tom of hav ing the women
choose the men for their first dance of the even ing. The fol low ing
exchange was over heard when an attrac tive woman approached a
slen der, well -groomed man at his table.

Woman: How ‘bout a dance?

Man: [Look ing around.] Me?

Woman: There’s nobody else at your table.

Man: I guess so.

Woman: [Miffed.] You don’t seem too enthu si as tic.

Man: I didn’t think you’d choose me.

Woman: [Sit ting down.] Why not, you look nice to me?

Man: Nice? [Sar cas tic.] This suit is fif teen years old and doesn’t
fit, I’ve got Pino chio’s nose, I’m los ing my hair, and I
dance like I’m slip ping on gravel.

Woman: [Silence.]

Man: You want to dance?

Woman: [Get ting up.] Let me think about that.

The man in the dia logue was among the most attrac tive peo ple
at the sin gles group that night. But his self- concept was dis torted by
an over- emphasis on the nega tive. He was fil ter ing out all aware ness
of his posi tive quali ties while focus ing exclu sively on his per ceived
flaws.
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Peo ple with low self- esteem do not see them selves clearly. Like
a reflec tion in a warped fun house mir ror, the image they see mag ni -
fies their weak nesses and mini mizes their assets. The usual result of
see ing such a dis torted reflec tion is a strong feel ing of inade quacy,
since you seem to com pare so poorly with those around you. You see 
other peo ple far more accu rately than you see your self, because you
are aware of their bal ance of strengths and weak nesses. Com pared to 
all these “nor mal” peo ple, your dis torted fun  house image of your self 
seems ter ri bly flawed.

To raise your self- esteem, it is abso lutely nec es sary to throw
away the old warped mir rors and learn to accu rately per ceive your
par ticu lar bal ance of strengths and weak nesses. This chap ter will
help you cre ate a clear and accu rate self- description. Instead of fil ter -
ing out your strengths and mag ni fy ing your weak nesses, you can
learn to rec og nize and value the per son you really are.

The first step toward accu rate self- assessment is to write down
in as much detail as pos si ble how you see your self at the pres ent
time. The fol low ing Self- Concept Inven tory will help you organ ize
your self- description.

Self-Concept Inventory
Write down as many words or phrases as you can to describe your -
self in the fol low ing areas:

1. Physi cal appear ance. Include descrip tions of your height,
weight, facial appear ance, qual ity of skin, hair, style of dress,
as well as descrip tions of spe cific body areas such as your
neck, chest, waist, and legs.

2. How you relate to oth ers. Include descrip tions of your
strengths and weak nesses in inti mate rela tion ships and in
rela tion ships to friends, fam ily, and co- workers, as well as
how you relate to strang ers in social set tings.

3. Per son al ity. Describe your posi tive and nega tive per son al ity
traits.

4. How other peo ple see you. Describe the strengths and weak -
nesses that your friends and fam ily see.

5. Per form ance at school or on the job. Include descrip tions of the
way you han dle the major tasks at work or school.

6. Per form ance of the daily tasks of life. Descrip tions could be
included in such areas as hygiene, health, main te nance of
your liv ing envi ron ment, food prepa ra tion, car ing for your
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chil dren, and any other ways you take care of per sonal or
fam ily needs.

7. Men tal func tion ing. Include here an assess ment of how well
you rea son and solve prob lems, your capac ity for learn ing
and crea tiv ity, your gen eral fund of knowl edge, your areas of 
spe cial knowl edge, wis dom you have acquired, insight, and
so on.

8. Sexu al ity. How you see and feel about your self as a sex ual
per son.

When you are fin ished with the inven tory, go back and put a
plus by items that rep re sent strengths or things you like about your -
self. Put a minus by items that you con sider weak nesses or would
like to change about your self. Don’t mark items that are neu tral,
 factual obser va tions about your self.

Elea nor, a sales rep re sen ta tive for a phar ma ceu ti cal com pany,
com pleted her Self- Concept Inven tory as fol lows.

1. Physi cal appear ance

2. How I relate to oth ers
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+ Large brown eyes

+ Dark curly hair

+ Ol ive com plex ion

+ Clear, young- looking skin

– Buck teeth

– Fat belly

– Fat thighs

+ Well- shaped hips
5 feet 5 inches, 130 pounds

– Flat chested

– Ugly nose

+ Look good in 30s style
dresses

+ Don’t need makeup

+ Like jeans and T- shirts, cas ual 
dress

 Long neck

+ Warm

+ Open

+ Ac cept ing and flexi ble

– Can’t set lim its or say no

– Too ac cept ing, then re sent ful

+ Good com mu ni ca tor

+ En ter tain ing

– Phony with friends

+ So cially com pe tent

+ Good lis tener

– Can’t ask for what I want

– Un com fort able with strang ers

+ Pro tec tive

+ Good at com pro mis ing

– Use guilt to get kids to do
things

– Some times attack and nag at
kids



3. Per son al ity

4. How oth ers see me

5. Per form ance on the job

6. Per form ance of daily tasks of life
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– Wishy- washy

– Over ex tended

– For get ful

– Lose eve ry thing

+ Posi tive

+ Com pe tent

+ Funny

+ Strong

+ In de pendent

+ Warm

– Scat tered

– Ir ri ta ble

– Know-noth ing

+ Prompt

+ Hard- working, mo ti vated

+ Lik able

+ Put peo ple at ease

– Over stressed

– Lousy on the phone

– Avoid mak ing sales calls

+ Knowl edge able in field

+ Good at sell ing

– Screw up pa per work

– Restless

– For get ap point ments

– Put things off

+ Good hy giene

+ Quick, com pe tent cook

– Lousy house keeper

+ Con sci en tious about teeth

+ Con sci en tious with ba by’s
safety, clean li ness

– Shop stu pidly

+ Don’t fret about my 
appearance

+ Re spon si ble

+ Funny

+ Open, out go ing

+ Friendly

– Hate be ing alone

– Blab ber mouth

– Sulky when I don’t get my
way

– Some times ir ri ta ble

+ Af fec tion ate with fam ily

– Try too hard to please

+ Love to be busy



7. Men tal func tion ing

8. Sexu al ity

It took Elea nor about an hour of con cen trated effort to make
this list. Right away she learned some thing very impor tant about
 herself. She saw that she had almost as many minus as plus items in
each cate gory of the inven tory. While she was able to rec og nize her
strengths, it was also clear that Elea nor had many nega tive
 judgments about who she was in every area of her life.

Not eve ry one has the same response pat tern as Elea nor. You
may find that the vast major ity of your minus items show up in just
one or two areas of the inven tory. If that’s the case, your self- esteem
is gen er ally good but has a few spe cific weak spots. The more your
minus items are spread through out the inven tory, and the larger the
pro por tion of minus to plus items, the more effort it will take to
achieve a real is ti cally posi tive self- concept.

Listing Your Weaknesses
Divide a fresh sheet of paper into two col umns. On the left, write
down each item that was marked with a minus. Leave three lines
between each item so that you’ll have suf fi cient room to rewrite and
make changes.

There’s noth ing wrong with hav ing faults. Eve ry body has them. 
There isn’t a per son on earth who doesn’t have a list of ways that he
or she would like to be dif fer ent. The prob lem is not in hav ing such a 
list, but the ways in which you use your weak nesses for destruc tive
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+ Usu ally turned on, in ter ested

+ Ac cept ing of part ner’s sex ual
turn- ons

– In hib ited

– Afraid to ini ti ate

+ Com mu ni cate sex ual pref er -
ences well

+ Can ex press feel ings sexu ally

– Can feel very re jected and 
de pressed

– Passive

– Lousy at ar gu ing, de bat ing

– Stu pid about cur rent events

– Men tally lazy

+ In tui tive

– Il logi cal

+ Like to learn new things

+ Cu ri ous about how things
work

+ Quick mind

– Un creative



self- attacks. Say ing that you hide your anger with your friends is a
rea son able assess ment. But to con demn your self as “phony with
friends,” as Elea nor did, under mines your self-esteem. Being aware
that you have a 32- inch waist and would like to lose 3 inches is a
real is tic evalua tion of some thing you want to change. But to say that
you have a “fat belly” is like stick ing pins in your sense of worth.

There are four rules you need to fol low when you begin revis -
ing the items on your list of weak nesses.

1. Use non pejora tive lan guage. The item “buck teeth” should be
changed to “promi nent front teeth.” “Lousy on the phone” should be
changed to “I’m uncom fort able when I can’t see peo ple to pick up
cues; I feel some what nerv ous on the phone.” “Shop stu pidly”
should be rewrit ten as “too many trips to the gro cery store because I
buy just what I need for din ner that night.” Go through your list and
elimi nate all words that have nega tive con no ta tions—stu pid, blabber -
mouth, wishy- washy, lousy, fat, ugly, and so on. These words must be
ban ished from your self- descriptive vocabu lary. Like pira nhas, these
nega tive labels aren’t very dan ger ous when they occur occa sion ally
in iso la tion. But in large schools they can lit er ally devour your self-
 esteem.

2. Use accu rate lan guage. Don’t exag ger ate and don’t embel lish
the nega tive. Revise the items on your weak nesses list so that they
are purely descrip tive. Con fine your self to the facts. The term “fat
thighs” is both pejo ra tive and inac cu rate. For Elea nor, the accu rate
state ment was “21- inch thighs.” “Screw up paper work” is another
inac cu rate state ment. Elea nor rewrote it as “occa sion ally for get to fill in 
items on my order forms.” She rewrote “wishy- washy” as “tend to
defer to oth ers who have strong opin ions.” As for being “illogi cal,”
she real ized that this was her hus band’s idea and that she didn’t
really think of her self as “illogi cal.”

3. Use lan guage that is spe cific rather than gen eral. Elimi nate
words like eve ry thing, always, never, com pletely, and so on. Rewrite the
list so that your descrip tion is lim ited to the par ticu lar situa tion,
 setting, or rela tion ship where the trait occurs. Gen eral indict ments,
such as “can’t set lim its or say no” should be revised to reflect only
the spe cific rela tion ships where the prob lem occurs. When Elea nor
thought about that item, she real ized that it was sim ply untrue as
writ ten. She could say no to sales peo ple, no to her chil dren, no to her 
mother and no to neigh bors who made impos si ble demands. But she
had trou ble set ting lim its with her hus band and cer tain close friends.
Elea nor rewrote the item as “dif fi culty say ing no to hus band and
close friends when they need or ask for help.” Elea nor also rewrote
the item “use guilt to get kids to do things." She real ized there were
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only two main situa tions where the prob lem occurred. “I make the
kids feel wrong for hurt ing each other or not vis it ing their grand -
parents.” The item “hate being alone” was changed to “nerv ous and
rest less being alone in the house after eight or nine o’clock.” “Lose
eve ry thing” got changed to “occa sion ally lose keys or sweater.”
Notice how being spe cific makes a weak ness seem less global and
wrong. Your prob lem is no longer all- encompassing. You rec og nize
that it occurs only on cer tain occa sions, with some peo ple.

4. Find excep tions or cor re spond ing strengths. This is an essen tial
step for those items that really make you feel bad about your self. For
exam ple, Elea nor was aware that she had trou ble ask ing for what she 
wanted. Her patho logi cal critic fre quently used this as ammu ni tion
for an attack on her self- worth. Elea nor rewrote the item by first
 noting excep tions: “I’m rea sona bly asser tive with co- workers, with
my friends Bar bara and Julie, and the kids. But not my hus band or
other close friends.” Another item that made Elea nor feel par ticu larly 
vul ner able was the label “men tally lazy.” She rewrote the item by
acknowl edg ing areas of thought where she had no inter est and then
add ing one impor tant excep tion: “Bored by politi cal and philo sophi -
cal issues, abstract thought. Do like to think about moti va tions and
drives behind human behav ior.” Elea nor’s item “lousy at argu ing,
debat ing” was another area of spe cial sen si tiv ity. The critic used it to
kick her for not stand ing up for her self or defend ing her posi tion.
Elea nor rewrote the item by includ ing a cor re spond ing strength:
“Don’t have enough facts or a kil ler instinct. What I like, though, is
that I don’t have to be right all the time. I don’t get miffed when
 people dis agree with me.”

Elea nor’s Revised Weak nesses List
Origi nal Ver sion Revised Ver sion

1. Physi cal appear ance

Buck teeth Promi nent front teeth

Fat belly 32- inch waist

Fat thighs 21- inch thighs

Flat chested 34B bra

Ugly nose Pro por tion ately too- large nose

2. How I relate to oth ers

Can’t set lim its or say no Dif fi culty say ing no to hus band
or close friends when they need
or ask for help.
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Origi nal Ver sion Revised Ver sion

Too accept ing, then resent ful I let my hus band do what 
he needs to do, but if I don’t 
get enough atten tion I may 
feel resent ful.

Phony with friends Reluc tant to express anger 
with friends.

Can’t ask for what I want I’m rea sona bly asser tive with
cowork ers, my friends Bar bara
and Julie, and the kids; but 
not with my hus band or other 
close friends.

Uncom fort able with strang ers Uncom fort able with strange men 
in social set tings.

Use guilt to get kids to do
things

Make the kids feel wrong for
hurt ing each other or not 
vis it ing grand par ents.

Some times attack and nag the 
kids

Ninety per cent of the time I’m
sup por tive, but sev eral times a
week I nag and has sle the kids
about home work and kitchen
clean-up.

3. Per son al ity

Hate being alone Nerv ous and rest less being alone 
in the house after eight or nine
o’clock.

Blab ber mouth On two occa sions in the past
year I told some thing I 
should n’t have.

Sulky when I don’t get my
way

I sulk when my hus band works
late, oth er wise I make a real
effort to be cheer ful.

Irri ta ble some times Irri ta ble with the kids about
home work and chores a 
cou ple of times a week.

Try too hard to please Over ex tend myself with hus band 
and close friends.

4. How oth ers see me

Wishy- washy Tend to defer to oth ers who
have strong opin ions.
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Over ex tended I work, I have three kids, a 
hus band and friends. There’s 
not enough time.

For get ful For get birth days, doc tor 
appoint ments on occa sion, and
cer tain peo ple’s names.

Lose eve ry thing Occa sion ally lose keys or 
a sweater.

Know- nothing Know lit tle about cur rent events
or his tory; don’t read the 
news pa per. Know a lot about
psy chol ogy, phar ma ceu ti cals,
chil dren, mod ern dance, mak ing
a fam ily work.

Scat tered See “For get ful” and “Lose 
every thing.”

5. Per form ance on the job

Over stressed Usu ally very tired when I get
home, OK on week ends.

Lousy on phone Uncom fort able when I can’t see
peo ple to pick up cues, feel
some what nerv ous on phone.

Screw up paper work Occa sion ally for get to fill in
items on my order forms.

Avoid mak ing sales calls Aggres sive at mak ing sales calls. 
A few really unpleas ant calls 
I put off for up to a week. 
Only one doc tor have I avoided
com pletely.

Rest less Being rest less is not a prob lem,
doesn’t bother me.

6. Per form ance of daily tasks of life

Put things off Put off vis it ing my mother,
clean ing up, and get ting the 
kids to do chores; mostly pretty
respon si ble with fam ily and
work obli ga tions.

Shop stu pidly Too many trips to the gro cery
store because I buy just what 
I need for din ner that night.
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Origi nal Ver sion Revised Ver sion

Lousy house keeper Dishes some times pile up,
dining- room table and liv ing
room a mess. Do major clean-up 
once a week.

7. Men tal func tion ing

Lousy at argu ing, debat ing Don’t have enough facts and 
a kil ler instinct. What I like,
though, is that I don’t have to
be right all the time; I don’t get
miffed when peo ple dis agree
with me.

Stu pid about cur rent events See “know- nothing.”

Men tally lazy Bored by politi cal, philo sophi cal
issues, abstract thought. Do like
to think about moti va tions and
drives behind human behav ior.

Illogi cal “Illogi cal” is my hus band’s idea. 
I don’t really believe it.

Uncrea tive Not inter ested in the arts or in
mak ing things. Have done very
well at deco rat ing houses, enjoy
my mod ern dance classes.

8. Sexu al ity

Inhib ited Uncom fort able when undress ing
in front of my hus band or 
hav ing him look at my body 
too closely. But I enjoy try ing
new things sexu ally.

Can feel very rejected and
depressed

Feel rejected and depressed if
my hus band seems cold and cut -
off for sev eral days and doesn’t
seem to want physi cal con tact.

Afraid to ini ti ate I’m anx ious when I ini ti ate,
because if he isn’t inter ested 
I get hurt. But I do ini ti ate at
least a quar ter of the time.
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Pas sive I let him set the mood sexu ally,
but that’s not really a prob lem.

Now it’s time to revise each weak ness on the left side of your
list. Do it care fully, tak ing as much time as nec es sary. This is an
extremely chal leng ing task. You will be tak ing a major step toward
chang ing the nega tive self- evaluations that make you feel wrong and
not OK.

Remem ber that each revised item should (1) elimi nate all
 pejorative lan guage, (2) be accu rate and purely fac tual, (3) elimi nate
gen eral indict ments in favor of spe cific situa tions where the weak -
ness occurs, and (4) include as many excep tions and cor re spond ing
strengths as you can think of.

Listing Your Strengths
The next step in accu rate self- assessment is to acknowl edge your
strengths. But this is no easy task. The Ameri can cul ture has a degree 
of ambiva lence about boast ing. Heroes let their actions speak for
them. Brag garts are shunned. In addi tion to these cul tural pro hi bi -
tions, you may have had expe ri ences in your own fam ily that make
you reluc tant to acknowl edge your posi tive side. Criti cal par ents
often pun ish chil dren for speak ing well of them selves. While grow -
ing up, some chil dren expe ri ence hun dreds of inter ac tions like these:

Jimmy: I did good on the spell ing test.

Mother: Yes, but you got a D last week and the teacher says you
aren’t doing all your home work.

Su san: I climbed the tree in the back yard, daddy.

Fa ther: Don’t do that, it’s dan ger ous.

Mike: I showed my shell col lec tion in school today.

Fa ther: And then did you bring it home or did you lose it?

As a result of cul tural and paren tal con di tion ing, you may find
it anxiety- provoking to give your self credit for your assets. It feels
dan ger ous, almost as if some body might hurt you or strike you down 
for your audac ity.

This is the time to be auda cious, to toot your own horn, to
search for and acknowl edge things to appre ci ate about you. Go back
to your Self- Concept Inven tory. On a fresh sheet of paper, write down
all the items marked with a plus. Now look at the items on your
revised weak nesses list for which you wrote cor re spond ing strengths. 
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If any of these cor re spond ing strengths are not on your list of assets,
add them now.

Read slowly down the items on your list of strengths. Try to
think of other spe cial quali ties or abili ties that you haven’t
 mentioned. Think of com pli ments you’ve been given, remem ber lit tle 
suc cesses, remem ber what you’ve over come and what you’ve cared
about. Include any prizes, awards, or good marks you’ve earned. The 
fol low ing exer cise may help you to remem ber some of the things that 
you value about your self.

Exer cise. For a few moments think about the peo ple you have
most loved or admired. What quali ties move you to feel affec -
tion or admi ra tion? What makes you really like some one? Right 
now, before read ing fur ther, jot down on a piece of paper those
quali ties that you have most appre ci ated in these indi vidu als.

At this point your list should be com plete. You can now use it
as a tool for intro spec tion. Go down the list slowly, item by item, and 
ask your self which of these quali ties apply to you. Look for exam ples 
from your past or pres ent.

You may be sur prised to find that a number of the same quali -
ties that inspire you to care for and respect oth ers are descrip tive of
you as well.

If any of the spe cial quali ties that you value in oth ers and rec og -
nize in your self have not been included in your list of strengths, add
them now.

Go over your list of strengths one more time. Rewrite them in
com plete sen tences, using syno nyms, adjec tives, and adverbs to
elabo rate. Get rid of nega tives in favor of posi tives, and eschew
“left- handed com pli ments.” When Elea nor revised her strengths list,
she changed “don’t need makeup” to “I have excel lent natu ral col or -
ing.” She changed “funny” to “I have a quick, per cep tive sense of
humor that peo ple really appre ci ate.” She elabo rated “inde pend ent”
by writ ing, “When it really counts, I can depend on myself and not
have to ask oth ers for help. I have a strong core of strength and
resolve that will see me through.”

You’ve been spend ing years dwell ing on and pol ish ing your list 
of nega tive quali ties. Now give equal time to your strengths. Dwell
on them. Pre tend that you are writ ing a let ter of rec om men da tion for
some one you really love and really want to suc ceed. When Elea nor
got to items like “like to learn new things” and “curi ous about how
things work,” she really went to town. This is an area where you will 
have to go a lit tle over board, to coun ter act your usual ten dency to
down play your strengths.
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A New Self-Description
It’s time now to meld your strengths and weak nesses into a self-
 description that is accu rate, fair, and sup por tive. It must be a descrip -
tion that won’t run away from the truth. It will acknowl edge
 weaknesses that you might like to change. But it will also include the
per sonal assets that are unde nia bly part of your iden tity. Your new
descrip tion should cover all eight areas of the Self- Concept Inven tory,
includ ing the more sig nifi cant strengths and weak nesses (from the
revised ver sion only). The self- description that Elea nor wrote fol lows.

I’m five- foot five, 130 pounds, with large brown eyes, a pro por -
tion ately too- large nose, full lips, promi nent front teeth, dark
curly hair, and a clear, young- looking com plex ion. I have excel -
lent natu ral col or ing. I have a 32- inch waist, 21- inch thighs, and
well- shaped hips.

I am a warm, friendly, open per son, who com mu ni cates well. I
am rea sona bly asser tive at work and with the kids. I have
 difficulty ask ing for what I want and set ting lim its with my
hus band and cer tain friends. I make friends eas ily, although I’m 
reluc tant to express anger with them. I have a good rela tion ship 
with my chil dren. At times I nag and has sle the kids about their 
chores and home work. I am a good lis tener and am intui tive
about peo ple, espe cially when I can relate face- to- face.

I’m an extremely respon si ble per son. I have a quick, per cep tive
sense of humor that peo ple really appre ci ate. I make a real
effort to be cheer ful. I enjoy it when the whole fam ily is home
together in the eve nings, and it’s hard on me to be alone after
eight or nine at night. I really enjoy peo ple, but some times I try
too hard or tell too much when I’m really involved in a con ver -
sa tion.

Oth ers see me as a posi tive, com pe tent, strong per son. But I
tend to defer to oth ers who have strong opin ions. I know lit tle
about cur rent events and poli tics, yet I feel knowl edge able
about the things that really inter est me—psy chol ogy, chil dren,
my job, mod ern dance, and mak ing a fam ily work. When it
really counts, I can depend upon myself and not have to ask
oth ers for help. I have a strong core of strength and resolve that
will see me through.

On the job I’m hard- working and con sci en tious and get along
well with oth ers. I hate the paper work involved in my job and
occa sion ally I miss a few of the details. I’m uncom fort able when 
I’m on the phone and tend to delay calls to irri ta ble doc tors. I’m 
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a great sales per son when I can sit down with peo ple face- to-
 face. I can really sell the prod ucts along with myself.

I am fast, cas ual, and effi cient when it comes to cook ing, house -
work, and groom ing. I tend to put off things like vis it ing my
mother and house clean ing. For tu nately I have a high tol er ance
for the kids’ clut ter. I do a whirl wind clean-up cam paign on
Sun days.

I’m fairly intel li gent and like to learn new things. My curi os ity
is insa tia ble. I like to dis cover how things work—a new drug
we are sell ing, or the inside of a toaster. This will keep me
grow ing and chang ing. I avoid politi cal and philo sophi cal argu -
ments and am bored with abstract the ory. I love talk ing about
human nature and what makes peo ple tick. I’m not good at arts
and crafts, but I enjoy deco rat ing the house.

I feel sexu ally alive and open to sex ual experi men ta tion,
although I feel inhib ited about undress ing or walk ing around
naked—even in front of my hus band. I’m intui tive and able to
com mu ni cate fairly eas ily about sex.

Indoc tri nat ing your self. Your new self- description could be
worth your weight in plati num. You should read it to your self out
loud, slowly and care fully, twice a day for four weeks. This is the
mini mum length of time for you to begin chang ing the ways you
spon ta ne ously think about your self. Just as you learn a song by  “get -
ting the tune in your ear," you can learn a more for giv ing, more
 accurate way of think ing about your self by read ing your new self-
 description every day.

Celebrate Your Strengths
You’ve listed the quali ties in your self that you appre ci ate. But that
doesn’t mean much unless you can remem ber them. When the critic
is beat ing on you for being stu pid or self ish or fright ened of life,
you’ve got to remem ber your strengths so that you can answer him
back. You’ve got to be able to say, “Wait a minute, I’m not lis ten ing
to that. I know I’m crea tive, I’m gen er ous to my kids, and I tried a
new career at forty.”

Remem ber ing your strengths, par ticu larly at the times when
you feel most down on your self, requires you to develop a sys tem of
daily remind ers. The fol low ing three meth ods will help you stay
aware of your posi tive quali ties.
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1. Daily affirma tions. One way to remind your self of your
strengths is to com bine sev eral of them into an affirma tion. This is
merely a one- sentence posi tive state ment that you repeat to your self
at inter vals through out the day. Here are some affirma tions that
 Eleanor devel oped:

! I am a warm, open, accept ing per son.

! I’m funny and lik able and have good, good friends.

! I’m com pe tent and hard- working and really good at what I
do.

Write a new affirma tion each morn ing. Make it some thing you
can believe about your self, some thing com fort ing and sup por tive.
Keep your affirma tion in mind through out the day, as though it were 
a sort of medi ta tion. Use it when you feel under stress or self- critical.
Use it like a touch stone, a reas sur ing knowl edge that you are a good
and wor thy per son.

2. Reminder signs. Another method of empha siz ing your
strengths, and one which can be used together with affirma tions, is
the reminder sign. Write a brief affirma tion in large let ters on a piece
of typ ing paper or a six- by- nine file card. Place a sign like this on
your mir ror. Tape oth ers on the back of your front door, by your
night stand, on your closet or refrig era tor door, near a light switch.
The idea is to have reminder signs in places where your eye will
natu rally fall. You can also make smaller signs on three- by- five or
busi ness cards. Keep these in your brief case, under the cel lo phane on 
your ciga rettes, in your desk drawer at work, in your wal let or
money clip. Change or rotate your signs every few days.

While some peo ple will dis miss reminder signs as absurd or
silly, many who use them report that they rein force and strengthen
their sense of per sonal ade quacy. The signs are a way of forc ing you
to notice what quali ties in your self you value.

3. Active Inte gra tion. A third way to increase aware ness of your
strengths is to recall spe cific exam ples and times when you clearly
dem on strated them. Each day, select three strengths from your list.
Then look into your past for situa tions that exem plify those par ticu -
lar quali ties. This exer cise is called active inte gra tion because it
 transforms your list of strengths from a lot of words into spe cific
memo ries. It helps you to believe and remem ber that these posi tive
quali ties really apply to you. You can go through your list, find ing
exam ples, as many times as you want. But try to make it through the
entire list at least once. In her process of active inte gra tion, Elea nor
thought of exam ples like these:
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! Lik able. The time Jeanne said I had a spar kling per son al ity
and then Ellen spoke up and said I made it fun in the office.

! Com pe tent. I’m third best rep in my area, which is damn good 
con sid er ing I’ve only been doing this for four years.

! Inde pendent. Like when my hus band was sent to Saudi Ara bia 
for three months. I took care of the fam ily with out him.

A com mit ment to accu racy. Accu rate self- assessment involves
two things: (1) acknowl edg ing and remem ber ing your strengths and
(2) describ ing your weak nesses accu rately, spe cifi cally, and non pe jo -
ra tively. This sec ond aspect requires a major com mit ment on your
part. When the critic is kick ing you, when he’s exag ger at ing and
using those nega tive gen er ali za tions, you’ve got to stop him. The
truth will stop him: accu racy, speci fic ity, non judg ment. Stay vigi lant.
Those old, nega tive ways of talk ing to your self are well- entrenched
hab its. You will need to answer them, over and over again, with the
new and accu rate lan guage you have learned.

60

Self-Esteem



Cognitive
Distortions

Cog ni tive dis tor tions are the tools of the patho logi cal critic, the
means by which the critic oper ates, the weap ons that the critic brings
to bear against your self- esteem. If irra tional beliefs can be said to be
the patho logi cal critic’s ide ol ogy (a the sis explored in a later chap ter),
then cog ni tive dis tor tions can be con sid ered the critic’s meth od ol ogy.
The critic uses dis tor tions the way a ter ror ist uses bombs and guns.

Cog ni tive dis tor tions are actu ally bad hab its—hab its of thought
that you con sis tently use to inter pret real ity in an unreal way. For
exam ple, when a col league declines to be on a com mit tee you are
chair ing, you can take his refusal as the sim ple deci sion it is. Or you
can employ your habit of think ing about any type of rejec tion as a
per sonal insult, and thus take another swipe at your belea guered
self- esteem.

Dis tor tions are a mat ter of style. They may be based on deeply
held unre al is tic beliefs, but the dis tor tions are not beliefs them -
selves—they are hab its of think ing that get you into trou ble.

Dis torted think ing styles are hard to diag nose and treat because 
they are bound up tightly with your way of per ceiv ing real ity. Even
the san est, most rational per son on earth oper ates at some dis tance
from real ity. It’s unavoid able, given the built-in pro gram ming of the
human mind and senses.

One way of think ing about this is to say that eve ry one looks at
him self or her self through a tele scope. If your tele scope is right- way-
 round and in good repair, you see your self loom ing rela tively large
and impor tant in the uni verse, clearly focused, and with your vari ous 
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parts in cor rect pro por tion. Unfor tu nately, few peo ple have per fect
tele scopes. The tele scope can be wrong- way- round, so that they see
them selves small and dimin ished. The lenses can be smudged,
 lopsided, chipped, or out of focus. Obstruc tions in the tube can block
your view of cer tain aspects of your self. Some peo ple have kalei do -
scopes instead of tele scopes. Oth ers can’t see at all, because they’ve
pasted pic tures of a false self over the lens of their tele scope.

Dis torted think ing styles cut you off from real ity in sev eral
ways. Dis tor tions are judg mental; they auto mati cally apply labels to
peo ple and events before you get a chance to evalu ate them. Dis tor -
tions also tend to be inac cu rate and impre cise. They are invaria bly
gen eral in scope and appli ca tion, fail ing to take spe cial cir cum stances 
and char ac ter is tics into account. They allow you to see only one side
of a ques tion, giv ing an unbal anced view of the world. And finally,
dis tor tions are based on emo tional rather than rational processes.

This chap ter will dis cuss the nine most com mon cog ni tive dis -
tor tions that affect self- esteem. It will teach you how to rec og nize
them and develop effec tive rebut tal tech niques to pierce through the
veil of dis tor tion and deal with real ity in a more bal anced, accu rate,
self- com pas sion ate way.

The Distortions

1. Overgeneralization

Cog ni tive dis tor tions change the very nature of the uni verse
you live in. Over gen er ali za tions cre ate a shrink ing uni verse in which
more and more abso lute laws make life more and more con fin ing. It
is a uni verse in which the sci en tific method is turned upside down.
Instead of observ ing all avail able data, for mu lat ing a law that
explains all of the data, and then test ing the law, you take one fact or
event, make a gen eral rule out of it, and never test the rule.

For exam ple, a chief account ant named George asked a book -
keeper in his depart ment to go to din ner with him. She declined,
 saying she never went out with the boss. George con cluded that none 
of the women in his depart ment would ever want to go out with him. 
From one rejec tion he over gen er al ized and made it a rule never to
ask again.

If you over gen er al ize, one faux pas means that you’re a social
incom pe tent. One unsuc cess ful date with an older woman means that 
all older women will find you shal low and inex pe ri enced. One
 wobbly table means that you’ll never mas ter fur ni ture mak ing. One
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acci den tally deleted file means that you’re a com puter illit er ate. And
your habit of over gen er al iz ing doesn’t let you test these rules.

You can tell that you’re over gen er al iz ing when your patho logi -
cal critic uses these key words: never, always, all, every, none, no one,
nobody, eve ry one, eve ry body. The critic uses abso lutes to close the doors 
of pos si bil ity, block ing your access to change and growth: “I always
screw up.” “I never get to work on time.” “Nobody really cares for
me.” “Eve ry body thinks I’m awk ward.”

2. Global Labeling
Global label ing is the appli ca tion of ste reo typed labels to whole

classes of peo ple, things, behav iors, and expe ri ences. Peo ple who
prac tice global label ing live in a uni verse pop u lated by stock char ac -
ters who act out unre al is tic melo dra mas. Global label ers with low
self-esteem often cast them selves in the role of the vil lain or the
sim ple ton.

This think ing style is closely allied with over gen er ali za tion, but
the dis tor tion takes the form of a label instead of a rule. Global label -
ing is even more deadly in the way it cre ates stereo types and cuts
you off from the true vari ety of life. For exam ple, an aspir ing writer
was work ing in a ware house and writ ing at night. He had a touch of
asthma and a slight limp. He had labels for eve ry thing: The ware -
house owner was a Capi tal is tic Slime. Edi tors who rejected his short
sto ries were part of the Lit er ary Estab lish ment. His job was a
 Treadmill. His writ ing was Neu rotic Scrib bling. He him self was a
Wheez ing Gimp. He thought he suf fered from an Infe ri or ity
 Complex. His favor ite words were all pejo ra tive ones. He had a
 million slo gans, and they were all cli ches of loss and dis sat is fac tion.
With so many labels pasted on his life, he was too bound into the
status quo to change any part of it.

You should sus pect your self of global label ing if the mes sages
from your critic are pejo ra tive cli ches about your appear ance,
 performance, intel li gence, rela tion ships, and so on. “My love affair is
a hope less tan gle.” “I’m just a fail ure.” “My house is a pig sty.” “My
degree is a worth less piece of paper.” “I’m neu rotic.” “I’m stu pid.”
“I’m a spine less jel ly fish, a quit ter.” “All my efforts to improve are
futile grasp ing at straws.”

3. Filtering
When you fil ter real ity, you see your uni verse as through a

glass darkly. You can see and hear only cer tain things. Like a
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voice-acti vated tape recorder, your atten tion is awak ened only by
par tic u lar kinds of stim uli: exam ples of loss, rejec tion, unfair ness,
and so on. You selec tively abstract cer tain facts from real ity and pay
atten tion to them, ignor ing all the rest. You have blind spots that
obscure evi dence of your own worth. Fil ter ing makes you a par tic u -
larly bad reporter of your life expe ri ence. Your own accounts of your
expe ri ence are as biased as polit i cal jour nal ism in a banana repub lic.
Fil ter ing is as dan ger ous to your self-esteem as driv ing a car with all
the win dows painted black would be to your phys i cal well-being.

An exam ple of fil ter ing is Ray and Kay’s inti mate din ner at
home. Kay praises Ray’s choice of wine and the flow ers he bought.
She com pli ments him on grill ing the steaks to per fec tion and for
pick ing out the sweet est corn on the cob. Then she sug gests that next
time he might put a lit tle less salt in the salad dress ing. Ray sud denly 
feels let down and incom pe tent because Kay doesn’t like his salad
dress ing. He can’t con sole him self by recall ing her sev eral com -
pliments because he lit er ally didn’t hear them—he was too busy
 filtering the con ver sa tion for its criti cal con tent.

You should sus pect fil ter ing when your patho logi cal critic
returns again and again to cer tain themes or key words: loss, gone,
burnt, dan ger ous, unfair, stu pid. Exam ine your memo ries of social
events or con ver sa tions to see whether you remem ber all of what
hap pened or was said. If out of a three- hour din ner party you can
only clearly recall the fif teen min utes when you spilled your wine
and felt mor ti fied, then you are proba bly fil ter ing your expe ri ences
for evi dence of unworth.

The nega tive things about your self that you focus on become
the leit mo tifs in the sym phony of your life. You lis ten for them so
hard that you lose track of the larger, more impor tant melo dies and
move ments. It’s like the pic colo player who never heard the can nons
in the 1812 Over ture.

4. Polarized Thinking
If you habitu ally indulge in polar ized think ing, you live in a

black- and- white uni verse, with no col ors or shades of gray. You
divide all your actions and expe ri ences into either/or dichoto mies,
accord ing to abso lute stan dards. You judge your self as either a saint
or a sin ner, a good guy or a bad guy, a suc cess or a fail ure, a hero or
a vil lain, a noble or a bas tard.

For exam ple, Anne was clerk in a fab ric store. She some times
drank a lit tle too much at par ties. One Mon day she stayed home
from work with a hango ver. She was severely depressed about this
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inci dent for a week because she tended to judge peo ple as either
sober citi zens or alco hol ics. By fal ling off the wagon once, she
became, in her own eyes, a bottomed- out drunk.

The trou ble with polar ized think ing is that you inevi ta bly end
up on the nega tive side of the equa tion. No one can be per fect all the
time, so at the first mis take, you must con clude that you are all bad.
This “one strike and you’re out” style of think ing is death to
 self-esteem.

You can catch your self doing polar ized think ing by lis ten ing for 
“either/or” mes sages from your patho logi cal critic. “I’m either going
to win the schol ar ship or com pletely blow my future.” “If you can’t
be funny and ‘on’ then you’re a bore.” “If I can’t be calm I’m hys teri -
cal.” Some times only one half of the dichot omy is stated, and the
other half is implied: “There’s only one right way to live (and all the
oth ers are wrong).” “This is my big chance for a good rela tion ship
(and if I blow it, I’ll be alone).”

5. Self-Blame
Self- blame is a dis torted think ing style that has you blam ing

your self for eve ry thing, whether you are actu ally at fault or not. In
the self- blaming cos mos, you are at the cen ter of a uni verse of bad
things, and they’re all your fault.

You blame your self for all your short com ings, for being coarse,
fat, lazy, scat ter brained, incom pe tent, or what ever. You blame your -
self for things that are only mar gin ally under your con trol, such as
your bad health or how oth ers react to you. If self- blame is a firmly
ingrained habit, you may even find your self feel ing respon si ble for
things that are obvi ously out of your con trol, like the weather, plane
sched ules, or your spouse’s feel ings. It’s good to take respon si bil ity
for your life, but in a case of seri ous self- blame, you see your self as
pathol ogi cally respon si ble.

The most com mon, observ able symp tom of self- blame is inces -
sant apolo giz ing. Your host ess burns the roast, and you apolo gize.
Your spouse doesn’t want to see the movie you pre fer, so you apolo -
gize. The clerk at the post office says you don’t have enough post age
and you say, “God, I’m so stu pid, I’m sorry.”

Self- blame blinds you to your good quali ties and accom plish -
ments. One man had three sons who grew up to become a dedi cated
social worker, a tal ented chem ist, and a drug addict. The father
 poisoned his later years by brood ing over the ways he had failed his
third son. He dis counted any influ ence he may have had over the
lives of his other, more suc cess ful sons.
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6. Personalization
In a per son al ized uni verse, you are the uni verse. Every atom in

it is some how related to you. All events, prop erly decoded, seem to
have some thing to do with you. Unfor tu nately, there is very lit tle
sense of power or of being in con trol of events. It feels more like you
are under pres sure, under siege, or under obser va tion by eve ry one
around you.

Per son al iza tion has a nar cis sis tic com po nent. You enter a
crowded room and imme di ately begin com par ing your self to eve ry -
body else—who is smarter, bet ter look ing, more com pe tent, more
popu lar, and so on. Your room mate com plains about how cramped
the apart ment is, and you imme di ately assume that she means that
you have too much stuff. A friend says that he’s bored and you think
he means that he’s bored with you.

The big draw back to per son al iza tion is that it makes you react
inap pro pri ately. You might start a fight with your room mate over a
non ex ist ent issue. You may try to be less bor ing by crack ing taste less
jokes, and thus become really bor ing. Inap pro pri ate responses like
these can alien ate those around you. Their hos til ity or dis ap proval,
imag ined at first, can actu ally become real, fuel ing another round of
dis torted inter ac tions.

It’s dif fi cult to catch your self indulg ing in per son al iza tion. One
way is to pay close atten tion when some one is com plain ing to you.
For exam ple, if some one at work were com plain ing about peo ple not
return ing tools and sup plies to their proper place, what would your
reac tion be? Would you auto mati cally assume that the per son was
com plain ing about you? Would you auto mati cally assume that the
per son wanted you to do some thing about the prob lem? Then you
might be per son al iz ing. You might be auto mati cally relat ing the com -
plaint to your self and never have it cross your mind that the per son
was just blow ing off steam and that it had noth ing to do with you
per son ally. Another way to catch your self is try ing to notice when
you are com par ing your self nega tively to oth ers, con clud ing that you 
are less smart, attrac tive, com pe tent, and so on.

7. Mind Reading
Mind read ing is a dis torted think ing style which assumes that

eve ry one in the uni verse is just like you. This is an easy mis take to
make, since it’s based on the phe nome non of pro jec tion—you assume 
that oth ers feel the way you do, bas ing your assump tion on a belief
in a com mon al ity of human nature and expe ri ence that may or may
not actu ally exist.
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Mind read ing is fatal to self- esteem because you are espe cially
liable to think that eve ry one agrees with your nega tive opin ions of
your self: “I’m bor ing her. She can tell I’m really a dull guy try ing to
fake it.” “He’s quiet because I was late and he’s angry about it.” “He
is watch ing my every move for the slight est mis take. He wants to fire 
me.”

Mind read ing leads to tragic mis cal cu la tions in your rela tion -
ships. Harry was an elec tri cian who often assumed that his wife,
Marie, was angry with him when she bus tled about the apart ment
with a frown on her face. He han dled this sup posed rejec tion by
becom ing very terse and with drawn. In fact, Marie frowned when
she was hav ing men strual cramps, when she was rushed, and when
she felt wor ried about finances. But Har ry’s with drawal made it hard 
for her to tell Harry why she was frown ing. She inter preted his
 withdrawal as lack of inter est, and kept quiet. Har ry’s ini tial mind
read ing destroyed the chance for any real com mu ni ca tion.

When you’re mind read ing, your per cep tion seems right, so you
pro ceed as if it were right. You don’t check out your inter pre ta tions
with oth ers because there seems to be no doubt. You can tell you’re
mind read ing by lis ten ing closely to what you say when pressed,
when asked why you made an assump tion: “I just had a strong
hunch.” “I can just tell.” “I just know.” “It’s my intui tion.” “I’m sen si -
tive to these things.” These kinds of state ments show that you are
leap ing to con clu sions with out any real evi dence.

8. Control Fallacies
Con trol fal la cies either put you in charge of the whole uni verse

or put eve ry one but you in charge.
The dis torted think ing style of over con trol gives you a false

feel ing of omnipo tence. You strug gle to con trol every aspect of every
situa tion. You hold your self respon si ble for the behav ior of every
guest at your party, for your child’s grades in school, for your paper -
boy’s punc tu al ity, for your mother’s cop ing with meno pause, and for 
the out come of your United Way cam paign. When guests put their
feet on the fur ni ture, when your child flunks alge bra, when the news -
pa per is late, when your mother calls you up in tears, or when your
motion is voted down at the com mit tee meet ing, you feel a loss of
con trol. You may expe ri ence resent ment, anger, and a keen sense of
per sonal fail ure that erodes your self- esteem.

You should sus pect your patho logi cal critic of using the fal lacy
of over con trol when you think things like “I’ve got to make them
 listen,” “She has to say yes,” “I’ll make sure he arrives on time” in
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situa tions where you are not really in con trol. You should sus pect
that over con trol is the prob lem if you feel a keen sense of per sonal
fail ure when some one close to you fails.

The dis torted think ing style of under con trol takes con trol away
from you. You put your self on the fringes of every situa tion, unable
to influ ence oth ers. You feel that the out comes of events are out of
your hands most of the time. Molly was a recep tion ist for the phone
com pany who fre quently fell into this fal lacy. Her habit of think ing
that she could do noth ing about her life usurped her power and cast
her in the role of per en nial vic tim. She was in trou ble with her boss
for com ing in late too often, her bank account was over drawn, and
her boy friend had stopped call ing her. When she thought about her
situa tion, she felt help less. It seemed that her boss, the bank, and her
boy friend were all gang ing up on her. Her patho logi cal critic kept
say ing things like, “You’re weak, you’re help less. There’s noth ing
you can do.” She was lit er ally unable to make plans for get ting up
ear lier, refi nanc ing her debts, or call ing up and con front ing her
boy friend.

Of the two con trol fal la cies, under con trol is the worst for your
self- esteem. Abdi ca tion of power has its cost in a feel ing of help less -
ness, a bleak sense of hope less ness, fee ble resent ment, and numb ing
depres sion.

9. Emotional Reasoning
An emo tional uni verse is cha otic, gov erned by change able feel -

ings instead of rational laws. The dis tor tion in this think ing style is to 
avoid or dis count your think ing all together. You rely instead on
emo tions to inter pret real ity and direc tion action.

Susie was a fash ion designer who lived on an emo tional rol ler -
coaster. She’d feel happy one day, so she fig ured her life was going
well. The next day she might be sad, and if you asked her, she’d tell
you how her life was a trag edy. Next week she’d be a bit nerv ous
and be con vinced that her life was dan ger ous in some way. The
actual facts of her exis tence didn’t change much from day to day.
Only her emo tions changed.

The impli ca tion for self- esteem is dis as trous: You feel use less, so 
you must be use less. You feel unwor thy, so you must be unwor thy.
You feel ugly, so you are ugly. You are what you feel.

Here’s how the patho logi cal critic uses emo tions as weap ons:
He whis pers in your men tal ear, “Weak, spine less.” This faint
thought trig gers the emo tion of depres sion. You feel help less and
stuck. Then the critic pipes up again with a devi ous piece of cir cu lar
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rea son ing: “You are what you feel. You feel help less, so you are help -
less.” By this time, you’ve for got ten that the critic started the whole
vicious cir cle. You fall for a cir cu lar argu ment that you would
 dismiss out of hand if you read it in a book.

The real error in emo tional rea son ing lies in tun ing out those
first thoughts intro duced by your patho logi cal critic, the thoughts
that cause your pain ful emo tions in the first place. The way to cor rect 
the error is to tune back into your self- talk and notice how it dis torts
real ity to trig ger nega tive emo tions.

Combating Distortions
The most impor tant sin gle skill to mas ter is vigi lance. You must
 constantly lis ten to what you’re tell ing your self. You must not give in 
to depres sion, but per se vere in ana lyz ing the thoughts that arouse
your pain ful emo tions.

It helps to remem ber that low self- esteem involves some
short-term gains. When you begin to thwart the patho logi cal critic
and refute the dis torted think ing styles that are his weap ons, you are
cut ting your self off from these short- term gains. You’re tak ing a
chance. You’re bet ting your cur rent dis com fort against future gain.
This risk will feel scary at times, bor ing at oth ers. The process will
seem hope less, or just like too much trou ble. You will come up with a 
series of ration ali za tions for why it won’t work, why it isn’t work ing,
and how silly the whole thing is any way. These are the death
 struggles of the patho logi cal critic.

Com bat ing dis torted think ing involves a com mit ment. You
must com mit your self to being con stantly on guard, even when you
don’t feel like it. This com mit ment is more impor tant than your
 commitment to your fam ily, your friends, or your ide als, because it is 
a com mit ment to your self.

The Three-Column Technique
This tech nique for rebut ting cog ni tive dis tor tions is as sim ple as 

the com mit ment to use the tech nique is dif fi cult. At first, write all
your responses down on paper. Later, when this tech nique becomes a 
habit, you may be able to do it in your head.

When you’re in a situa tion that makes you feel depressed or
dis cour aged, when your opin ion of your self is low, take time out to
get a pen cil and a piece of paper. Make three col umns like this:

Self- statement Dis tor tion Rebut tal
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In the first col umn, write down what your patho logi cal critic is
say ing to you about the situa tion. Even if noth ing imme di ately comes 
to mind, keep reliv ing the situa tion until you get a word or two. Your 
self- statements may be extremely fast or con densed, so that you will
have to slow them down and write them out in full.

Then exam ine your self- statements for the dis tor tions that mur -
der your self- esteem. Here is a sum mary of the nine most com mon
dis tor tions for your quick ref er ence:

1. Over gen er ali za tion. From one iso lated event you make a
 general, uni ver sal rule. If you failed once, you’ll always fail.

2. Global label ing. You auto mati cally use pejo ra tive labels to
describe your self, rather than accu rately describ ing your
quali ties.

3. Fil ter ing. You selec tively pay atten tion to the nega tive and
dis re gard the posi tive.

4. Polar ized think ing. You lump things into abso lute, black-
 and-white cate go ries, with no mid dle ground. You have to be 
per fect or you’re worth less.

5. Self- blame. You con sis tently blame your self for things that
may not really be your fault.

6. Per son al iza tion. You assume that eve ry thing has some thing to 
do with you, and you nega tively com pare your self to eve ry -
one else.

7. Mind read ing. You assume that oth ers don’t like you, are
angry with you, don’t care about you, and so on, with out any 
real evi dence that your assump tions are cor rect.

8. Con trol fal la cies. You either feel that you have total respon si -
bil ity for eve ry body and eve ry thing, or feel that you have no
con trol, that you’re a help less vic tim.

9. Emo tional rea son ing. You assume that things are the way you
feel about them.

In the last col umn, write rebut tals to your self- statements, spe ci -
fi ally attack ing each dis tor tion in turn.

Exam ple. Joan had trou ble join ing in at work. Oth ers would
gather in the employ ee’s lounge for cof fee and go out to lunch
together. Joan stayed at her desk or took walks alone at lunch
time. She liked and admired many of her co- workers, but felt
awk ward about join ing them. One day at lunch she stayed at
her desk and tried the three- column tech nique. This is what she
wrote:
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Self- statements Dis tor tions Rebut tal

They’ll reject me. 
They’ll see how 
nervous and awk ward 
I am. They already
think I’m weird. I’ll 
be tongue-tied, 
noth ing to say. 
I’m always like that.

Mind read ing

Over gen er ali za tion

I have no way of
know ing what
they’ll think. That’s
up to them.

Not so! Some times
I’m quite articu late.

I’m such a dud. Global label ing No, I’m not a dud.
I’m just quiet.

They’ll all be look ing 
at me, at my weird
clothes that don’t fit, 
my dish rag hair.

Mind read ing They couldn’t care
how I look. That’s
all in my head.

It’s hope less. There’s
noth ing I can do 
about it.

Con trol fal lacy Noth ing is ever
totally hope less.
Enough defeat ism.

Creating Your Rebuttal Voice
After mak ing a com mit ment, the next hard est task fac ing you is

to develop effec tive rebut tals to your self- statements. It will help
greatly to imag ine a per son as your rebut tal voice—some one else
who can stand up to your patho logi cal critic when you’re down. This 
per son becomes the cham pion of your cause, your advi sor, your
teacher or coach. Here are some sug ges tions.

Healthy Coach. If you are ath leti cally inclined, you might like the 
idea of a healthy coach. This is the per son of expe ri ence who is
 committed to help ing you win. He or she gives you point ers and pep
talks, sets up a regi men of healthy things to do each day, and keeps
you fit and moti vated.

Accept ing Friend. This is a friend who has known you for years
and accepts all your quirks and fail ings. There’s noth ing you can’t
say to this friend and noth ing your friend says can hurt you. This
friend is totally on your side, ready with under stand ing, and able to
remind you of your good points when you for get them your self.

Asser tive Agent. Pic ture a Hol ly wood or Broad way agent who is
totally dedi cated to you. He or she is out there shout ing your praises
from dawn to dark. Your agent thinks that you’re the great est, you
can do any thing, you’re going right to the top, you can’t fail. Your
agent is a shoul der to cry on, a res er voir of con fi dence.
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Rational Teacher. This is the stern but kind, rational but warm
teacher who lives only so that you may learn. He or she points out
oppor tu ni ties to learn and grow. Your teach er’s com ments are always 
fac tual and insight ful, enlight en ing you and show ing you how the
world works and how you work in it.

Com pas sion ate Men tor. This is an older, wiser per son who has
cho sen to guide you in your devel op ment as a whole and healthy
human being. This men tor has seen eve ry thing, lived through eve ry -
thing, and is an invalu able source of good advice. The chief char ac -
ter is tic of your men tor is a deep and abid ing com pas sion for you and 
all liv ing things. You are totally safe with your men tor.

You can choose one of these per so nae for your rebut tal voice or
make up a voice based on some body you know, read about, or saw
in a movie. It could be a priest or rabbi, an admired movie actor, or
even an alien from another gal axy—who ever you feel safe with, who -
ever will help. You can even imag ine an entou rage of these peo ple
who go eve ry where with you, speak ing up to give advice and
 support as needed.

When you rebut your patho logi cal critic, hear your imagi nary
sup port per son speak ing to you in the sec ond per son, address ing you 
by name: “No, John, you’re not weird. You have a vivid imagi na tion
and a unique way of look ing at things. You have a right to your own
point of view and your own feel ings.” Then para phrase the state ment 
in your mind, using the first per son and chang ing the words to make
them stronger and drive the point home: “That’s right, I’m not weird. 
I have a vivid imagi na tion. I have my own slant on things, and that’s
a valu able trait. I have a right to be dif fer ent if I feel like it, and I
refuse to call myself names any more.”

Rules for Rebuttal
But what should these rebut tal voices say? How do you refute

dis tor tions like mind read ing or emo tional rea son ing that seem so
right, so unas sail able?

In com pos ing an effec tive rebut tal to a dis torted self- statement,
there are four rules to take into con sid era tion.

1. Rebut tals must be strong. Imag ine your rebut tals spo ken in a
loud, force ful voice. If you invent a coach or trainer or men tor to be
your rebut tal voice, make that per son strong and force ful. Your
patho logi cal critic is pow er ful, with years of expe ri ence in deliv er ing
dev as tat ing mes sages to you. You need to coun ter with equal or
greater force. Try begin ning your rebut tals with a loud men tal excla -
ma tion that will shock your critic into silence: “NO!” or “SHUT UP!
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or ”LIAR!" See “The How it zer Man tras” in chap ter three for more
sug gested retorts of this kind. You might even do some thing physi cal 
to inter rupt your nega tive train of thought —snap your fin gers or
pinch your self.

2. Rebut tals must be non judg men tal. This means that if you have
been indulg ing in global label ing, all those pejo ra tive adjec tives and
adverbs—“awful, dis gust ing, hor ri ble”—have got to go. Get rid of
notions of right and wrong. Con cen trate on what is, not what should
be. You are not “stu pid,” you merely got a C in soci ol ogy. You are
not “self ish,” you just wanted some time for your self.

Being very exact in your state ments, rather than exag ger at ing or 
mini miz ing, will help remove the judg mental qual ity from your self-
 statements. You are not fat, you weight 198 pounds. Your blood
 pressure is not astro nomi cal, it is 180 over 90. You are not a boob at
par ties, you just don’t like to talk to strang ers unless they speak first.

3. Rebut tals must be spe cific. Think in terms of spe cific behav ior
or a spe cific prob lem. If your self- statement is “Eve ry thing I do turns
out wrong,” make it spe cific: “Only three out of the eight peo ple I
invited came to my party.” Instead of say ing, “Nobody will ever love 
me again,” say, “At this moment, I am not in a rela tion ship.” You are 
not with out friends, you have three peo ple you can call up if you
want to. Your date wasn’t cold and reject ing, he just said that he was
tired and wanted to make it an early night.

Con stantly ask your self, “What are the facts? What would stand 
up in court? What do I know for sure?” This is the only way to find
mind read ing and emo tional rea son ing. If you feel that your boss
 disapproves of you, exam ine the facts: all you really know is that he
didn’t say any thing about the memo you sent him and that he blinks
a lot when he looks at you. Beyond that, it’s all fan tasy.

4. Rebut tals must be bal anced. Include the posi tive as well as the
nega tive. “Five peo ple didn’t come to my party, but three peo ple did
come and had a good time.” “I’m not in a rela tion ship right now, but
I have been in the past and will be in the future.” “I weigh 198
pounds, but I have a kind heart.” “I’m not the best- looking guy in my 
class, but I know I’ll achieve some thing in life.”

When you use these rules to com pose your own rebut tals, write 
them out on paper using the three- column tech nique. You will proba -
bly have a long para graph of analy sis, refu ta tions, and posi tive state -
ments to rebut each nega tive self- statement. When you are fin ished,
under line or star the parts of your rebut tal that seem the strong est.
These stronger state ments are the ones you should memo rize and use 
the next time your patho logi cal critic starts attack ing you.
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Rebuttals
At the begin ning, you can use the rebut tals sug gested in this

sec tion word for word. Later you will find that the rebut tals you
com pose your self will be the most effec tive.

1. Over gen er ali za tion. To fight over gen er ali za tions, first get rid 
of abso lute terms such as all, every, none, nobody, eve ry body, never,
always, and so on. Pay spe cial atten tion to the rules about being
 specific and bal anced. Finally, avoid state ments about the future—
you have no way of pre dict ing the future. Here are some exam ples:

! What evi dence have I got for that con clu sion?

! Do I really have enough data to make a rule?

! What other con clu sion could this evi dence sup port? What
else could it mean?

! How can I check this con clu sion?

! No abso lutes—quan tify exactly.

! I can’t pre dict the future.

Here’s an exam ple of how a plumber named Har old fought
against some pow er ful nega tive self- statements. He habitu ally told
him self, via his patho logi cal critic:

! Nobody likes me.

! Nobody ever invites me any where.

! Eve ry body looks down on me.

! I’m just a dumb plumber.

! I haven’t got a friend in the whole world.

! I’ll never have any friends.

The first thing that Har old noticed after writ ing down these
self- statements was the number of abso lutes: “Nobody . . . any -
where  . . . eve ry body . . . whole world . . . never.” He asked him self,
“What evi dence do I have for these abso lute con clu sions?” He found
he could be more accu rate and take the sting out of the state ments by 
sub sti tut ing less gen eral words: “Few peo ple . . . some places . . .
some peo ple . . . few friends . . . ”

Har old applied the rule about being spe cific by list ing the
 people he felt looked down on him, and those he wished would
include him in social func tions. He applied the bal ance rule by list ing 
peo ple who did like him and spent time with him. He made his
rebut tal strong by pref ac ing it with “Stop it!” shouted loudly in his
mind.
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Finally, Har old deleted the judg mental label “dumb plumber,”
bal anced it with his good points, and warned him self against pre dict -
ing the future. Here is Har old’s full rebut tal:

! Stop it! *

! What evi dence do I have for these abso lute con clu sions?

! I haven’t met eve ry body in the world.

! I haven’t been eve ry where in the world.

! Some peo ple like Bob seem to dis like me.

! But oth ers like Gor don like me a lot.

! Ralph and Sally didn’t invite me to their pic nic.

! But my Dad, Molly, and Mr. Hender son often invite me over.

! So I do have some friends. *

! I proba bly will have friends in the future.

! So stop it! Stop pre dict ing lone li ness.

! I’m a good plumber.*

! Plumb ing is a respect able trade.

The state ments marked with an aster isk are the parts of the
rebut tal that Har old found most pow er ful. These are the parts that he 
memo rized and remem bered to use when ever his patho logi cal critic
started tell ing him that he was “friend less” and “dumb.”

2. Global label ing. When you write your nega tive self-
 statements down on paper, look for nouns, adjec tives, and verbs that
are judg mental global labels. Look for nouns such as slob, fail ure,
bum, ingrate, cow ard. Adjec tives can be the worst: lazy, stu pid, ugly,
weak, clumsy, hope less. Even verbs can func tion as global lables: to lose, 
to err, to fail, to waste, to dis gust.

When fight ing global labels, being spe cific means real iz ing that
your label is refer ring only to a part of your self or of an expe ri ence.
Be spe cific by replac ing the label with an accu rate defi ni tion of what
you don’t like. For exam ple, instead of “I’m fat,” say, “I’m fifteen-
 and- a- half pounds over my ideal weight.” Instead of say ing to your -
self, “I acted like a jerk,” say, “I stam mered when she asked me about 
my old girl friend.”

Being bal anced involves describ ing some of the many parts of
your self to which your label does not apply: “I’m fifteen- and- a- half
pounds over weight, but I carry it well and look good in my new
clothes.” “I stam mered when she asked me about my old girl friend,
but I told the story about the old doc tor well.”

Here are some self- statements to get you started in rebut ting
global labels:
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! Stop! That’s just a label.

! That’s not me, that’s just a label.

! Labels exag ger ate a tiny part of me.

! No more labels—be spe cific.

! I refuse to call myself names.

! Exactly what do I mean by _____ ?

! My expe ri ence is too lim ited for global labels ever to be true.

! Labels are mis taken opin ions based on lim ited expe ri ence.

! I have far more good points than bad.

Here is an exam ple of a global labeler who broke the habit. Peg
was a mother of four whose critic typi cally assaulted her with a
 barrage of labels:

! Call your self a mother? You’re the Wicked Witch to your
kids.

! You’ve failed Billy. He’s back ward.

! You ignore the older kids. They’re run ning wild.

Peg wrote these self- statements down and under lined all the
global labels: “Wicked Witch . . . failed . . . back ward . . . ignore . . .
wild.” She began her rebut tal by replac ing the labels with the facts:
she some times raises her voice to her kids, she wor ries about Billy
because at two years old he doesn’t talk much. She spends her avail -
able time with Billy and Susan, her young est kids, and thus has lit tle
time for her older chil dren.

To bal ance her short com ings, Peg included her good points:
main tain ing con sis tent rules for her kids, pro vid ing them with good
clothes and nutri tious food, and tak ing a real inter est in their edu ca -
tions. Here is Peg’s com plete rebut tal:

! Enough already!*

! These are harsh, dis torted labels.*

! Some times I yell at my kids.

! I do pro vide my kids with con sis tent rules and enforce them
fairly.*

! I worry about Billy not talk ing, but that’s just his way.

! It’s not my fault Billy doesn’t talk much.

! Billy will talk when he’s ready.*

! I wish I had more time for Jim and Andrea, but they actu ally
do fine with what time I can give them.

! They will bene fit from the free dom.
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! I refuse to call myself names any more.*

! I’ve always done my best, and will keep try ing.

Peg marked the strong est rebut tals with an aster isk and used
them when ever she started criti ciz ing her self for being a poor
mother.

3. Fil ter ing. The most impor tant rule for form ing rebut tals to
 filtering is to look for bal ance. Since you are stuck in a rut from
which you can only see nega tive things, you must make a strong
effort to climb out and look around. Look for the oppo site of what
you fil ter for. If you tend to focus on loss in your life, make up rebut -
tals that stress all the good things that have not been lost. If you see
rejec tion all around you, write descrip tions of the times when you
were accepted and loved. If you obses sively look for instances of
 failure, make up rebut tals that remind you of your suc cesses.

Here are some gen eral rebut tals to use to fight fil ter ing:

! Wait! Open your eyes! Let’s see the whole pic ture.

! I may have lost things in my life, but there are many
 treasures I still have and cher ish.

! There I go again, look ing for rejec tion.

! This one defeat can serve to remind me of my vic to ries.

! There’s more to life than pain (or dan ger, sad ness, etc.)

! I can choose to stop blank ing out the good things.

Bill always fil tered his real ity for signs of rejec tion. A typi cal
morn ing would net for him these kinds of nega tive self- statements:

! The bus driver was irri tated because I didn’t have cor rect
change.

! Mag gie’s mad at me for not want ing to buy a new dryer.

! The new account ant won’t like my book keep ing.

! God, Stan is grouchy. Bet ter pussy foot with him.

Upon analy sis, Bill found that there were other aspects to all
these rela tion ships that he was only dimly aware of. He replayed
con ver sa tions and situa tions in his mind until he could iden tify the
posi tive ele ments: although the bus driver may have been reject ing,
most driv ers were neu tral or even friendly if you your self were
pleas ant. His wife, Mag gie, actu ally wasn’t mad about the dryer, she
had a dif fer ent opin ion and appeared will ing to dis cuss it ration ally.
Fur ther more, he and Mag gie had been rather close and play ful over
the past week. Hav ing not even met the new account ant, Bill was
 filtering the future, pre dict ing rejec tion with out evi dence. Regard ing
his friend Stan, Bill reminded him self that Stan was fre quently
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grouchy. So what else is new? Here is Bill’s full rebut tal as he first
wrote it out:

! So what if a bus driver doesn’t like me? In half an hour we’ll
have for got ten each other.

! Mag gie and I are feel ing close; that’s what counts.

! Dis agree ments don’t nec es sar ily imply rejec tion or anger.

! Don’t pre dict rejec tion.*

! Oth ers are just as likely to like as to not like me.

! What’s impor tant is that I like myself.*

! The only seri ous rejec tion is self- rejection.

! Peo ple don’t have to like me.*

! Look on the lov ing side. Look for the smiles.

! Stan and I have been friends for ten years, why should I
worry?

The items marked with an aster isk are the ones that Bill found
espe cially tell ing. He recalled them when ever he felt the famil iar
 feeling of impend ing rejec tion, or when ever he felt depressed after a
social inter ac tion that seemed to have gone poorly.

4. Polar ized think ing. The rule about being spe cific will guide
you in fight ing polar ized think ing. Instead of describ ing life to your -
self in abso lute blacks and whites, describe spe cific shades of gray.
As soon as you find your self mak ing a snap judg ment about your self, 
say, “Wait a minute. Let me be more pre cise.”

A help ful tech nique in writ ing rebut tals of polar ized think ing is 
to use per cent ages. The car show wasn’t a total dis as ter, your
Packard got eighty out of a hun dred points. The meal you cooked
wasn’t gar bage, rather the entree was 50 per cent OK, the salad was
80 per cent, and the des sert was 40 per cent. Your party wasn’t a
 complete bore—60 per cent of your guests had a good time, 30
 percent were bored, and the remain ing 10 per cent never admit to
hav ing fun no mat ter where they are.

These gen eral rebut tals show the tack to take against polar ized
think ing:

! Wrong!

! Noth ing is totally any thing.

! Let me be more pre cise.

! Remem ber the gray zone.

! No more abso lutes.

! What are the per cent ages?
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! There are infi nite gra da tions of good and bad in all I do.

An exam ple of polar ized think ing is Arlene. She was a loan offi -
cer at a bank, a job that unfor tu nately rein forced her ten dency toward 
polar ized think ing—appli cants either quali fied for their loan or not,
with no mid dle ground. Arle ne’s prob lem was that she applied this
same rule to her own per form ance—she was either per fectly com pe -
tent at her job, or she was incom pe tent. Her patho logi cal critic put it
like this:

! You’ve got to get these loan pack ages together by three
o’clock.

! If you don’t, you’ve totally screwed up.

! You’re either com pe tent or you’re not.

! The pack ages were late. What a dis as ter.

! You can’t do any thing right.

! You’re com pletely dis or gan ized. Just look at this desk.

! If you don’t do this job right, you’ll end up on wel fare.

Arlene coun tered this polar ized think ing by cre at ing a rebut tal
voice. She imag ined a patient, wise teacher, simi lar to a favor ite
 professor she once had in col lege. This teacher was with her all the
time at work, like an invisi ble guard ian angel. This is the rebut tal she 
wrote and imag ined spo ken in her teach er’s voice:

! Slow down, now.*

! Stop think ing in black and white.

! Some times you’re per fectly com pe tent.

! Some times you’re less com pe tent.

! You’re never totally incom pe tent.

! Not every job is life and death.*

! Not every missed dead line is a dis as ter.

! You’re punc tual 90 per cent of the time.

! Your job is secure and you do it well.

! Eve ry body makes mis takes.

! This is not the end of the world.*

At work when she heard her patho logi cal critic start up, Arlene
had her teacher rebut with the starred state ments.

5. Self- blame. To rebut self- blaming state ments, you must
 rigorously weed out judg mental state ments and replace them with
bal anced ones. State the facts of the situa tion with out judg ing your -
self, and use rein forc ing self- statements like the fol low ing:
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! No more blam ing!

! Eve ry one makes mistakes —it’s just human.

! No brood ing. The past is over and I can do no more about it.

! I can acknowl edge my mis takes and move on.

! I always do my best accord ing to my aware ness at the
moment.

! Let it go.

! I am not in charge of oth ers.

! I don’t have to blame myself for oth ers’ behav ior.

! I accept the con se quences of my actions, but I will not
 wallow in guilt for past errors.

George was an unem ployed waiter who blamed him self for all
his own prob lems and for his girl friend’s prob lems as well. He
blamed him self for los ing his job, for fail ing to find another, for being 
depressed, for depress ing his girl friend, and for mak ing her over  eat
because she was wor ried about him. When ever he thought about
work or his girl friend, the sim ple phrase “It’s all my fault” flashed
into his mind like a neon sign. A wave of guilt and depres sion would 
come over him.

To rebut this recur ring thought, George wrote a sort of pep talk
that he imag ined his old high- school coach might say to him:

! Bull shit!*

! It’s not all your fault.*

! Stop bad- mouthing your self.

! You were laid off because busi ness is slow—which isn’t your
fault.

! It’s hard to get res tau rant work for the same rea son—which
also isn’t your fault.

! Pity and guilt are just sap ping your strength.

! Pol ly’s a big girl. She’s in charge of her own life and feel ings.

! You can’t make her feel one way or another.

! Accept her sup port, and stop kick ing your self.

George starred and memo rized the state ments he needed to
hear most often.

6. Per son al iza tion. If your patho logi cal critic is con stantly com -
par ing you to oth ers, your rebut tal should stress that peo ple are
 individuals, with unique com bi na tions of strengths and weak nesses.
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You should con cen trate on affirm ing your own right to be exactly as
you are, with out apol ogy or judg ment.

If your per son al iza tion takes the form of assum ing that every
situa tion or inter ac tion involves a judg ment of you per son ally, you
should com pose rebut tals that point out the fact that most of what
goes on in the world has noth ing to do with you. Encour age your self
to check things out, to assume noth ing.

Here are some typi cal rebut tals effec tive for coun ter ing a
 pathological critic who is given to per son al iza tion:

! Hold it! No com pari sons!

! Eve ry body’s dif fer ent, with dif fer ent strong and weak points.

! I am just me, with out com pari sons.

! I can describe myself accu rately, with out ref er ence to oth ers.

! Assume noth ing!

! Check it out.

! Most of the uni verse has noth ing to do with me.

! Don’t be so para noid!

! Eve ry body else is too con cerned with their own act. They’re
not watch ing me.

Gra cie was a poor ten nis player made poorer by per son al iza -
tion. She felt that eve ry one on adja cent courts was aware of her play.
She was con stantly com par ing her self to the oth ers around her and
nearly always decid ing that her play was infe rior. This is what her
patho logi cal critic had to say:

! All eyes are on you.

! Wow, what a serve. Mine isn’t half as fast.

! Look how Denny is always in posi tion, while I’m trip ping
over my own feet.

! My part ner’s quiet. What did I do?

! Missed! Damn, I look like an ama teur.

It got so bad that finally Gra cie avoided play ing. She had to
spend a week think ing about her patho logi cal critic’s attacks and get -
ting them down on paper. Then she com posed the fol low ing rebut tal:

! Stop this!*

! It’s just a game, to have fun.*

! Eve ry body else is con cen trat ing on his game.

! Ath letic abil ity doesn’t deter mine worth.

! Stop com par ing.*
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! Eve ry body’s game is uneven some times.

! Eve ry body’s an indi vid ual, with unique strengths and
 weaknesses.*

! They’re not watch ing me, they’re watch ing the ball.

Gra cie found that she could remem ber the starred items and use 
them when she returned to the courts. Her game improved when she
stopped com par ing and just con cen trated on hit ting the ball. And her 
self- esteem fared bet ter because she had fun and didn’t suf fer from
so many unfa vor able com pari sons.

7. Mind read ing. If you have the habit of mind read ing, you
need to make up espe cially strong rebut tals that will shock you back
to real ity. The most impor tant rule is the one about being spe cific and 
accu rate. Con cen trat ing on the known facts is the best way to stop
assum ing that oth ers are think ing ill of you.

Here are some gen eral rebut tals that are effec tive against mind
read ing:

! Stop it! Non sense.

! I have no way of know ing what they’re think ing.

! The only way to know oth ers’ opin ions is to ask them
straight.

! Assume noth ing.

! Check it out.

! What else could that mean? Why assume the nega tive?

! What are the facts? Spell them out.

! “Intui tion” is just an excuse for guess ing.

Josh was a librar ian who dreaded hav ing to work the front
desk. He felt that the patrons were irri tated at him if he couldn’t
answer ques tions, had to charge them fines, or had to make them
wait dur ing busy times. Words would pop into his head: “Slow . . .
stu pid . . . mean . . . arro gant,” and so on. He would feel very anx ious 
and flus tered. When he exam ined the words that popped into his
head, he found they stemmed from mind read ing. He was then able
to slow them down and elabo rate them. This is the stream of nega tive 
self- talk that he wrote out in full:

! She thinks I’m slow.

! She hates me.

! He thinks I’m stu pid not to know that author.

! He’s being nice, but it’s just patron iz ing. He’s really seeth ing
inside because I was mean enough to charge the full fine.
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! She thinks I’m an arro gant civil ser vant because I made her
wait while those lit tle kids checked out their books. She’d
like to report me to the head librar ian.

Josh’s rebut tal took the form of repeated shouts inside his head,
and care ful obser va tion of the observ able facts. Here is his full
 written rebut tal:

! Stop it!

! This is just some body’s grand mother try ing to get through
the line in a hurry.

! I don’t know what she thinks, and I don’t care.

! Stop it!

! This is just some guy who doesn’t know who wrote the book
he wants. That’s all I know about him.

! Stop it!

! This is just some poor slob who for got to get his books back
on time. He’s being nice about pay ing the fine. Who knows
how he really feels?

! Stop it!

! This is just some girl in a pink sweater who had to wait till
the kids were through. She doesn’t know me from Adam,
and I don’t know what she’s think ing.

! If it’s impor tant to know what these peo ple are think ing
about me, I could ask them. But it’s a waste of time try ing to
invent their opin ions for them.

When he was actu ally at work, Josh couldn’t run such long
mono logues through his head. When the nega tive word “Stu pid”
flashed into his mind, he would just men tally shout back, “Stop it!
He’s just a guy who needs info . . . that’s all.”

8. Con trol fal la cies. If your patho logi cal critic uses the fal lacy of 
under con trol, your rebut tal must empha size your real and actual
con trol over your life. The most cru cial rule is the one about being
spe cific—tell your self exactly what you can do to regain con trol of a
given situa tion. Here are some gen eral rebut tals to get you started:

! Wait! I’m doing it again.

! No more vic tim crap.

! I got myself into this mess and I can get myself out.

! Let’s see, what can I do?

! This help less feel ing is just the critic talk ing.

! I refuse to let my critic take away my power.
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! This situa tion is the result of a long series of actions or
 inactions on my part. It can be changed by direct action.

Randy was a new father who felt over whelmed. The new baby
had upset his habit ual rou tine, he was short on sleep, and his patho -
logi cal critic was tak ing the oppor tu nity to whit tle away at his
 self-esteem. Here is what Ran dy’s critic was say ing:

! You’re exhausted.

! You’re not cop ing.

! You’ll never get organ ized.

! You’re help less.

! You’re just barely tread ing water.

! There’s noth ing you can do.

! There’s always another chore for you to do.

! It will be like this for at least the next two years.

Randy knew he would need a strong rebut tal to arrest this
 constant stream of defeat ism. Instead of “No!” or some other men tal
inter rupter, he imag ined a bomb going off inside his head. When the
smoke cleared, he imag ined a wise, com pas sion ate men tor who
would calmly rebut his patho logi cal critic. His men tor, he real ized,
looked a lot like the alien Yoda from Star Wars. This is what Randy
wrote down for his men tor to say:

! (BOOM!)

! Randy, relax and take a deep breath.

! Stop think ing about all the things you feel you have to do.

! Find that calm place inside your self. Breathe deeply and
enjoy a moment of peace.*

! You are in con trol, not the baby.

! True, you must respond to your child, but you have choices
as to how. You will get bet ter and bet ter at this.

! Mus ter your resources and take charge.*

! Remem ber your options: set ting up alter nat ing shifts with
your wife, babysit ters, let ting the grand par ents help, new
par ents’ groups, hir ing some one to do house and yard work.

! You can cope.

! You can get enough rest and enjoy your baby.

The fal lacy of over con trol, where you take respon si bil ity for the
pain and unhap pi ness of those around you, is func tion ally simi lar to
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self- blame. Use the sug gested rebut tals in the self- blame sec tion to
cope with over con trol.

9. Emo tional rea son ing. To fight the dis tor tion of emo tional
rea son ing, you need to fol low the rules about being non judg men tal
and spe cific. Cre ate rebut tals that omit emo tion ally loaded words like 
love, hate, dis gust ing, furi ous, depressed, and so on. Con stantly encour -
age your self to look for the thoughts that under lie and cre ate the
pain ful emo tions you feel. Those under ly ing thoughts are where the
patho logi cal critic does his work. Those thoughts are what you need
to ulti mately refute.

! Here are some rebut tals for calm ing emo tional tur moil and
coun ter ing the under ly ing dis torted thoughts:

! Lies! My emo tions are lying to me.

! Dis trust all sud den feel ings.

! There is noth ing auto mati cally true about my feel ings.

! Look for the under ly ing thoughts.

! What am I tell ing myself that makes me feel so sad, so
 anxious, so angry?

! Cor rect the thoughts and the pain will go away.

Mar jo rie was a baker at a gour met bak ery. The other peo ple in
the bak ery never knew whether Mar jo rie would be on cloud nine or
down in the dumps. She was ruled by her feel ings. She would see a
head line about an air plane crash, think about death, feel a wave of
sad ness, and emo tion ally rea son that her life wasn’t worth much,
since it could be snuffed out in a moment. Some one would ask her a
per fectly inno cent ques tion about her muf fins in the oven, and she
would tell her self that some criti cism was implied, feel threat ened
and anx ious, and emo tion ally con clude that her job was in dan ger.
She would tell her self that her credit cards would never be paid off,
feel depressed, and emo tion ally decide that she was a fail ure, that
she would always be poor and mis er able.

Mar jo rie’s prob lem was exac er bated by the fact that she was not 
very aware of the chain reac tion from expe ri ence to thoughts to
 emotions to emo tional rea son ing. She just felt lousy and fig ured she
would always feel lousy. When she started writ ing down her self-
 talk, she had a hard time get ting back to the thoughts. This is all she
came up with at first:

! I feel sad, hope less. Life is so frag ile.

! I’m afraid of los ing my job. I don’t know why, I just feel on
edge when ever some one looks over my shoul der.
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! I must be a fail ure. I feel over whelmed by my debts.

To go fur ther, Mar jo rie had to lit er ally invent her thoughts. She
would make up a thought that sounded like it might account for her
feel ings. Once she did this, she found that she could say, “Yes, that’s
it,” or “No, it’s more like this . . .” Even tu ally she com pleted this list:

! I’m going to die.

! It’s hor ri ble.

! I can’t stand it.

! They’ll throw me out on the street with no ref er ences.

! I’ll starve.

! I’ll lose my apart ment, my bike, eve ry thing.

! I’ll be bank rupt and on wel fare.

! All my friends will hate me.

These are the cata strophic mes sages from her patho logi cal critic
that trig gered Mar jo rie’s depres sion. She began cre at ing her rebut tal
by cross ing out the emo tion ally loaded words: “die, hor ri ble, throw
me out, lose, bank rupt, hate.”

Then Mar jo rie made up a strong begin ning for her rebut tal to
shock her out of her emo tional funk. Finally, she cre ated remind ers to 
be spe cific and a bal anced list of her rational resources to coun ter the
critic’s cata strophic pre dic tions. Here is her full rebut tal:

! Stop! Just stop this right now, Mar jo rie!

! This gar bage is 99 per cent feel ings.*

! There’s noth ing auto mati cally true about feel ings. My feel -
ings change when my think ing changes.*

! How did I get into this? What was I think ing about?*

! That’s ridicu lous. That’s my critic talk ing.*

! I have more on the ball than I give myself credit for.*

! I’m in good health. I can take care of myself.*

! I’m a good baker. They depend on me around here.

! I’m still young and smart enough to straighten out my
finances.

Mar jo rie used the starred rebut tal points when ever she felt
over whelmed. Depend ing on the thoughts that started the whole
 episode, she would impro vise the rest of her rebut tal. Some times she
couldn’t pin point the thoughts that started her down the famil iar
path of emo tional rea son ing. She would then have to get out the
 pencil and paper again and use the three- column tech niques.
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Some times Mar jo rie didn’t need to know the origi nal nega tive
thoughts. She found that she could say to her self, “These are feel ings, 
not facts. They will pass in a lit tle while. Wait it out.” And in a few
hours the emo tional storm usu ally began to abate and she felt more
con fi dence in her self again.
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Compassion

The essence of self- esteem is com pas sion for your self. When you
have com pas sion for your self, you under stand and accept your self. If 
you make a mis take, you for give your self. You have rea son able
expec ta tions of your self. You set attain able goals. You tend to see
your self as basi cally good.

Your patho logi cal critic can not stand com pas sion. To him,
 compassion is like water to the Wicked Witch of Oz or gar lic to a
vam pire. When your self- talk is com pas sion ate, your patho logi cal
critic is gagged. Com pas sion is one of the most potent weap ons you
have for keep ing your patho logi cal critic at bay.

When you learn to feel com pas sion for your self, you begin
expos ing your sense of worth. You lit er ally uncover the hid den jewel
of your own value. Com pas sion ate self- talk can wash away the
 sediment of hurt and rejec tion that may have cov ered your innate
self- acceptance for years.

This chap ter will define com pas sion, show how com pas sion for
your self and com pas sion for oth ers are related, dis cuss how to
achieve a sense of self- worth, and pres ent exer cises designed to
increase your com pas sion ate skills.

Compassion Defined
Most peo ple think of com pas sion as an admi ra ble char ac ter trait like
hon esty, loy alty, or spon ta ne ity. If you have com pas sion, you show it 
by being kind, sym pa thetic, and help ful to oth ers.

This is cer tainly true. How ever, as it relates to self- esteem, com -
pas sion is much more. First of all, it is not an unchang ing char ac ter
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trait. Com pas sion is actu ally a skill—a skill you can acquire if you lack
it or improve if you already have it. Sec ond, com pas sion is not
 something you feel only for oth ers. It should also inspire you to be
kind, sym pa thetic, and help ful to your self.

There are three basic com po nents to the skill of com pas sion:
under stand ing, accept ing, and for giv ing.

Understanding
An attempt to under stand is the first step toward a com pas sion -

ate rela tion ship to your self and oth ers. Under stand ing some thing
impor tant about your self or a loved one can totally change your
 feelings and atti tudes. Con sider the case of Sean, a brick mason who
finally real ized why he over ate in the eve nings. One day he had a
par ticu larly hard job. After work ing until dark, he real ized that he
still had a full day’s work left for the next day, when he was
 supposed to start yet another job. He drove home with one eye on
the tem pera ture gauge because his car had been over heat ing and he
couldn’t afford to get it fixed. He felt exhausted, anx ious, and
defeated. He thought about stop ping at the liq uor store and get ting
some nuts, some corn chips, and some dip to snack on before din ner.
As he pic tured him self ensconced in front of the TV with his snacks
piled on the arms of the chair, he began to feel bet ter. But the critic
had also started kick ing him for his “junk food binges.” At this point
Sean did some thing dif fer ent. He asked him self why the thought of
food made him feel bet ter. Then he had an insight: he over ate in the
eve nings to escape his feel ings of pres sure and inade quacy dur ing
the day. While snack ing, he felt com forted and safe.

This sud den under stand ing was Sean’s first step toward a more
com pas sion ate view of him self. He under stood his over eat ing as a
response to unbear able pres sures, rather than an expres sion of
 gluttony or weak ness.

Not all under stand ing comes so easy. Some times it comes as the 
result of a plod ding, sus tained effort to fig ure things out. Your
 decision to buy and read this book is an exam ple of a con scious,
step- by- step approach to under stand ing.

Under stand ing the nature of your prob lems doesn’t mean that
you have to come up with solu tions to them. It merely means that
you have fig ured out how you oper ate—what you are likely to do in
a given situa tion and why you proba bly do it. It means you have
some sense of how you came to be the per son you are.

Under stand ing oth ers is mostly a mat ter of lis ten ing to them
instead of lis ten ing to your own self- talk about them. Instead of
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say ing to your self, “What a blab ber mouth! Will she ever shut up?”
you lis ten as your mother tells you about her trip to the doc tor. You
ask her ques tions about her symp toms and the tests she had to take.
You gen tly probe for the feel ings under neath the facts. Gradu ally you 
real ize that she is not just com plain ing about the nurse and the recep -
tion ist. She is wor ried about get ting older, about death. You are able
to empa thize and offer some sym pa thy, instead of your usual impa -
tience. This makes her feel bet ter and you feel bet ter about your self.

Acceptance
Accep tance is per haps the most dif fi cult aspect of com pas sion.

Accep tance is an acknow ledge ment of the facts, with all value judg -
ments sus pended. You nei ther approve nor dis ap prove—you accept.
For exam ple, the state ment “I accept the fact that I’m out of shape”
does not mean “I’m out of shape and that’s per fectly OK with me.” It 
means “I’m out of shape and I know it. I may not like it. In fact,
some times I may feel like a bar rel of flab. But right now I’m put ting
my feel ings aside, edit ing out value judg ments, and just fac ing the
bare facts.”

Marty is a good exam ple of the power of accep tance. He was an 
auto body worker who con stantly put him self down for being a
“short, fat, ugly lit tle man.” As part of his strug gle to gain self-
 compassion, he com posed a brief descrip tion of him self to use every
time his patho logi cal critic started whis per ing “short . . . fat . . .
ugly.” He would coun ter by say ing, “I’m five- foot- six, and I accept
that. I’m 182 pounds, and I accept that. I’m get ting bald, and I accept
that, too. These are all facts. These facts are to be accepted, not used
to beat myself up.”

Accep tance of oth ers involves acknowl edg ing the facts about
them with out your usual judg ments. For exam ple, Lau rie usu ally
thought of a par ticu lar teacher as a “cold fish, totally with out feel -
ings. He never gives a word of encour age ment or extra time for
assign ments.” How ever, she made a great effort to accept this man
because she had to work with him on an impor tant student- faculty
com mit tee. First, Lau rie got rid of the deroga tory labels in her mind.
Then she men tally ran down the facts: “Doc tor Som mers is quiet,
reserved, and detached. He usu ally gives help only when for mally
asked. He takes dead lines very seri ously. I may not like his style as a
teacher, but I accept him for what he is. I can work with him and still
accom plish some thing.” This exer cise in under stand ing helped
 Laurie get some impor tant joint reso lu tions passed by her com mit tee. 
The whole expe ri ence boosted her self- esteem as well, because she
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felt that she had learned the value of being a lit tle more detached and 
reserved her self.

Forgiveness
For give ness flows out of under stand ing and accep tance. Like

those two traits, it doesn’t mean approval. It means let ting go of the
past, reaf firm ing self- respect in the pres ent, and look ing toward a
bet ter future. When you for give your self for scream ing at your child,
you don’t change wrong to right or for get all about it. Your tan trum
was still the wrong thing to have done, and you will remem ber your
mis take so that you can do bet ter in the future. But you do write
“case closed” and pro ceed with today’s busi ness with out dwell ing on 
the inci dent and feel ing rot ten all over again.

Alice was a young woman who had trou ble accept ing dates.
Men would ask her out to din ner or the mov ies, and she would
invent some excuse for why she couldn’t go. Then her patho logi cal
critic would start up: “Chicken. He’s a nice guy. Why can’t you take
a chance? You’ve blown it for ever with him.” Alice would suf fer this
attack repeat edly for days. When she began fight ing back, for -
giveness was one of her most pow er ful weap ons. She would say to
her self, “OK, I made a mis take. I would have liked to go out with
John, but I felt too shy and scared. That’s in the past. There’s noth ing
to do about it now. I for give myself, and I can go on to the next
oppor tu nity. I refuse to atone for ever for my shy ness.”

True for give ness of oth ers means that the accounts are bal -
anced. The per son who harmed you no longer owes you any thing.
He or she is no longer in a one- down posi tion to you regard ing what
hap pened. You have given up any idea of retalia tion, repa ra tion,
 restitution, or revenge. You face the future with a clean slate between 
you.

Char lie was a land scape archi tect whose rela tion ship with his
dad was poi soned by a long- standing dis agree ment over some
money they had earned when they were in the gar den ing busi ness
together. His self- esteem suf fered when ever he com pared him self to
friends who had closer rela tion ships with their fathers. Finally, he
real ized that the key to rais ing his own opin ion of him self and
 getting back in touch with his dad was to sin cerely for give him. “I
had to stop rehash ing all the old argu ments,” Char lie explained.
“They were hang ing around both our necks and keep ing us apart.”
When he for gave his dad and put the past behind him, Char lie’s
self- esteem and his rela tion ship with his father improved.
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Toward a Compassionate Mind
Under stand ing, accep tance, and for give ness: these are three big
words that seem almost plati tu di nous. No one becomes more under -
stand ing or for giv ing because he or she reads some where that this is
a good way to be. Abstract con cepts, no mat ter how laud able, have
lit tle effect on behav ior.

To develop a com pas sion ate mind, you must make a com mit -
ment to a dif fer ent way of think ing. The old way was to judge and
then reject. The new way requires that you sus pend judg ment for a
few moments. When con fronted with a situa tion that you tra di tion -
ally evalu ate in a nega tive way (“She’s stu pid . . . I screwed up again
. . . He’s self ish . . . I’m incom pe tent . . . ”), you can instead use a
 specific series of thoughts that are the com pas sion ate response.

The Compassionate Response
The com pas sion ate response begins with three ques tions you

should always ask your self to pro mote an under stand ing of the
 problematic behav ior.

1. What need was (he, she, I) try ing to meet with that behav ior?

2. What beliefs or aware nesses influ enced the behav ior?

3. What pain, hurt, or other feel ings influ enced the behav ior?

Next come three state ments to remind your self that you can
accept a per son with out blame or judg ment, no mat ter how unfor tu -
nate his or her choices have been.

4. I wish _____ hadn’t hap pened, but it was merely an attempt
to meet (his, her, my) needs.

5. I accept (him, her, myself) with out judg ment or feel ing of
wrong ness for that attempt.

6. No mat ter how unfor tu nate (his, her, my) deci sion, I accept
the per son who did it as some one who is, like all of us, try ing 
to sur vive.

Finally, two state ments sug gest that the slate can be wiped
clean, that it is time to for give and let go of it.

7. It’s over, I can let go of it.

8. Noth ing is owed for this mis take.

Try to memo rize this sequence. Make a com mit ment to use it
when ever you notice that you are judg ing your self or oth ers. Revise
it, if you wish, so that the lan guage and sug ges tions feel right for
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you. But be sure to main tain the basic thrust of the com pas sion ate
response: under stand ing, accep tance, for give ness.

The Problem of Worth
Learn ing com pas sion ate skills helps you to con tact your own sense of 
self- worth. But that sense can be very elu sive if you suf fer from low
self- esteem. At times it seems like you’re just not worth any thing. It
may seem that nobody is worth much.

What makes peo ple worth while? Where do you look for
 evidence of worth? What are the cri te ria?

Many cri te ria for human worth have been devised through out
his tory. The ancient Greeks val ued per sonal vir tue in a human and
politi cal sense. If you con formed to ide als of har mony and mod era -
tion and con trib uted to socie ty’s order, you were con sid ered wor thy
and might enjoy high self- esteem. Wor thy Romans were expected to
dis play patri ot ism and valor. Early Chris tians val ued love of God
and man kind over alle giance to worldly king doms. Wor thy
 Buddhists strive to rid them selves of all desire. Wor thy Hin dus
 contemplate ways to deepen their rev er ence for all liv ing beings.
Wor thy Mus lims respect law, tra di tion, and honor. Lib er als value
love of man and good works. Con ser va tives value indus try and
respect for tra di tion. The wor thy mer chants are the rich ones. The
wor thy art ists are the tal ented ones. The wor thy poli ti cians are the
pow er ful ones. The wor thy actors are the popu lar ones. And so on.

In our cul ture, the most com mon solu tion to the prob lem is to
equate worth with work. You are what you do, and other posi tions
and pro fes sions are more or less wor thy than your own. Doc tors are
bet ter than psy cholo gists are bet ter than law yers are bet ter than
account ants are bet ter than stock bro kers are bet ter than disk jock eys
are bet ter than hard ware clerks and so on.

Within a given pro fes sion or social level, our cul ture next
awards worth based on accom plish ments. Get ting a raise, a degree, a
pro mo tion, or win ning in com pe ti tion are worth a lot. Acquir ing the
right house, car, fur nish ings, boat, or col lege edu ca tion for your
kids—all these accom plish ments are worth a lot too. If you get fired
or laid off, lose your home, or in any other way slip down the accom -
plish ment lad der, you are in deep trou ble. You lose all your coun ters
and become socially worth less.

Buy ing into these cul tural con cepts of worth can be deadly. For
exam ple, John was a bank exam iner who equated his worth with his
accom plish ments at work. When he was late in meet ing an impor tant 
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dead line, he felt worth less. When he felt worth less, he got depressed. 
When he got depressed, he worked slower and missed more
 deadlines. He felt more worth less, got more depressed, worked less
dili gently, and so on in a deadly down ward spi ral.

John wasn’t worth less. He was crip pled by an irra tional con cept 
of worth. And because his irra tional con cept was a very com mon one 
in our soci ety, he had no one close to him to point out the dilemma.
John’s super vi sor agreed that he was worth less to the com pany if he
couldn’t meet dead lines. His wife and brother agreed that some thing
was wrong with him. Even his thera pist tended to agree that poor
per form ance at work was cer tainly some thing to get depressed about. 
In sub tle ways, they all rein forced John’s belief that he was worth less. 
He was on a self- propelled merry- go- round of depres sion, and they
wer en’t help ing pull him off. They were help ing push.

When you’re in this sort of cul tural jam, it may help a lit tle to
remind your self that every cri te rion ever devised for meas ur ing
human worth is depend ent on its cul tural con text. The Zen monk of
great vir tue is worth less in Wall Street. The highly respected stock -
bro ker is worth less in the jun gles of Bor neo. The most pow er ful
witch doc tor is worth less in the halls of the Pen ta gon. John tried
remind ing him self of this: “What does it mat ter if the First Inter city
audit is fin ished this week or next? Are stars going to fall from the
sky? Is my total worth as a human being really so depend ent on
whether two col umns of num bers bal ance? I wouldn’t even have this
prob lem on the beach at Pago Pago or in Shake speare’s Lon don.”

This self- talk gave John some dis tance on the situa tion, but it
didn’t boost his self- esteem much. The fact was, he had cho sen to
oper ate and com pete in the arena of bank exami na tion, not beach -
comb ing in Pago Pago or Ren ais sance play writ ing. He was a mem ber 
of a west ern, urban cul ture, and he felt that he had to meas ure up to
the pre vail ing stan dards of suc cess, even if those stan dards were
 irrational or sub jec tive.

A more fruit ful place to turn is to your own expe ri ence and
obser va tions. The most “obvi ous” and “rea son able” cul tural cri te ria
for worth can often be con founded by obser va tion. For exam ple, if
pedia tri cians are more wor thy than the peo ple who wash their
 windows, then it fol lows that pedia tri cians should have a higher
sense of self- worth. All the pedia tri cians should be bask ing in the
warm glow of their high self- esteem, while the win dow wash ers
should all be div ing off their scaf folds in despair. But it just isn’t so.
Sta tis tics show that your pro fes sion is only slightly related to your
level of self- esteem or men tal health. The observ able fact is that there
are both pedia tri cians and win dow wash ers who like them selves, and 
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there are simi lar ratios of pedia tri cians and win dow wash ers who
don’t like them selves.

John’s per sonal obser va tions bore this out. He knew other
 people in finan cial occu pa tions who had good self- esteem, but
 weren’t really any more com pe tent or suc cess ful than him self. On the 
nega tive side, one of John’s class mates in col lege was a vice presi dent 
of a major cor po ra tion, but John knew him to be haunted by a sense
of worth less ness despite his accom plish ments.

Obvi ously, some peo ple have solved this prob lem of per sonal
worth and some haven’t. If you want to enjoy high self- esteem, you
too will have to come to terms with the con cept of human worth.
When you con clude that the solu tion must lie out side of cul tur ally
deter mined cri te ria, that leaves four ways you can approach the
 concept of worth and come out with your self- esteem intact.

Affirming Your Worth
The first way to deal with the prob lem of worth is to throw it

out the win dow. Accept that human worth is an abstract con cept
that, upon exami na tion, turns out to have an extremely frag ile basis
in real ity. It’s just another global label. All the cri te ria turn out to be
sub jec tive, cul tur ally vari able, and dam ag ing to your self- esteem. The 
idea of iden ti fy ing a uni ver sal stan dard of worth is a tempt ing
 illusion, but you and eve ry body else are bet ter off with out it. True
human worth is impos si ble to deter mine.

The sec ond way to deal with the prob lem of worth is to real ize
that worth exists, but that it is equally dis trib uted and immu ta ble.
Eve ry one at birth has one unit of human worth, abso lutely equal to
eve ry one else’s unit of worth. No mat ter what hap pens in your life,
no mat ter what you do or is done to you, your human worth can’t be
dimin ished or increased. Nobody is worth more or less than any body 
else.

It’s inter est ing to note that these two options are func tion ally the
same. They both free you to live with out hav ing to com pare your self
to oth ers and make con stant value judg ments about your rela tive
worth.

Of course, these first two options are essen tially dif fer ent. The
first is a kind of prac ti cal agnos ti cism: one per son may or may not be
“worth” more than another, but this judg ment is a hope lessly
 difficult and dan ger ous one to make, and you refuse to make it. The
 second option is more in line with tra di tional west ern relig ious teach -
ing, and results in a com fort ing, non de nomi na tional “feel ing” that
peo ple are worth some thing, that they are spe cial, that they are more
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akin to angels than to ani mals. For the pur pose of fos ter ing self-
 esteem, you can choose either option and suc ceed.

The third choice is dif fer ent from the first two options with out
negat ing either of them. In this option you acknowl edge your own
inter nal expe ri ence of human worth.

Recall a time when you felt good about your self, when human
worth seemed real and you had a good piece of it. Recall the feel ing
that you were OK, with all your faults and fail ings, in spite of oth ers’
opin ions. You may have had only a glimpse of this emo tion in your
life. You may be, at this moment, totally out of touch with the feel ing
of per sonal worth. You may have only a dim, col or less, purely intel -
lec tual mem ory that once- upon- a- time you felt good about your self.

The point is to admit that your per sonal worth exists, as evi -
denced by your own inter nal expe ri ence, how ever brief and occa -
sional it has been. Your worth is like the sun, always shin ing, even
when you are in the shade and can’t feel it. You can’t keep it from
shin ing, you can only keep your self in the shade by let ting your
patho logi cal critic throw up clouds of con fu sion or by crawl ing under 
the rock of depres sion.

John, the bank exam iner, was able to con tact his inner sense of
worth by remem ber ing a neigh bor he had when he was twelve. She
was an old woman named Ack er son who lived next door. She would 
often look at John’s school proj ects and draw ings when his mother
and father didn’t have time or were not forth com ing with praise.
Mrs. Ack er son always had great enthu si asm for his crea tions, tell ing
him what a clever boy he was and how he would go far. John
remem bered the pride he felt, and his sense of con fi dence about the
future. Some times it was pos si ble for John to reach back to the
 memory of Mrs. Ack er son and tap into his early feel ings of pride and 
com pe tence.

The fourth way to deal with the prob lem of worth is to take a
good look at your self through the lens of com pas sion. Com pas sion
exposes the essence of your human ness.

What do you under stand about your self? First, you live in a
world in which you must con stantly strug gle to meet basic needs—or 
you will die. You must find food, shel ter, emo tional sup port, rest,
and rec rea tion. Almost all of your energy goes into these major need
areas. You do the best you can, given your resources. But the avail -
able strate gies you have for meet ing your needs are lim ited by what
you know and don’t know, your con di tion ing, your emo tional
make-up, the degree of sup port you receive from oth ers, your health, 
your sen si tiv ity to pain and pleas ure, and so on. And all through this 
strug gle to sur vive you are aware that both your intel lec tual and
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physi cal abili ties will inevi ta bly dete rio rate—and despite all your
efforts you will die.

In the course of your strug gle you make many mis takes and are 
rewarded with pain. Often you feel afraid—both of very real dan gers 
and the vaguer dreads that come from a life with out guar an tees,
where loss and hurt can slap you down at any time. There are so
many kinds of pain, and yet you carry on, seek ing what ever
 emotional and physi cal sus te nance is avail able.

The last point is key: you carry on. In the face of all the pain,
past and to come, you con tinue to strug gle. You plan, you cope, you
decide. You con tinue to live and to feel. If you let this aware ness soak 
in, if you let your self really feel the strug gle, you may begin to get a
glim mer of your real worth. It is the force, the life energy that keeps
you try ing. The degree of suc cess is irrele vant. How good you look,
how psy cho logi cally or physi cally nour ished you are, is irrele vant.
The only thing that counts is the effort. And the source of your worth 
is the effort.

After under stand ing comes accep tance. Noth ing one does in the 
quest to sur vive is bad. Each approach is only more or less effec tive,
pain ful or not pain ful. Despite your mis takes, you are doing a good
job—because it is the best job you can do. Your mis takes and the pain 
that fol lows teach you. It is pos si ble to accept eve ry thing you do
with out judg ment because every minute of your life you are engaged 
in the ines cap able strug gle.

You can for give and let go of your fail ures and mis takes
because you have already paid for them. It is our con di tion that we
do not always know the best way—and even know ing the way, we
may not have the resources to fol low it. Your worth, then, is that you
were born into this place. And that you con tinue to live here despite
the enor mous dif fi culty of the strug gle.

Compassion for Others
To be com plete, com pas sion must be directed toward oth ers as well
as toward your self. At pres ent you may find it eas ier to under stand,
accept, and for give oth ers than to under stand, accept, and for give
your self. Or you may find that it’s rela tively easy to feel com pas sion
for your self, but that you’re con stantly irri tated at the fail ings of
 others. Either kind of imbal ance can lower your self- esteem.

For tu nately, this imbal ance is self- correcting. Feel ing increased
com pas sion for oth ers will even tu ally make it eas ier to feel com pas -
sion for your self. Learn ing to give your self a break will lead natu rally 
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to a more com pas sion ate view of oth ers. In other words, the Golden
Rule oper ates in both for ward and reverse: “Love thy neigh bor as
thy self” or “Love thy self as thy neigh bor.”

If lov ing your self seems like mis placed affec tion, then start with 
increas ing your com pas sion for oth ers. After you have learned to
under stand, accept, and for give the foi bles of oth ers, your own
 shortcomings won’t seem so enor mous.

Empathy
A more con ven ient term than com pas sion for oth ers is empathy.

Empa thy is clearly under stand ing the thoughts and feel ings of
another per son. Empa thy involves lis ten ing care fully, ask ing
 questions, set ting aside your value judg ments, and using your imagi -
na tion to under stand another’s point of view, opin ions, feel ings,
moti va tions, and situa tion. The insight gained by the exer cise of
empa thy leads natu rally to the com pas sion ate process of under stand -
ing, accept ing, and for giv ing.

Empa thy is not feel ing the same way some body else feels.
That’s sym pa thy, a related but dif fer ent activ ity that is not always
pos si ble or appro pri ate. Empa thy is also not act ing in a tender,
under stand ing man ner. That’s sup port, another activ ity that’s not
always pos si ble or appro pri ate. Empa thy is not agree ment or
approval either. Empa thy oper ates out side of and prior to sym pa thy,
sup port, agree ment, and approval.

True empa thy is the ulti mate anti dote to anger and resent ment.
Remem ber, anger is caused by your thoughts, not oth ers’ actions.
When you take the time to thor oughly under stand another’s thoughts 
and moti va tions, your mind read ing and blam ing are short- circuited.
You see the logic behind oth ers’ actions. You may still not agree with
the logic or like the actions, but you under stand. You come to see
that real evil and mean ness are very rare, that the vast major ity of
peo ple are seek ing pleas ure or avoid ing pain in what seems to them
to be the best way at the time. You see how lit tle your own worth or
actions enter into the equa tion. You are free to accept the facts of the
mat ter, for give the offender, and move on.

June was a social worker who fre quently had run- ins with her
super vi sor. June felt that the cli ents had to come first and paper work
sec ond, and so she was often late with her weekly and monthly
 statistics and reports. She felt very criti cal about her super visor’s
insis tence that she keep up with the paper work, feel ing that he didn’t 
really care for her cli ents as much as he cared about look ing good on
paper.
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This state of affairs improved after June had a long con ver sa tion 
with her super vi sor at a staff pic nic. She con sciously made an effort
to lis ten and under stand the super visor’s point of view. As they
talked, she refrained from mak ing her usual accu sa tory or sar cas tic
remarks. Her super vi sor gradu ally unbent, let ting some of his com -
mit ment and feel ings show. He told a story of how he had once lost a 
lot of grant money and killed a valu able out reach pro gram because
he messed up the paper work. This major fail ure had taught him that
look ing good on paper was a nec es sary pre con di tion for doing good
as a social worker. After this con ver sa tion, June was much more
kindly dis posed toward her super vi sor. Her exer cise in empa thy paid 
off in a bet ter work ing rela tion ship.

Exercises
This chap ter con cludes with four exer cises. The first two will train
you in feel ing com pas sion for oth ers, and the last two com bine
 compassion for oth ers with com pas sion for your self. Go with your
strength: try the exer cise that seems easi est first. Then pro ceed to the
more chal leng ing exer cises.

Video Encounter
This is a per fectly safe, nonthreat en ing way to prac tice empa thy 

for oth ers. Watch a TV show you hate, one you nor mally wouldn’t be 
caught dead watch ing. If you nor mally watch game shows, pick a
seri ous drama. If you nor mally watch only news, tune in some
 cartoons. If you pre fer come dies, watch a TV preacher, or a cop
show, or a soap opera.

Watch and lis ten care fully. Every time you feel irri tated, dis -
gusted, bored, or embar rassed, set your feel ings aside and refo cus
your atten tion. Say to your self, “I notice I’m feel ing very irri tated by
this. That’s OK, but it’s not what I’m inter ested in right now. I can set 
the irri ta tion aside and just observe for a while, with out judg ing.”

Sus pend your value judg ments for a time and imag ine why the
faith ful fans watch this show. What do they get out of it? Do they
watch for excite ment, enlight en ment, diver sion, escape, iden ti fi ca tion 
with the char ac ters, con fir ma tion of their preju dices? Try to under -
stand the attrac tive fea tures of this show and what kind of per son
likes it.

When you arrive at an empa thetic under stand ing, switch to
another kind of show and try again. Remem ber, you don’t have to
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approve of what you see—just see it clearly and under stand its
attrac tions.

The goal of this exer cise isn’t to expand or cor rupt your view ing 
taste. The pur pose is to pro vide a safe, nonthreat en ing situa tion in
which you can prac tice set ting aside your snap judg ments and gain
insight into a point of view you would ordi nar ily dis miss out of
hand.

Active Listening
With a friend. Choose a friend who likes to try new things.

Explain that you want to improve your lis ten ing skills. Ask your
friend to tell you a story about some thing that is impor tant in his or
her life: a trau matic expe ri ence, an impor tant child hood mem ory, or
a hope for the future.

As your friend talks, your job is to lis ten care fully and ask ques -
tions about any parts that you don’t under stand. Ask your friend to
clar ify or expand. Dig beneath the facts by ask ing for infor ma tion on
thoughts and feel ings: “Why was that impor tant to you?” “How did
you feel about that?” “What did you learn from that?”

From time to time, para phrase what your friend has said: “So in 
other words, you . . . ” “Wait, let me see if I under stand: you thought
that . . . ” “What I hear you say ing is . . . ” Para phras ing is an impor -
tant part of lis ten ing with empa thy because it keeps you on track. It
helps you remove your own false inter pre ta tions and clar ify your
friend’s pre cise mean ing. Your friend gets the sat is fac tion of know ing 
that he or she has really been heard, and a chance to cor rect any
errors you have made. You then incor po rate the cor rec tions in
revised para phrases.

With acquain tances. Now you can go on to a more dif fi cult
exer cise. Choose peo ple that you don’t know as well and prac tice
your empa thetic skills with out their knowl edge of what you are
doing.

What ever they are talk ing to you about, ask for clari fi ca tion and 
ampli fi ca tion. Resist your impulse to argue or jump in with an anec -
dote of your own. Notice when you start judg ing them in your mind
and set the judg ments aside. Remem ber that you don’t have to love
them, that you are just try ing to under stand some thing with out your
own self- talk get ting in the way. Espe cially watch out for any
 comparisons with your self that you find your self mak ing.

With some one you don’t know well, para phras ing is even more
impor tant. It helps you remem ber an unfa mil iar story, assures the
speaker of your inter est, and helps you sepa rate your own men tal
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processes from what was actu ally said. As your acquain tance clari fies 
and cor rects, your under stand ing deep ens and the con ver sa tion will
often shift to a more per sonal, inti mate level. True opin ions, feel ings,
and areas of uncer tainty or vul ner abil ity will be gradu ally uncov ered 
as the speaker learns that you are a care ful, inter ested lis tener who
can be trusted to hear a per son out with out jump ing all over the
 conversation. Do this exer cise often enough, and acquain tances
become friends.

With strang ers. At a party or other gath er ing, pick some one
you don’t know or some one you don’t like. Engage that per son in
con ver sa tion and use your lis ten ing skills to really try to com pre hend 
what he or she has to say. Fol low the instruc tions given for lis ten ing
to friends and acquain tances, real iz ing that it will proba bly be more
dif fi cult to sus pend judg ment and con cen trate on ask ing for infor ma -
tion and para phras ing.

When you are lis ten ing to some one you actu ally don’t like or
with whom you have noth ing in com mon, it is impor tant to remind
your self of the basis of com pas sion: Eve ry one is just try ing to sur vive
like you are. Ask your self the three ques tions that begin the com pas -
sion ate response. Ask your self, “What need is this per son meet ing by 
say ing this? How is it mak ing this per son feel more secure, more in
con trol, less anx ious, less in pain? What beliefs are influ enc ing him or 
her?”

Compassion for Things Past
This is an exer cise that you can do over and over to develop

skills of under stand ing, accep tance, and for give ness.
This moment, as you are read ing, is the pres ent. Every other

event of your life is in the past. Some of these events you label bad
and use to reject your self: not vis it ing your father more before he
died, the demand ing way you dealt with your first wife, things you
said as you were sepa rat ing, your eat ing binge last week, your failed
effort to stop smok ing, your argu ment with your son, and so on. But
you don’t have to go on hurt ing your self with the past. These events
can be reex pe ri enced by using the com pas sion ate response.

Here’s what you do. First, select an event from the past, one
that the critic has used to make attacks. Now get into a com fort able
posi tion. Close your eyes and take a few deep breaths. Scan your
body for ten sion and stretch or relax any tight areas. At this point,
let your self begin drift ing into the past. Go back to that time when
your selected event was unfold ing. See your self doing what ever it
was you now regret. See how you were dressed, see the room or the
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envi ron ment, see who ever else is pres ent. Hear any con ver sa tion that 
is tak ing place. Notice any feel ings you are hav ing in the past
event—either emo tional or phys i cal. As best you can, let your self
relive the event. See the action unfold ing, hear the words, notice your 
reac tions.

Now, while still hold ing on to the image of your self in the
 middle of the event, ask your self this ques tion:

What need was I try ing to meet?

Think about it. Were you try ing to feel more secure, more in
con trol, less anx ious, less guilty? Take your time with the answer.
Now ask:

What was I think ing at the time?

What were your beliefs about the situa tion? How were you
inter pret ing things? What did you assume to be true? Don’t rush
your answer. Now ask:

What kind of pain or feel ing was influ enc ing me?

Take your time and think about the emo tional con text of the
event.

When you have some answers to these ques tions, when you
know the needs, thoughts, and feel ings that influ enced you, it’s time
to accept and for give your self for who you were at that moment in
time. Stay focused on the image of your self in the mid dle of the event 
and say this to the per son you were:

I wish this hadn’t hap pened, but I was try ing to meet my needs.

I accept myself with out judg ment or any feel ings of wrong ness for my
attempt.

I accept myself at that moment as try ing to sur vive.

Really try to feel each of these state ments. Allow them to sink
in. Now it is time to let go of the past. Say to your self:

I owe no debt for this mis take.

It is over, I can for give myself.

If this exer cise works at all for you, use it with as many past
events as you can. As you keep using it, the com pas sion ate response
will become more auto matic. For give ness will come eas ier. And you
will feel less caught in the pain ful regrets of the past.

Compassion Meditation
This exer cise has three parts: visu al iz ing and feel ing com pas -

sion for some one who has hurt you, for some one you have hurt, and
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for your self. You can have some one read this to you, or make a tape
record ing and lis ten to it. Speak slowly, in a low, dis tinct, relaxed
tone.

For some one who has hurt you. Sit or lie on your back with
your hands and arms uncrossed and your legs stretched out side by
side. Close your eyes and take sev eral deep breaths. Con tinue to
breathe deeply and slowly as you scan your body for ten sion. As you 
notice tight areas, relax your mus cles and set tle into a heavy, warm,
relaxed state. Let your breath ing slow even fur ther, and sus pend
your judg ments. Accept what ever images come to you, even if they
don’t imme di ately make sense.

Imag ine that there is a chair in front of you. Some one is sit ting
in the chair, some one you know who has hurt you in some way.
Imag ine that per son who has hurt you sit ting silently in the chair.
Notice all the details: how big or small the per son is, the clothes, the
col ors, the pos ture. The per son who has hurt you is look ing calmly,
expec tantly at you. Say to the per son:

You are a human being like me. You are try ing to sur vive.
When you hurt me, you were try ing to sur vive. You do your
best, given your limi ta tions and your under stand ing of the
situa tion at the time. I can under stand your moti va tions, your
fears, your hopes. I share them because I am human too. I may
not like what you did, but I can under stand it.

I accept the fact that you hurt me. I do not like it, but I do not
make you bad for doing it. Noth ing now can change what
 happened.

I for give you. I may not approve or agree, but I can for give. I
can let go of the past and wipe the slate clean. I know bet ter
than to expect atone ment. I let go of revenge and resent ment.
Our dif fer ences are in the past. I am in con trol of the pres ent
and I can for give you in the pres ent. I can leave my anger
behind.

Con tinue look ing at the per son who hurt you. Gradu ally let the
per son enter your heart. Open your self. Let anger and resent ment
fade out like music being turned down. Open fur ther. If it’s dif fi cult
to empa thize or let go of your anger, don’t judge your self for how
dif fi cult it is. Take a moment more if you need to, and go at your
own pace. When you are ready, say “I for give you” one more time.
Let the image of the per son in the chair fade from sight.

For some one you have hurt. Imag ine that the per son in the
chair is now some one whom you have hurt, some one from whom
you want under stand ing, accep tance, and for give ness. See all the
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details of cloth ing and appear ance. Make the vision as real as you
can. The per son you have hurt is look ing at you calmly, expec tantly.
Say to the per son:

I am a human being, wor thy but imper fect. I am like you. We
are both just try ing to sur vive. When I hurt you, I was just
 trying to do what seemed best for me at the time. If I had then
the aware ness I do now, I would have cho sen dif fer ently. But at 
the time, I could only do what I did. I under stand that I hurt
you, and I want you to know that hurt ing you was not my goal.

Please accept the fact that I hurt you and noth ing can change
that. I would undo it if I could. You would undo it if you could. 
But we can’t. Noth ing now can change the past.

Please for give me. I don’t ask you to approve of what I did, or
agree with me, but I do ask you to for give me. I want to put our 
dif fer ences in the past, wipe the slate clean, and start fresh.

Please open your heart to me. Under stand, accept, and for give.

As you look at the per son you hurt, see that per son slowly
smile. Know that you are under stood, you are accepted, you are for -
given. Let the image of the per son fade away until the chair is empty.

For your self. For the final part of this medi ta tion, imag ine your -
self sit ting in the chair. Again, see all the details: see your self dressed
as you are dressed, look ing as you look now. Imag ine that the image
of your self is say ing:

I am a human being. I am worth while just because I exist and
try to sur vive. I take care of myself. I take myself seri ously. I
cor rectly take myself into con sid era tion first in all mat ters.

I have legiti mate needs and wants. I can choose what I need and 
want with out hav ing to jus tify it to any body. I make choices
and I take respon si bil ity for them.

I always do my best. Each thought and action is the best I am
capa ble of at the time. Because I’m human, I make mis takes. I
accept my mis takes with out blame or judg ment. When I make a 
mis take, I learn from it. I am imper fect and I for give myself for
my mis takes.

I know that oth ers are equally wor thy, equally imper fect. I have 
com pas sion for them because they are engaged in the same
strug gle for sur vival that I am.

Imag ine the fig ure of your self in the chair get ting up, com ing
over to where you are, and sit ting or lying down in your body,
 merging into one whole per son.
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Relax and rest. You are at peace with your self, at peace with
oth ers. When you are ready, open your eyes and get up slowly, feel -
ing refreshed and relaxed, with a sense of com pas sion ate accep tance
toward your self and oth ers.

Do this exer cise at least five times over the next two weeks.
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The Shoulds

On a chilly Novem ber even ing in 1952, a middle- aged black door man 
was hail ing a taxi for a white fam ily that had just come down the
steps from the Shera ton. Before any one could stop her, their six-
 year- old child darted into the street. She was chas ing her wind blown
hat directly into the path of an oncom ing tour bus. Sud denly, with
the reflexes of a much younger man, the door man launched into the
street, tack led the child, and rolled with her to safety.

What’s inter est ing about this event is the very dif fer ent reac -
tions it elic ited. The door man’s wife was furi ous. She told him he was 
risk ing his life on some fool stunt when he had a wife and chil dren
who needed him. “It’s just wrong, your fam ily’s always got to come
first.” A brother also dis ap proved, but mostly because the res cued
child was white. “If you’re going to kill your self, do it for one of our
own.” The hotel man ager, on the other hand, declared the res cue a
“self less act” and that year pro vided a rather sub stan tial Christ mas
bonus. The door man’s pas tor heard the story and described it as
heroic in his Sun day ser mon. “Who ever saves a child,” he said,
“saves the world. Because who knows which of our chil dren will
grow up to be the great healer, the great leader, or the saint?”

The same event trig gered these very dif fer ent reac tions because
of the unique belief sys tems through which peo ple fil ter the world.
Real ity hardly mat ters. What really counts are the val ues and rules of 
con duct that you use to judge behav ior. That’s why the same act can
be self ish to the wife while self less to the man ager, stu pid to the
brother while heroic to the pas tor.

Look ing back, one is afforded the lux ury of know ing the con se -
quences of an act. And out comes are the only sure form of judg ment.
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The pas tor was right. Thirty years later that lit tle girl received an
award for a major con tri bu tion to her medi cal spe cialty.

The patho logi cal critic uses your beliefs and val ues to attack
you. The “shoulds” that make up your rules for liv ing form the
 ideological basis of the critic’s effort to destroy your self- esteem. The
critic is con stantly evalu at ing what you say, what you do, and even
what you feel by com par ing you to an ideal of per fec tion. Since you
never live up to the ideal of how you ought to speak, act, or feel, the
critic has end less grounds for indict ing you as bad or worth less.

Con sider the case of the young man who gets three A’s and a
C+ on his report card. His beliefs about grades and suc cess will
entirely deter mine his reac tion. If he uses the cri te ria of a B aver age
as his stan dard for rea son able per form ance, then he’ll be delighted to 
see that he has far exceeded his goal. If he believes that a C is a
totally unac cept able grade, a sign of stu pid ity or lazi ness, then his
critic will have all the punch it needs to make his self- esteem feel like 
it went fif teen rounds with Muham mad Ali.

How Values Are Formed
Woodrow Wil son brought Amer ica into the First World War in order 
to “make the world safe for democ racy.” U.S. sol diers took their
places in the trenches and fox holes of Europe believ ing that they
were fight ing against the forces of tyr anny. Thou sands died in the
Argonne For est and at St. Mihiel. The belief in nation al ism, in the
supe ri or ity of the Ameri can politi cal sys tem, and in such abstract
 values as duty and honor pro duced in 1917 a zeal ous ness for the
right eous war, a war that would for ever end war. On the other side,
young men were also dying for deeply held beliefs in Ger man
nation al ism, in ide als of brav ery and duty to the father land.

Look ing back ward seven dec ades, none of it seems worth fight -
ing for. Why should young Ger mans die because of the Kais er’s
politi cal ambi tions? Why should Ameri can lives have been lost so
that the allies could use the treaty of Ver sailles to pun ish and humili -
ate Ger many and in so doing plant the seeds for World War Two?
Yet there is noth ing new in this. Through out his tory men have been
dying for their beliefs, and rarely has the cause proved wor thy of
such sac ri fice.

Why are beliefs and val ues so pow er ful? What is it about the
nature of belief that makes a man will ing to sur ren der com fort,
safety, even his life so that he will not be guilty of doing wrong? The
answer is that while the con tent of a belief may be arbi trary and is
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often erro ne ous, the moti va tion for believ ing springs from the
 deepest human drives.

Most beliefs are formed in the same way—in response to some
basic need. Your first beliefs were gen er ated out of the need to be
loved and approved of by your par ents. In order to feel safe and
cared for, you adopted their beliefs about such things as how to
work, how to han dle anger, mis takes, and pain, how and when to be
sex ual, what one can and can not talk about, what are the proper
goals in life, how to act in a mar riage, what is owed to par ents and
other fam ily mem bers, and how self- reliant one should be. Some of
the rules and beliefs you acquired from your par ents were pro moted
by value- laden words such as com mit ment, hon esty, gen er os ity, dig nity,
intel li gence, or strength. Those terms, as well as their nega tive
 opposites, were used by your par ents as value yard sticks to meas ure
peo ple and behav ior. They applied some of them to you. And in your 
need to please your par ents, you may have accepted even such
 negative labels as self ish, stu pid, weak, or lazy.

A sec ond group of beliefs is gen er ated by the need to feel
belong ing and approval from peers. To ensure peer accep tance, you
learn to live by rules and beliefs gov ern ing such areas as how to act
with the oppo site sex, how to han dle aggres sion, how much to
reveal, what you owe your com mu nity and the world at large, and
what are appro pri ate sex- role behav iors. The approval of peers often
depends on your will ing ness to accept the group’s beliefs.

If your friends oppose Ameri can inter ven tion in Latin Amer ica,
for exam ple, there is a strong pres sure to either sup port that belief or
face ostra cism.

A number of stud ies have shown that beliefs change dra mati -
cally in response to changes in role or status. For exam ple, pro- union
employ ees who are for work ers’ rights undergo a change in view -
point when pro moted to mana ge rial posi tions. Within six months,
they have often shifted sig nifi cantly toward pro- management beliefs
and val ues. Again, the need for belong ing and safety lit er ally cre ates
new pat terns of belief in order to fit in with the new ref er ence group.

There is a third major force that helps to shape your beliefs.
This is the need for emo tional and physi cal well- being. Included here 
is the need for self- esteem; the need to pro tect your self from pain ful
emo tions such as hurt or loss; the need for pleas ure, excite ment, and
mean ing; and the need to feel physi cally safe. Con sider the exam ple
of the aspir ing city coun cil man. He explains to his wife that dur ing
the next year of cam paign ing he will have lit tle time for her and the
fam ily. But it’s a nec es sary sac ri fice, he argues, because once elected
he will do so much for the com mu nity. The truth is that the few
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triv ial changes a coun cil man could make might not be worth giv ing
up a year with his chil dren. But the truth is irrele vant. His belief is
forged from a need for mean ing, pleas ure, and excite ment.

Now con sider the case of a man recently fired from his job as a
book keeper. He reports to a friend that he was crazy to ever take a
job like that, that it was “bor ing, soul- destroying, and politi cally
incor rect. I’ve never met an account ant type,” he says, “who wasn’t
an unmiti gated nerd.” He vows not to sell out again, and some
months later berates his sis ter for “work ing in some down town
 numbers’ fac tory.” These opin ions are an obvi ous ration ali za tion.
They are cre ated entirely by the need to main tain self- esteem. This
man must either devalue his employ ers or see him self as a fail ure.

A woman’s lover tells her that he needs three nights a week to
be alone or visit friends. She says to her self, “You can’t let a man take 
you for granted,” and tells him that maybe they should call off their
rela tion ship. Her sud den con vic tion that she must assert her self is
really in response to her need to avoid hurt and loss.

A man is in dan ger of los ing his leg due to com pli ca tions of
 diabetes. He con cludes that God is pun ish ing him for a long- standing 
extra mari tal rela tion ship. He forms the belief that break ing off the
affair, will save his leg. His need for physi cal safety and a sense of
con trol is gen er at ing what he would call in bet ter times “stu pid,
magi cal think ing.”

As a last case, con sider a woman who believes in full com mit -
ment to every task and hates the small est sign of lazi ness. She works
long hours try ing to meet impos si ble dead lines. But her hard- work
rule is really pro tect ing her rather frag ile self- esteem. Her need to see 
her self as com pe tent and to feel safe from criti cism is the fuel for her
belief.

The Tyranny of the Shoulds
Since most beliefs and rules are formed in response to needs, they
have noth ing to do with truth or real ity. They are gen er ated by
paren tal, cul tural, and peer expec ta tions and by your needs to feel
loved, to belong, and to feel safe and good about your self.

While the process that gen er ates shoulds has noth ing to do with
the lit eral truth, it depends on the idea of truth for its power. In order
to feel moti vated to act on a should, you have to be con vinced of its
verac ity. Take, for exam ple, the case of Mrs. L. She is an ardent sup -
porter of a Chris tian group that pro motes the idea of chas tity before
mar riage. Mrs. L. has three very strong needs that help to gen er ate
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her belief about pre mari tal sexu al ity. The first need is to win the love
and accep tance of her mother, who is very uncom fort able with
 sexuality of any kind. The sec ond need is to pro tect her chil dren from 
envi ron ments and asso cia tions which she con sid ers dan ger ous. A
“strict con science” is a good way to keep them safe. A third need is
to feel a close iden ti fi ca tion with her chil dren. She knows that they
will seem strange and for eign to her if their sex ual behav ior dif fers
mark edly from her own. These three needs cre ate the belief for Mrs.
L. But her con vic tion that the belief is abso lutely right in God’s eyes
gives it its power. She can insist on her val ues because they are true,
and not only true for her chil dren, but for eve ry one, eve ry where in
the world.

This is the tyr anny of shoulds: the abso lute nature of belief, the
unbend ing sense of right and wrong. If you don’t live up to your
shoulds, you judge your self to be a bad and unwor thy per son. This is 
why peo ple tor ture them selves with guilt and self- blame, this is why
they are will ing to die in wars, this is why they become para lyzed
when forced to choose between unbend ing rules and genu ine desire.

Here is a list of some of the most com mon patho logi cal shoulds:

! I should be the epit ome of gen er os ity and unself ish ness.

! I should be the per fect lover, friend, par ent, teacher, stu dent,
spouse, and so on.

! I should be able to endure any hard ship with equa nim ity.

! I should be able to find a quick solu tion to every prob lem.

! I should never feel hurt. I should always feel happy and
serene.

! I should be com pletely com pe tent.

! I should know, under stand, and fore see eve ry thing.

! I should never feel cer tain emo tions such as anger or
 jealousy.

! I should love my chil dren equally.

! I should never make mis takes.

! My emo tions should be con stant—once I feel love, I should
always feel love.

! I should be totally self- reliant.

! I should never be tired or get sick.

! I should never be afraid.

! I should have achieve ments that bring me status, wealth, or
power.
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! I should always be busy; to relax is to waste my time and my 
life.

! I should put oth ers first: it is bet ter that I feel pain than cause 
any one else to feel pain.

! I should be unfail ingly kind.

! I should never feel sexu ally attracted to      .

! I should care for eve ry one who cares for me.

! I should make enough money so my fam ily can afford
     .

! I should be able to pro tect my chil dren from all pain.

! I should not take time just for my own pleas ure.

Notice which of these shoulds apply to you. In the sec tion on
healthy ver sus unhealthy val ues, you can explore why these shoulds
are unrea son able.

Healthy Versus Unhealthy Values
You can tell whether your beliefs, rules, and shoulds are healthy or
unhealthy by apply ing the fol low ing cri te ria.

Healthy val ues are flexi ble. Flexi ble rules allow for excep tions
where cir cum stances war rant, while unhealthy rules are unbend ing
and uni ver sally applied. For exam ple, the rule that you should avoid
caus ing other peo ple pain could be work able if excep tions were
made in cases where your own vital needs were at stake. But if the
rule is unbend ing and you are obliged to pro tect oth ers from pain at
any per sonal cost, then you have an unhealthy value. Unhealthy
 values are rigid. They often include words like never, always, all,
totally, per fectly, and so on. You must either fol low the rule or feel
worth less and bad.

A sec ond way to meas ure the flexi bil ity of your rules is to look
at your fail ure quo tas. Flexi ble rules include a built-in aware ness that 
a cer tain per cent age of the time you will fail to live up to the ideal
stan dard. Rigid rules have no such quota sys tem. You are cru ci fied if
you devi ate one mil li me ter from the straight and nar row. As an
exam ple, con sider the rule “I should never make mis takes.” Striv ing
for excel lence is a wor thy ambi tion, but you need a healthy quota for
mis takes and fail ures. With out such a quota your stress level will be
high, and your self- esteem will be destroyed by the small est error.
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Healthy val ues are owned rather than introjected. Own ing a
belief or should means that you’ve crit i cally exam ined this rule for
liv ing and it still makes sense to you. This is in con trast to introjected
rules, where you accept paren tal val ues with out deter min ing how
well they fit your own unique cir cum stances, per son al ity, and needs.
Unques tion ing accep tance of paren tal rules and val ues is like buy ing
a car with out a test drive. You just accept every thing the sales man
says, and never find out how the car han dles, whether the ceil ing’s
too low for your height, if it has enough power, or if the trans mis sion 
works smoothly. With introjected val ues you accept your par ents’
word for things that you should test and eval u ate your self.

Healthy val ues are real is tic. This means that they are based on
an assess ment of posi tive ver sus nega tive con se quences. A real is tic
value or rule pro motes behav ior that leads to posi tive out comes. It
encour ages you to do things that result in long- term hap pi ness for
the peo ple involved. That’s the pur pose of a value. You fol low it
because in your expe ri ence the value guides you toward a way of
 living that feels good. Unre al is tic val ues and shoulds have noth ing to
do with out comes. They are abso lute and global. They pre scribe
behav ior because it is “right” and “good,” not because it leads to
posi tive con se quences. Unre al is tic val ues require you to act “on
 principle,” no mat ter how much pain the act brings to your self and
oth ers.

Con sider the value “mar riage should last for ever.” As a rule
gov ern ing your behav ior, it’s unre al is tic. That’s because it isn’t based
on out comes. It doesn’t take into account the fact that strug gling to
main tain your mari tal com mit ments may make you and your spouse
unhap pier than divorc ing. The “mar riage should last for ever” rule is
based on the unbend ing prin ci ple that mari tal com mit ment is the
high est good. Your hap pi ness is irrele vant. Your pain is irrele vant.
All that counts is doing the “right” thing.

Now con sider the rule “I should be hon est with my spouse.”
This value could be either real is tic or unre al is tic, depend ing on how
you frame it. The rule might be real is tic if you believe that it pro -
motes inti macy, helps to solve prob lems before they get too large,
and encour ages you to voice your needs. In other words, you can
adhere to the value of mari tal hon esty because you know it usu ally
makes you feel good in the long run. But because your value of hon -
esty is based on out comes, you might not always choose to be hon est. 
At cer tain times you might with hold your feel ings because the pros -
pect of greater inti macy would be out weighed by nega tive con se -
quences of hurt or dis cord. In con trast, your honesty- in- marriage
value would be unre al is tic if it were based on prin ci ple rather than
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out comes or con se quences. You’d force your self to adhere to the rule
because it was right and dis hon esty of any kind was wrong.

In the study of eth ics, this approach is called con se quen cial ism.
What makes con se quen cial ism appeal ing is that ethi cal sys tems
based on abso lute prin ci ples inevi ta bly reach a point where some of
the prin ci ples con tra dict each other. This prob lem can be dem on -
strated on a very sim ple level. Con sider the con flict a child must face
when try ing to decide whether the high est good is tell ing his par ents
the truth or keep ing a con fi dence with his brother. He will have to
break one of his prin ci ples by either lying or betray ing a sib ling. The
only real is tic way you can escape such an ethi cal quan dry is to
 evaluate the nega tive and posi tive con se quences of each choice for all 
par ties con cerned.

Healthy val ues are life- enhancing rather than life- restricting.
This means that the rules you live by must take into account your
basic needs as a human being. Healthy val ues give you the flexi bil ity
to pur sue your emo tional, sex ual, intel lec tual, and rec rea tional needs. 
Your rules for liv ing should not dimin ish or nar row you. They
shouldn’t leave you feel ing depleted by self- sacrifice. Life- enhancing
val ues encour age you to do what is nour ish ing and sup por tive,
except in situa tions where the long- term con se quences are pain ful for 
your self or oth ers. As an exam ple, take the rule that “you should
always put your chil dren first.” This is not a life- enhancing value.
There are many times when your needs are in con flict with needs of
your chil dren. Stay ing healthy and bal anced requires that you
 sometimes take care of your self—even though your chil dren will
 suffer a minor dep ri va tion. Men who believe that they should never
feel afraid are stuck with a life- restricting value. This belief denies the 
real ity that a man can feel fear in many cir cum stances and has a right 
to acknowl edge and accept that feel ing. The same dif fi culty occurs
when you have rules demand ing that you be uni ver sally bright and
cheery. The value isn’t life- enhancing, because it denies you the right
to feel a full range of emo tion—includ ing times when you’re sad,
frus trated, or angry.

Exercise
In the fol low ing exer cise, you will read vignettes about real- life

situa tions and the val ues that peo ple use to guide them. In each case,
the pro tago nist of the story uses a rule which vio lates one or more of
the cri te ria for healthy val ues. See if you can spot which cri te ria is
being vio lated. To refresh your mem ory, here again are the cri te ria
for healthy ver sus unhealthy val ues.

114

Self-Esteem



Healthy Val ues Unhealthy Val ues

1. Flex i ble (excep tions 
and quo tas)

Rigid (global, no excep tions 
or quo tas)

2. Owned (exam ined 
and tested)

Introjected (unques tioned 
accep tance)

3. Real is tic (based on 
con se quences)

Unre al is tic (based on 
“right ness”)

4. Life-enhanc ing 
(acknowl edge your 
needs and feel ings)

Life-restrict ing (ignore your
needs and feel ings)

Situa tion 1. Ellen is a thirty- year- old crafts per son. She loves
work ing with her hands and spe cial izes in mak ing cus tom ized lamp
shades. Last year she opened a small shop and is very much enjoy ing 
her first expe ri ence as an entre pre neur. Ellen’s father is a full- time
pro fes sor. He’s always been dis ap pointed that she didn’t study
harder and express a greater inter est in aca dem ics. Despite the pleas -
ure that she gets from her craft, Ellen has a nag ging sense of fail ure.
She feels that she should be teach ing Eng lish, like she planned and
her father wanted. She feels embar rassed that she isn’t “using her
brain.” She had tried to go back to col lege three dif fer ent times, and
on each occa sion dropped out. She con fides to friends that in some
ways her life “has been a waste.”

What’s wrong with Ellen’s val ues? Which of the fol low ing
apply?

RIGID INTRO JECTED UNRE AL IS TIC LIFE- RESTRICTING

Ellen’s prob lem is that she has intro jected her father’s value
 system with out exam in ing how it fits her unique needs and abili ties.
For years, Ellen has been tor tured by val ues and rules that she never
criti cally exam ined. If Ellen had devel oped her own real is tic val ues,
she would have rec og nized the posi tive con se quences of work ing at
her craft. She has a job that she enjoys and does well, as opposed to
strug gling with the rig ors of an aca demic career.

Situa tion 2. Arthur has been an insur ance bro ker for the past
eight years. He has been mod er ately suc cess ful but has never made
“the big money.” Arthur’s big gest prob lem is that he feels like a
 failure every time he loses an account. While los ing accounts is inevi -
ta ble, and every bro ker antici pates a cer tain attri tion rate for old
accounts, Arthur feels that a good bro ker must please every one of
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his cli ents. When a cli ent can cels, Arthur con cludes that he is “screw -
ing up,” and hasn’t been suf fi ciently atten tive.

What’s wrong with Arthur’s val ues? Which of the fol low ing
apply?

RIGID INTRO JECTED UNRE AL IS TIC LIFE- RESTRICTING

Arthur’s rules are too rigid. He expects to be per fect, and when
he is not 100 per cent effec tive in reen list ing cli ents, he labels him self
a fail ure. Flexi ble val ues allow a quota for being human. You expect
to make mis takes, and so you build a real is tic fail ure rate into your
expec ta tions. If Arthur’s val ues were flexi ble, he would find out the
renewal per cent ages for other bro kers. Then he could build a quota
for lost accounts into his per form ance stan dards.

Situa tion 3. Every year Cynthia spends a week in Ann Arbor
vis it ing her mother. Always she stays in her mother’s home, where
she feels con tinu ally attacked and under mined by criti cism. After the
first 24 hours of good behav ior, the rela tion ship quickly degen er ates
to the point where Cynthia and her mom are hav ing sev eral blow ups 
a day. If Cynthia doesn’t respond, her mother rebukes her for not
 listening. If she tries to defend her self, her mother sim ply shifts the
ground and dis cusses another of Cynthia’s “fail ings.” This year
Cynthia has decided to han dle the visit dif fer ently. She stays at a
motel, even though her mother insists that she stay at home. She
spends more time vis it ing friends and tak ing breaks from her mom.
She also refuses to see her aunt, who often joins forces with her
mother for a two- on- one fight. Despite the fact that there are far
fewer fights and an unusu ally sweet good bye, despite feel ing safer
and less beat up, Cynthia expe ri ences guilt about her deci sion. “I
hated myself for doing it. I ought to be lov ing and sort of endure
things for mom’s sake.”

What’s wrong with Cynthia’s val ues? Which of the fol low ing
apply?

RIGID INTRO JECTED UNRE AL IS TIC LIFE- RESTRICTING

Cynthia’s val ues are unre al is tic. They are based on the prin ci ple 
of doing right, rather than a real is tic assess ment of con se quences. If
Cynthia looked at the con se quences, she would con clude that she felt 
safer and hap pier with her new strat egy. She would real ize that there 
was much less con flict and that for once she and her mother felt good 
about each other when they parted.

Situa tion 4. Will is an uphol sterer by day, a deliv ery man by
night, and a secu rity guard on the week end. He feels he has to be
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busy every minute in order to “achieve some thing in life.” Will hates
“wast ing time” because “I’ll keep feel ing like I’m noth ing till I earn
some money and respect.” Will is in a rela tion ship that he doesn’t
like, but has no time to look for any one new. He lives “on the cheap”
in the “Hotel Roach Haven.”

What’s wrong with Will’s val ues? Which of the fol low ing
apply?

RIGID INTRO JECTED UNRE AL IS TIC LIFE- RESTRICTING

Will’s val ues are life- restricting. They don’t take into account
his basic needs for rec rea tion, inti macy, or friend ship. Will is leav ing
a lot of him self on the road to die in his head long race for wealth and 
status.

Situa tion 5. At 60, Sonya has a number of friends who’ve lost
their spouses. One recently wid owed friend has been phon ing con -
stantly and stay ing on the line for hours. The prob lem has con tin ued
to the point where Sonya’s hus band has become quite annoyed.
Recently, Sonya told her friend that she wanted to cut the tele phone
con tact down to maybe once a week. But she felt ter ri bly wrong and
guilty. She has always believed that above all a per son must be kind.
To salve her con science, she began phon ing her friend nearly every
day “just to see how she is.”

What’s wrong with Sonya’s val ues? Which of the fol low ing apply?

RIGID INTRO JECTED UNRE AL IS TIC LIFE- RESTRICTING

Sonya’s val ues are too rigid. They don’t allow for wor thy excep -
tions. It’s clear that Sonya needs to set lim its on her needy friend, but
the rule of kind ness doesn’t per mit her. She needs to evalu ate this situa -
tion to see whether the nega tive con se quences make it a spe cial case.

Situa tion 6. Arlene lives in a very poor school dis trict where
chil dren have con sis tently scored below the national norms for read -
ing and math. She has decided that she wants to send her chil dren to
a pri vate school, but she needs her mother’s help with the tui tion.
Arlene is torn by con flict ing val ues. Her number one rule is “get the
best for your chil dren,” but her number two rule is that “you should
be self- reliant.” She’s deter mined to have her chil dren get a good
edu ca tion, but she feels like a fail ure as a par ent because she hasn’t
the finan cial means to pro vide it. She also feels guilty that she’s
 “ taking advan tage” of her mother and “being depend ent.”

What’s wrong with Arle ne’s val ues? Which of the fol low ing
apply?

RIGID INTRO JECTED UNRE AL IS TIC LIFE- RESTRICTING
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Arle ne’s val ues are both rigid and unre al is tic. Being inde pend -
ent is a rea son able life rule, but there are times when the con se -
quences war rant mak ing an excep tion. The out come of get ting a good 
edu ca tion for her chil dren by far out weighs the gen eral prin ci ple of
inde pend ence.

Situa tion 7. Jar rett has been unhappy in his mar riage for the past 
six years. His mother, who made many sac ri fices for her fam ily, used 
to say that it’s “bet ter to hurt your self than hurt the ones you love.”
Jar rett can’t bear the thought of caus ing his wife pain. He imag ines
her alone and over whelmed with grief after the divorce. But at the
same time, he finds him self avoid ing the fam ily, work ing late, and
being eas ily annoyed at home. He feels caught. Even though he’s
attempt ing to “do the right thing” to pro tect his wife, he feels that he
is fail ing her with his absence and irri ta tion. Jar rett says, “I’m
unhappy, so I keep stay ing out. But I’m kick ing myself the whole
time I’m away.”

What’s wrong with Jar rett’s val ues? Which of the fol low ing
apply?

RIGID INTRO JECTED UNRE AL IS TIC LIFE- RESTRICTING

Jar rett’s val ues are intro jected, rather than owned. He has never 
exam ined his mother’s value of self- sacrifice to see if it applies to his
unique situa tion and needs. If he could look at the value criti cally, he 
might see that it does not apply to him, that he is a per son who is
strongly inclined to run away from emo tional pain, and that it is
 better to end the rela tion ship than con tinue the pat tern of avoid ance.

Situa tion 8. Jim is in a new rela tion ship. Recently his lover told
him that she had not been able to reach orgasm dur ing their love -
mak ing. Jim has a very strong feel ing that he should be a per fect
 sexual part ner and should be able to bring his lover to orgasm at all
times. Her dis tress ing news has left Jim with a sense of fail ure and
inade quacy. In fact, he feels so uncom fort able that he has expe ri -
enced a sharp decline in sex ual inter est. He tells his girl friend that he
needs “space” and sug gests that they spend a week apart.

What’s wrong with Jim’s val ues? Which of the fol low ing apply?

RIGID INTRO JECTED UNRE AL IS TIC LIFE- RESTRICTING

Jim’s rule about sex ual per form ance is too rigid. There is no
quota for any thing less than per fec tion. Jim believes that he should
imme di ately under stand and meet every lover’s sex ual needs. A
health ier value would be that he should work toward under stand ing
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his part ner’s unique sex ual needs. He should expect this process to
take time and not expect to suc ceed in per fect respon sive ness every
time.

Situa tion 9. Julie has recently moved to another city. She is
increas ingly dis tressed about her son’s prob lems in his new school. A 
bully has shoved and hit him in the schoolyard and has some times
chased him on the walk home. Julie has a deeply held belief that a
good par ent should be able to pro tect her chil dren from all pain. She
blames her self and feels that she should do some thing to stop the
har ass ment. She tries com plain ing to the prin ci pal, pick ing her boy
up straight from school, and speak ing to the bul ly’s par ents. But the
prob lem per sists. Julie writes to her brother that she con demns
 herself when she sees the boy drag in from another hard day.

What’s wrong with Julie’s val ues? Which of the fol low ing
apply?

RIGID INTRO JECTED UNRE AL IS TIC LIFE- RESTRICTING

This is another case of a life rule that is too rigid to work. It is
sim ply not pos si ble to pro tect a child from every unpleas ant expe -
rience in grow ing up. The value that one should pro tect chil dren is a
good one, but there are excep tions. There are many hurts that chil -
dren suf fer at the hands of their peers, and it is both inap pro pri ate
and impos si ble for Julie to pro tect her son from every mean kid.

Situa tion 10. Jorge owns a small fac tory that pro duces Christ mas 
nov el ties. The busi ness was founded by his father, who was a man of 
unlim ited energy and drive. His father used to work four teen hours a 
day and told Jorge that the owner must set the exam ple “by work ing
harder than any one else.” Like his father, Jorge puts in twelve to
four teen hour days. At 38, he has an ulcer. His mar riage is strained
because his wife never sees him. He misses his chil dren and feels a
grow ing sense of emp ti ness.

What’s wrong with Jor ge’s val ues? Which of the fol low ing
apply?

RIGID INTRO JECTED UNRE AL IS TIC LIFE- RESTRICTING

Jorge has intro jected his father’s rules with out deter min ing if
they fit him. His “work hard” rule is both unre al is tic (because the
nega tive out comes far out weigh the bene fits) and life- restricting
(because it blocks his need to be with his fam ily). Jorge has symp -
toms of stress, depres sion, and mari tal dis cord. He’s paid too big a
price for keep ing faith with his father’s entre pre neu rial ide als.
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How Shoulds Affect Your Self-Esteem
The shoulds attack your self- esteem in two ways. First, your shoulds
and val ues may not fit you. For exam ple, the social mores of Cedar
Falls, Iowa, may be quite appro pri ate for that area but serve you
poorly if you move to Man hat tan. Your father’s rule about hard work 
may have served him well, but now it’s kill ing you with high blood
pres sure. A rule against express ing anger might have worked in your 
very gen tle fam ily, but the same rule lim its your effec tive ness as a
fore man. The value that you be slen der and well- shaped could be
very dam ag ing if you have a dif fer ent body type.

The fact is that many of the shoulds you grew up with sim ply
don’t apply to you. They don’t fit because you live in a dif fer ent time 
and place and have dif fer ent hopes, hurts, and needs than your
 parents. The val ues you’ve inher ited were cre ated by oth ers to fit
their needs in their unique cir cum stances—not yours. When your
shoulds don’t fit you and begin to con flict with your basic needs, you 
are then put into an impos si ble bind. Either you choose dep ri va tion,
the giv ing up of your need, or you choose to break faith with your
val ues. Loss or guilt. If you choose to meet your needs at the expense 
of strongly held val ues, you may label your self as weak, a screw-up,
or a fail ure.

Shoulds often demand behav ior that is impos si ble or unhealthy
for a given indi vid ual. To illus trate how val ues can some times be
impos si ble ide als, con sider the case of Al. He’s an ex- airline mechanic 
who’s been drink ing heav ily for thirty years. He held his last job
eight years ago, and lives on Social Secu rity dis abil ity in a down town 
hotel. He spends his day in one of the plas tic chairs in the lobby
rumi nat ing about past sins. He hates him self for con tinu ing to drink,
for not work ing, and for not put ting his daugh ter through col lege.
But the truth is that alco hol is the only pleas ure he has. Periph eral
neu ro pa thy has destroyed his fine motor coor di na tion, and he will
never work his trade again. Al’s shoulds are demand ing the impos si -
ble. They pro vide a daily tor ture. If Al could cre ate val ues that fit the
per son he really is, he might demand of him self what was pos si ble:
to visit his daugh ter when clean and sober; to call her fre quently to
lend encour age ment and sup port. Those things Al could do, but
because his shoulds require him to be some thing he is not, he is
immo bi lized to the point of giv ing his daugh ter noth ing.

Rita has a set of shoulds that demand behav ior which is essen -
tially unhealthy for her. Rita believes that she should have unlim ited
energy to work. So in addi tion to car ing for three chil dren, a house,
and an ail ing father- in- law, she does all the books for her hus band’s
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large con struc tion com pany. She feels exhausted, depressed, and
seems to fall fur ther and fur ther behind. “But it’s wrong not to help.
And I keep ask ing myself what’s the mat ter with me that I can’t push 
myself and keep up with things. I’m just lazy or tem peramen tal or
some thing. Think of the women toil ing in the fields. All over the
world women toil ing, and I can’t even fin ish his books.”

An arti cle that appeared a few years ago in the National Enquirer 
illus trates this unhealthy vari ety of shoulds. A man had just com -
pleted build ing his own motor home from scratch. It was two sto ries,
about the size of a Trail ways bus, and towed a “three- car garage.” He 
had worked between thirty and fifty hours a week on the proj ect for
ten years and was enor mously proud of build ing and own ing some -
thing “that no work ing man could ever afford. ” But the cost was
enor mous.

He’d been dis abled by a heart attack, he had strained rela tions
with his wife and fam ily, and he hadn’t taken a vaca tion in ten years. 
His goal had become a con sum ing obses sion. His rule that “a man
should fin ish what he begins” had cost him far too much in terms of
stress, fam ily hap pi ness, and time for the lit tle pleas ures.

A sec ond way shoulds attack your self- esteem is by attack ing
moral con cepts of right ness and wrong ness to situa tions, behav iors,
and tastes that are essen tially non moral. This process starts in child -
hood. Par ents tell you that you are good when you fol low their rules
and bad when you break their rules. You are told that cer tain actions
are right and cer tain behav iors are wrong. The right- wrong, good-
 bad dichot omy has been built into your val ues and sys tem of
 personal rules by an acci dent of lan guage. The deci sion to make your 
bed or leave it messy as a child is lifted into the moral dimen sion
when your par ents label you as bad for your neg li gence. Fam ily rules 
that are estab lished to pro mote safety, con ven ience, or effi ciency
often get mis rep re sented as moral impera tives. For exam ple, it is not
mor ally wrong for a child to get mud on his clothes. It is a mat ter of
incon ven ience and extra work for his par ents. But a muddy pair of
pants can pre cipi tate a mor al is tic mono logue: “What’s wrong with
you? Look what you’ve done to your clothes! You don’t deserve
 television tonight for being such a bad boy.”

Even worse is the ten dency of many par ents to con fuse mat ters
of taste and pref er ence with moral ide ol ogy. Hair styles, music, and
choices in friends and rec rea tional activi ties are often judged in terms 
of right and wrong instead of seen as nor mal inter gen era tional
 conflicts in taste.

Many par ents label poor judg ment as moral error. For exam ple,
a child who puts off a school proj ect until the very end and is then
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forced to stay up late doing a rather slip shod job is guilty of poor
judg ment or poor impulse con trol (or both). But a par ent who labels
this behav ior as lazy or stu pid or “screwed up” is com mu ni cat ing to
the child that he is mor ally bad. When you catch your nine- year- old
smok ing in the garage or play ing with matches, these are errors in
judg ment that are dan ger ous to health and safety. But there is noth -
ing moral about these issues and no bad ness or wrong ness involved.

The more your par ents con fused mat ters of taste, pref er ence,
judg ment, and con veni ence with moral issues, the more likely you
are to have frag ile self- esteem. Over and over you’ve got ten the
 message that your taste or deci sions or impulses are bad. The
shoulds your par ents handed down to you made you the cap tive of
an impos si ble dilemma: “Fol low the rules we’ve cre ated about how
you should look and act or be con demned as worth less and bad.”

Discovering Your Shoulds
What fol lows is an inven tory that will help you iden tify some of your 
shoulds and per sonal rules. Each item on the inven tory rep re sents a
par ticu lar area of your life. Ask your self the fol low ing four ques tions
for each of these areas:

1. Do I have feel ings of guilt or self- recrimination in this
area—either past or pres ent?

2. Do I feel con flict in this area? For exam ple, do I feel torn
between doing some thing I should do ver sus some thing I
want to do?

3. Do I feel a sense of obli ga tion or owing in this area?

4. Do I avoid some thing I feel I ought to do in this area?

When you rec og nize the pres ence of guilt, con flict, obli ga tion,
or avoid ance in a par ticu lar area of your life, it’s usu ally fairly easy
to iden tify the under ly ing should. For exam ple, for the item “activi -
ties in the home” you might recall that you feel rather guilty about
not help ing your wife enough with the dishes and the laun dry. You
might also notice that you feel con flict about child care; part of you
believes you should do more child care in the even ing, while another
part wants to drink a beer and read the paper. The under ly ing
should, you real ize, has to do with the belief that you should split the 
work exactly fifty- fifty. As another exam ple, con sider the item
“friends.” You might notice that you’ve been feel ing a strong obli ga -
tion to visit a recently divorced friend. You know that this feel ing
comes from a should that requires you to take care of any one in pain.
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Some times, despite the clear pres ence of guilt or con flict, the
under ly ing should is hard to fer ret out. Then you can use a method
called “lad der ing” to reach down to the basic value or rule. An exam -
ple using the item “inner expe ri ence” will show how it works. A
woman fill ing out the inven tory noted that she felt extremely guilty
regard ing feel ings of anger toward her son. She was irri tated by his
remote ness and emo tional unavail abil ity, but had trou ble iden ti fy ing
the under ly ing should. She “lad dered” down to her basic rule by
 asking this ques tion: “What if I am angry at my son, what does that
mean to me?” Her answer was that it meant that she was pull ing
back, let ting go of him a lit tle bit. She con tin ued lad der ing by ask ing,
“What if I am pull ing back, what does that mean to me?” She was
afraid it meant she didn’t love or care for him enough. At this point
she got in con tact with the under ly ing should: that she should always
feel love for a child. Because anger and with drawal seemed to
 interrupt the feel ing of love, they must be wrong.

A sec ond exam ple of lad der ing can be found in a young man’s
response to the item “church activi ties.” He felt guilt and avoid ance
about not respond ing to an invi ta tion to join the lay min is try. He
asked him self, “What if I don’t join, what would that mean to me?” It 
meant that he wasn’t being gen er ous with his time and energy. Again 
he asked him self, “What if I don’t choose to be gen er ous, what would 
that mean?” It meant that he would dis ap point peo ple who liked and 
thought well of him. It was then that he under stood the should:
“never dis ap point some one who likes you.”

So lad der ing is very sim ple. When ever you notice an area of
guilt, con flict, obli ga tion, or avoid ance, but are hav ing trou ble iden ti -
fy ing your shoulds, ask your self, “What if I         , what
does that mean to me?” Then try to hon estly decide what is implied
by your behav ior, what it says about who you are. Keep ask ing the
ques tion until you’ve got ten down to what feels like a core state ment, 
some thing that implies a clear value or per sonal rule.

Avoid these two dead ends: first, don’t answer with a sim ple
judg ment like “I’m bad” or “I’m screw ing up.” Try instead to state
the basis of the judg ment, the value from which the judg ment
springs. For exam ple, rather than answer ing “It means I’m a jerk,” a
more spe cific answer would be “It means I’m not pro tect ing some one 
in pain.” The sec ond thing you shouldn’t do is answer with a feel ing. 
For exam ple, answer ing “It means I’m going to feel afraid” will lead
you nowhere. The object is to get at your beliefs, not your feel ings.

Right now, get out a piece of paper and write down the shoulds 
that per tain to each item on the inven tory. Natu rally, some items will 
yield no shoulds, because you sim ply don’t have areas of guilt,
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con flict, obli ga tion, or avoid ance. Other items will be extremely fruit -
ful. Write as many shoulds as you can.

Shoulds Inventory

 1. Rela tion ships
! spouse or lover
! chil dren
! par ents
! sib lings
! friends
! peo ple in need
! teach ers, stu dents, or cli ents

 2. Activi ties in the home
! main te nance
! clean ing
! deco rat ing
! straight en ing

 3. Rec rea tional and social activi ties

 4. Work activi ties
! effi ciency
! co- worker rela tion ships
! ini tia tive
! reli abil ity
! achieve ment and work ing toward goals

 5. Crea tive activi ties

 6. Self- improvement activi ties
! edu ca tion
! growth expe ri ences
! self- help proj ects

 7. Sex ual activi ties

 8. Politi cal and com mu nity activi ties

 9. Relig ious and church activi ties

10. Money and finances
! spend ing hab its
! sav ings
! work ing toward finan cial goals
! earn ing abil ity
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11. Self-care
! appear ance
! dress exer cise
! smok ing
! alco hol
! drugs
! pre ven tion

12. Food and eat ing

13. Ways of express ing and deal ing with feel ings
! anger
! fear
! sad ness
! physi cal pain
! joy
! sex ual attrac tion
! love

14. Inner expe ri ence
! unex pressed feel ings
! unex pressed thoughts
! unex pressed wishes or desires

Challenging and Revising 
Your Shoulds
By now you have uncov ered a number of shoulds that describe how
you ought to behave. Some of these shoulds func tion as healthy
guides. Some of them are psy cho logi cal bludg eons that the critic uses 
to destroy your self- esteem.

Right now, review your list of shoulds and mark the ones that
your critic has used as the basis for attacks. You are now in a posi tion 
to evalu ate these rules to deter mine if they are healthy and use ful.
For each should your critic uses, do the fol low ing three things:

1. Exam ine your lan guage. Is the should built on abso lutes and
over gen er ali za tions such as all, always, never, totally, per fect, and so
on? Use “I’d pre fer” or “I’d rather” or “I want to” instead of “I
should.” The spe cific situa tion where you’re apply ing the should
may turn out to be an excep tion to the rule. Acknowl edge that
 possibility by using lan guage that is flexi ble.

2. For get con cepts of right and wrong. Instead, deter mine the
con se quences of apply ing the rule to the spe cific situa tion. What are
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the short- and long- term effects on you and the peo ple involved?
Does the rule make sense, given who will be hurt and who will be
helped?

3. Ask your self if the rule fits the per son you really are. Does it
take into account your tem pera ment, limi ta tions, endur ing traits,
ways of pro tect ing your self, fears, prob lems, and things that you are
not likely to change? Does it allow for your impor tant needs and
dreams and the pleas ures that sus tain you? Does the rule really make 
sense, given who you are and will likely remain?

Rebec ca’s case is a good exam ple of how these steps will help
you deal with your shoulds. Her list included a should that her
patho logi cal critic used almost daily. The critic said she should weigh 
no more than 120 pounds, while Rebecca, in fact, weighed 135- 140
pounds.

The first thing Rebecca did was to exam ine her lan guage. The
phrase “no more than 120" gave the should an abso lute qual ity.
Rebecca rewrote her rule more flexi bly—”I’d pre fer to weigh in the
neigh bor hood of 120 pounds." Next, she exam ined the prob able con -
se quences of apply ing her should. Here is her list of posi tive and
nega tive out comes.

Posi tive Nega tive

1. Look slim mer. 1. Have to weigh my food.

2. Fit into some of my 
smaller clothes

2. Con stantly have to think
about what I eat.

3. Feel more attrac tive. 3. Con stantly worry about 
gain ing weight.

4. Like my body more. 4. Have to go back to 
Weightwatchers.

5. Really have to eat out less.
6. Most of my clothes will 

no longer fit.

Lik ing her body and feel ing more attrac tive were a big lure for
Rebecca, but the nega tive con se quences were much greater than she
had real ized.

She had never put down in black- and- white before all the
 problems that diet ing cre ated for her.

Finally, Rebecca asked her self whether the “120 rule” fit the
per son she really was. She had to admit that her natu ral weight
seemed to fluc tu ate between 135- 140, and only with ardu ous diet ing
was she able to get into the 125 range. Soon enough her weight
would start to climb and she would feel a sense of fail ure and a drop
in self- esteem. Fur ther more, much of her social life revolved around
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res tau rants and shared meals. A diet meant cur tail ing her main way
of being with friends. Rebec ca’s lover was clearly attracted to her as
she was, and so there was lit tle to gain in the way of emo tional or
sex ual inti macy from weight loss.

With great reluc tance, Rebecca began to accept that the “120
rule” didn’t fit her and seemed to be cost ing more than it was worth.

Arthur is a high school com po si tion teacher who suf fers a
 continuous sense of guilt about his inabil ity to “really teach writ ing.”
His critic attacked him with a rule he’d learned from a beloved
 professor: to write decently, stu dents must write daily. At the very
least, Arthur felt that they should com plete sev eral assign ments per
week. But in Arthur’s large classes, he rarely gave more than two
writ ing assign ments per month. Here’s how he dealt with his should.

First he rewrote the rule in more flexi ble lan guage: “I’d like my
stu dents, if pos si ble, to have two writ ing assign ments per week.”
Then he exam ined the con se quences.

Posi tive Nega tive

1. Stu dents get more feed-
 back.

1. With five classes aver ag ing
thirty stu dents each, I’d have
300 essays to read per week.

2. Stu dents learn faster. 2. I’d lose most of my week end
cor rect ing papers.

3. I feel suc cess ful because 
I see more prog ress.

3. It would severely limit time
with my fam ily.

4. My stu dents score 
higher on the state 
achieve ment tests.

4. I’d never get to go rock
climb ing.

5. It would take a lot of 
my physi cal energy.

Nega tive out comes more than out weighed the posi tive, and it
was clear to Arthur why he gave so few writ ing assign ments.

At last, Arthur exam ined the ques tion of whether the rule really 
fit him. His answer was a quali fied yes. He still believed in the value
of fre quent assign ments. But he now had an answer to his critic.
Apply ing the rule in his crowded school would sim ply cost him too
much both physi cally and emo tion ally.

Jamie’s critic was clever. Her critic used two con tra dic tory
shoulds so that she remained in a per ma nent no- win con flict. Jamie is 
a pain ter who has a good local repu ta tion. She is also the mother of a
ten- month- old boy. On the one hand, the critic told her that she
should give all her avail able time to her son. On the other, the critic
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demanded that she con tinue to paint at the same level of pro duc tiv ity 
she had before the baby was born.

Jamie’s shoulds dam aged her self- esteem in two ways. The
“give eve ry thing to your son rule” made her reluc tant to arrange any 
child care. As a result, she felt depressed and list less dur ing the day
because there was no time for paint ing or rec rea tion. These feel ings
led her to kick her self for being a lazy, bad mother. Jamie’s self-
 esteem also took a beat ing from the “keep paint ing rule.” In the
 evening, when she felt too tired to face an empty can vas, she kicked
her self for wast ing her tal ent and being “uncom mit ted” to her art.

Here’s how she dealt with her shoulds. First she rewrote them
using flexi ble lan guage: “I want to give most of my time to my son,
but I want to keep paint ing as much as pos si ble.” Then she exam ined 
the con se quences of each should.

A. Give most of my time to my son.

Posi tive Nega tive

1. Don’t have to feel anx ious
or guilty about turn ing 
him over to some one 
else.

1. No energy to paint.

2. He’s safer with me than
any one else.

2. Seem to get depressed 
dur ing day.

3. He gets more atten tion 
and love from me than
any one else.

3. Miss paint ing and feel ing
involved in a can vas.

4. The baby cries when 
I leave him.

4. Feel stuck in the house.

5. I worry about his 
sepa ra tion anxi ety.

5. Miss involve ment with 
the artis tic com mu nity.

B. Keep paint ing as much as pos si ble.

Posi tive Nega tive

1. The pleas ure of paint ing. 1. With out child care, paint ing
would exhaust me.

2. A sense of mean ing. 2. If I got depend able child 
care, it would cost $50 
a week.

3. A break from the baby. 3. I would have to cope with
anxi ety and guilt about 
leav ing the baby.
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4. Main tain con nec tion to art
world.

4. The baby gets less atten tion
and love while I’m away.

5. I feel that the baby’s less safe
while I’m away.

Jamie asked her self whether her should made sense for the
 person she was. It was clear that her needs for artis tic expres sion,
mean ing ful activ ity, and time off from the baby were being denied by 
the “give eve ry thing to your son rule.” She was try ing to do with out
one of the sus tain ing pleas ures in her life and it was cost ing her in
the form of low self- esteem, low energy, and depres sion. After
 several weeks of ambiva lence, Jamie finally decided to get a baby
 sitter for two five- hour peri ods—with the thought that she would
later expand to fif teen hours if she felt com fort able.

Cutting Off the Should
When you have decided that a should is under min ing your self-
 esteem, either as a gen eral rule or in a par ticu lar situa tion, you need
to cut it out of your inter nal self- talk. This means aggres sively fight -
ing back when the critic tries to hit you with your should. The best
way to fight back is to pre pare a one or two sen tence “man tra” that
you can memo rize and use when ever you feel wrong for not liv ing
up to the should. You can say the man tra over and over, as many
times as nec es sary, until the critic shuts up and leaves you alone. A
man tra to com bat your should would ide ally include the fol low ing
ele ments.

1. A reminder of the origi nal need that cre ated your should. For 
this you have to deter mine why you acquired the should in
the first place. Was it to feel loved by your dad? To gain
approval from a par ticu lar friend? To feel closer to a lover?
To feel bet ter about your self? Less anx ious? Safer?

2. The main rea son your should doesn’t fit you or the situa tion.
You might remind your self, for exam ple, how your should
demands that you be or do or feel some thing that is sim ply
not you. You might also remind your self that the nega tive
con se quences of fol low ing your should out weigh the
 positive.

Here’s how man tras sound when con densed into a few sim ple
state ments.

Should: You should go back to school and make some thing of your 
life.
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Man tra: School was my father’s idea and I wanted to please him.
But that life doesn’t fit me. I’d only drop out again from
the bore dom and pres sure.

Should: You shouldn’t make mis takes.

Man tra: Not mak ing mis takes was impor tant to my father. But I’m
just learn ing this job. I can only learn by try ing. If I worry
about mis takes, I’ll freeze up and stop learn ing.

Should: You should be a witty, fas ci nat ing con ver sa tion al ist.

Man tra: I thought that being a clever talker would help me fit in at
school. But it’s too much work and not me. I like to ask
ques tions and get to know the other per son.

Should: You should always take care with your appear ance.

Man tra: I feel I need to look good in order to please my wife. But
I’m hap pier in jeans and sweat shirts. That’s what fits me!

Should: You should diet and stay thin.

Man tra: Mom always told me she liked me thin. But I’d rather
weigh what I do than live with the tyr anny of diets and
scales.

Should: You should have a bet ter job.

Man tra: A status job is my father’s rule. But this job is safe and
low- stress. When I want stress and uncer tainty, I’ll go
some where else.

Now it’s time to gen er ate your own man tras. In the begin ning,
reserve them for your most deadly shoulds. Then, as those rules lose
their power to cre ate guilt, write man tras for your other shoulds.
Hav ing the man tra isn’t enough. You must com mit your self to using
it every time the critic attacks with an unhealthy should. The critic will 
give up only if you con sis tently answer back. Remem ber that silence
is assent. If you fail to reply when the critic attacks, your silence
means that you are believ ing and accept ing eve ry thing he says.

Atonement—When Shoulds 
Make Sense
Some of your shoulds will turn out to be legiti mate val ues, rules to
live by that you need to fol low to the best of your abil ity. When
shoulds make sense, they don’t usu ally inter fere with your self-
 esteem.

The only time sen si ble shoulds inter fere with your self- esteem is 
when you vio late them. Then your critic jumps all over you for
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hav ing done wrong. If, after exami na tion, the rule you vio lated feels
healthy to you, the only way to stop your critic is to ini ti ate the
process of atone ment. Very sim ply, you have to make up for what
you’ve done. With out atone ment, you’ll be sad dled with a critic
whose func tion is to make sure you pay and pay and pay.

Here are four guide lines to help you choose an appro pri ate
atone ment.

1. It’s impor tant to acknowl edge the wrong ness of what you
did to the per son you hurt. This makes it clear that you are
accept ing respon si bil ity for your behav ior.

2. You should atone directly to the per son you wronged.
Donat ing money to a char ity, becom ing a big brother, or join -
ing the Peace Corps will atone less effec tively than directly
help ing the one you hurt.

3. The atone ment should be real, rather than sym bolic. Light ing 
can dles or writ ing a poem will not rid you of the critic. What
you do to atone has to cost you some thing in time, money,
effort, or even anxi ety. And it has to be tan gi ble enough so
that it has an impact on your rela tion ship with the per son
who is hurt.

4. Your atone ment should be com men su rate with the wrong
done. If your offense was a moment of irri ta bil ity, then a
brief apol ogy should do the trick. But if you’ve been cold and 
remote for the past six months, then you’ll have to do a lit tle
bet ter than “I’m sorry.”
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Handling Mistakes

In an ideal world, where per fect par ents raised per fect chil dren, there 
would be no con nec tion at all between mis takes and self- esteem. But
your par ents proba bly wer en’t per fect. As a child, you were neces -
sarily cor rected when you did some thing your par ents con sid ered a
mis take. You might have pulled up some flow ers instead of pull ing
weeds. If the mes sage “you’re bad” came along with your mother’s
cor rec tion, then you were started along a deadly path. This path
leads to the con clu sion that mak ing mis takes always means you’re
bad.

As you grew up, you inter nal ized these paren tal cor rec tions and 
blame. You took over the job of criti ciz ing your self for mak ing mis -
takes. In short, you cre ated your patho logi cal critic. To this day,
when you uproot a flower while weed ing, your critic says, “Nice
move, stu pid. Why don’t you just plow the whole gar den under
while you’re at it?”

The con tra dic tory val ues of our soci ety helped you in cre at ing
your critic. You found that to be a good mem ber of soci ety you must
be equal and supe rior, gen er ous and thrifty, spon ta ne ous and con -
trolled, and so on. This lose- lose sys tem of mutu ally exclu sive val ues
allows your critic to find some evi dence of error in any action and
blow it up, way out of pro por tion.

You may grow up defen sive, ration al iz ing all mis takes. You
may join the group whose mem bers are so afraid of the slight est
 mistake that they can admit to none. Or you may fol low the more
com mon route of chronic depres sion over all your mis takes.

In extreme cases, paraly sis sets in. You rumi nate over past
 mistakes and con strict your activi ties and rela tion ships to avoid any
chance of future mis takes. Afraid of doing some thing wrong, you try
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to do the bare mini mum per fectly. But even this lit tle is impos si ble
because change and mis takes are inevi ta ble. You’re trapped.

The fact of the mat ter is that self- esteem has noth ing to do with
being per fect. Self- esteem has noth ing to do with avoid ing mis takes.
Self- esteem is rooted in your uncon di tional accep tance of your self as
an innately wor thy being, regard less of mis takes. Feel ing good about
your self is not some thing you do after all mis takes have been cor -
rected—it’s some thing you do in spite of mis takes. The only really
seri ous mis take is agree ing with your patho logi cal critic when he
says that mis takes are evi dence of worth less ness.

Reframing Mistakes
Refram ing means chang ing your inter pre ta tion or point of view. You
put a new frame around a pic ture or an event to change the way you
look at it and thus change its mean ing for you. For exam ple, when
you wake up from a night mare your heart is pound ing. You are
genu inely fright ened, con vinced that you are fal ling or being pur -
sued. Then you real ize that you were just dream ing, and you feel a
wave of relief. Your heart stops pound ing and you calm down. Your
mind has “reframed” the expe ri ence, chang ing the mean ing from
“I’m in dan ger” to “it was just a dream.” Your body and your whole
mood fol low your mind’s lead. Refram ing mis takes means learn ing
to think about them in ways that remove their night mare quali ties.
Instead, you view your mis takes as a natu ral, and even valu able
 component of your life. This new view in turn allows you to respond
more flexi bly when you do make mis takes, to learn from them and
move on.

Mistakes as Teachers
Mis takes are a func tion of growth and chang ing aware ness.

They are an abso lute pre req ui site for any learn ing process. Last year
you bought the cheap paint, think ing it would do. This year you are
a dif fer ent per son, grown older by a year and wiser by watch ing the
paint fade. You are dif fer ent by vir tue of infor ma tion you didn’t have 
a year ago. It will solve noth ing to dam age your self- esteem now by
cas ti gat ing your self for not hav ing been able to see into the future
then. Chalk it up to expe ri ence and go out and buy some decent
paint. Pay for your les son once, but only once. Attack ing your self is
like pay ing twice: once for the new paint and once in the form of a
mug ging from your critic.
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There is no way you can learn any task or skill with out errors.
This process is called suc ces sive approxi ma tion: get ting closer and
closer to suc cess ful per form ance through the feed back pro vided by
mis takes. Every error tells you what you need to cor rect, every error
brings you incre men tally nearer to the behav ioral sequence that
works best for com ple tion of the task. Rather than fear ing mis takes,
you need to wel come them dur ing the learn ing process. Peo ple who
can’t stand mak ing mis takes have trou ble learn ing. They are scared
to get a new job because they would be faced with new pro ce dures
and chal lenges. They’re afraid to try a new sport because of all the
errors they’ll have to make before their body learns the sub tle adjust -
ments nec es sary to swing a racket or use a sand wedge. They won’t
buy a word proc es sor or try rebuild ing their car bu re tor because the
inevi ta ble mis takes in doing some thing new are just too pain ful.

Fram ing mis takes as nec es sary feed back for the learn ing process 
frees you to relax and focus on your grad ual mas tery of the new task. 
Mis takes are infor ma tion about what works and what doesn’t. They
have noth ing to do with your worth or intel li gence. They are merely
steps to a goal.

Mistakes as Warnings
The dream of per fec tion turns mis takes from warn ings into sins. 

Mis takes can func tion like the bell on your type writer that keeps you
from going off the page, or the buzzer that warns you to put on the
seat belt in a car. If you have a minor traf fic acci dent, it can serve as a 
warn ing that you need to con cen trate on your driv ing more closely.
If you receive a D in a course in school, it can be a warn ing that your
study hab its need improve ment. When you and your mate have a big 
fight over a small issue, it can be a warn ing that you aren’t com -
municating about some other, under ly ing issue. But per fec tion ism
changes the warn ing to an indict ment. And you become so busy
defend ing your self from the attacks of your patho logi cal critic that
you have no oppor tu nity to heed the les son of the mis take. You can
fight per fec tion ism by focus ing on the warn ing rather than on your
cul pa bil ity.

Mistakes: Prerequisite for Spontaneity
The fear of mis takes kills your right to self- expression. It makes

you afraid to be your spon ta ne ous self, to say what you think and
feel. If you are never allowed to say the wrong thing, you may never
feel free enough to say the right thing—to say that you love some one
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or that you hurt or want to give com fort. The dream of per fec tion
makes you sti fle all of that because you have no right to a faux pas or 
exces sive sen ti ment.

The will ing ness to make mis takes means that it’s OK to dis ap -
point peo ple, to have a moment of awk ward ness, to have the con ver -
sa tion take an uncom fort able turn. Con sider the case of Andrea. She
hangs out with the same two peo ple at work because any new rela -
tion ship would be too unpre dict able. Sup pose the new per son didn’t
like her jokes or thought that some of her remarks were stu pid. She’d 
have to watch eve ry thing she said. Andrea’s situa tion illus trates how
the fear of mis takes can (1) iso late you because you’re afraid of the
judg ments of some one new and (2) choke off spon ta ne ity because
you have to vigi lantly watch what you express.

Mistakes: The Necessary Quota
Allow a quota for mis takes. Some peo ple have the patho logi cal

atti tude that all mis takes can be avoided, that com pe tent, intel li gent,
worth while peo ple don’t make them. This is para lyz ing hog wash that 
can leave you afraid to take any chance in life. The health ier posi tion
is that eve ry one deserves a quota for mis takes. You should be
allowed a cer tain number of social gaffes, work mis takes, poor
 decisions, blown chances, even failed rela tion ships. This is a good
time to start think ing in terms of rea son able error quo tas, rather than
the hope less dream of per fec tion. A rule of thumb for most peo ple is
that between one and three deci sions in every ten are dead wrong.
And sev eral oth ers may be in a doubt ful gray area. For mechani cal,
over learned processes like typ ing or driv ing, the quota goes down.
You don’t expect to have an acci dent every tenth time you get in the
car. But sooner or later you will have one, hope fully only a fender-
 bender, and you will need to chalk that one up as a mis take that you
are enti tled to under your error quota.

Mistakes as Nonexistent in the Present
To under stand this con cept, it will be help ful to first exam ine

the most com mon cate go ries of mis takes.

1. Errors of fact. You hear “high way 45" on the phone, write
down ”high way 49," and get lost.

2. Fail ure to reach a goal. Sum mer arrives and you are still too fat 
to get into your bath ing suit.
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3. Wasted effort. You gather 300 sig na tures on a recall peti tion
that fails.

 4. Errors of judg ment. You decide to get the cheaper paint, and
it fades.

 5. Missed oppor tu ni ties. The stock you decided not to buy at $5
is now at $30.

 6. For get ful ness. You get all the way to the pot luck and real ize
that your salad dress ing is still at home in the refrig era tor.

 7. Over in dul gence in legiti mate pleas ures. The party was fun, but
you have a hango ver.

 8. Inap pro pri ate emo tional out bursts. You yell at your spouse and 
feel awful about it later.

 9. Pro cras ti na tion. You never got around to fix ing the roof, and
now the din ing room wall pa per is ruined.

10. Impa tience. You try a big ger wrench on the nut and the bolt
breaks.

11. Vio la tion of your moral code. You tell a white lie: “I’ll be out of 
town this week end.” On Sat ur day, you run into the per son
you’re avoid ing.

This list could go on and on. Clas si fy ing the ways to go wrong
has been a popu lar human pas time since Moses came down from the
moun tain with the ten com mand ments.

There is a com mon thread run ning through these exam ples that
will help in under stand ing mis takes. A mis take is any thing you do that
you later, upon reflec tion, wish you had done dif fer ently. This applies also
to things you didn’t do that you later, upon reflec tion, wish you had
done.

The key word here is “later.” Later may be a split sec ond or a
dec ade after the act. When you apply too much force to the nut and
the bolt breaks, “later” is very soon indeed. It seems like “imme di -
ately,” but it’s not. There is a lag between the action and the regret. It
is this lag time, short or long, that is the key to free ing your self from
the tyr anny of mis takes.

At the exact moment of action, you are doing what seems
 reasonable. It is your later inter pre ta tion that turns the action into a
mis take. “Mis take” is a label you always apply in ret ro spect, when
you real ize you could have done some thing more rea son able.
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The Problem of Awareness
You always choose the action that seems most likely to meet your
needs. This is the essence of moti va tion: want ing to do some thing
more than any other thing.

Moti va tion comes down to con sciously or uncon sciously
 choosing the most desir able alter na tive for meet ing the needs at
hand. The poten tial bene fits of the action you choose seem, at least at
the time, to out weigh the fore see able dis ad van tages.

Obvi ously, the action that seems best at the time will depend on 
your aware ness. Aware ness is the degree of clar ity with which you
per ceive and under stand, con sciously or uncon sciously, all the
 factors relat ing to the need at hand. At any given moment, your
aware ness is the auto matic prod uct of your innate intel li gence, your
intui tion, and your total life expe ri ence up to that point, includ ing
your cur rent emo tional and physi cal state.

“Mis take” is a label that you apply to your behav ior at a later
time when your aware ness has changed. At this later time you know
the con se quences of your action, and you may decide that you
should have acted dif fer ently.

Since you always do your best (or choose what seems most
likely to meet your needs) at any given time, and since “mis takes”
are the result of a later inter pre ta tion, it fol lows logi cally that mak ing 
mis takes should not lower your self- esteem.

“But,” you say, “some times I know bet ter than to do some thing, 
and I do it any way. I know I shouldn’t have des sert if I want to lose
weight, but I go ahead and have that bowl of ice cream any way. I feel 
awful after wards, and I should feel awful because I let myself down.”

If this is your line of rea son ing, you’re miss ing a cru cial point
about moti va tion. To “know bet ter” is not suf fi cient to “do bet ter” if
your aware ness at the time is focused on a stronger and oppos ing
moti va tion. At the time, your desire for the ice cream was stronger
than your desire to lose weight, so the “best” thing—indeed, the only 
thing—you could do was eat the ice cream.

If you label the choice you make “good” or “bad,” you end up
unjustly pun ish ing your self for actions you couldn’t help per form ing. 
More rele vant labels would be “wise” or “unwise” and “effec tive” or
“inef fec tive,” since these terms make the more com pas sion ate and
accu rate judg ment that your actions were made out of a lim ited
aware ness. In any event, a firm com mit ment to expand ing your
aware ness will work much bet ter than a grim resolve never to make
the same mis take again. Because you will make the same mis take
again, until you expand your aware ness.
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Responsibility
All this talk about always doing your best may sound like you

are not respon si ble for your actions. Not so. You are defi nitely respon -
si ble for your actions.

Respon si bil ity means accept ing the con se quences of your
actions. Con se quences always come home to roost. For every action
there is a cost to be paid. If you are highly aware of the costs and
will ing to pay, you will choose rela tively “wise” actions, have fewer
occa sions to label your actions later as mis takes, and feel bet ter about 
your self. If you have a lim ited aware ness of the costs incurred by
your actions and aren’t will ing to pay when the costs come due, you
may choose unwise actions, label them as mis takes later, and suf fer
blows to your self- esteem.

But in either case, you are respon si ble for your actions in that
you will inevi ta bly pay the price—will ing or not, con scious or not.
Becom ing a more respon si ble per son means increas ing your aware -
ness of the price you pay for your actions. And it’s worth the effort,
because low aware ness means you are later sur prised and dis mayed
at the cost of some of your deci sions.

The Limits of Awareness
Your aware ness of the prob able con se quences of your acts is

lim ited by five impor tant fac tors.
1. Igno rance. Many times you have no valid way of pre dict ing

con se quences because you have never been faced with simi lar cir -
cumstances before. In effect you are fly ing blind. If you’ve never
spray- painted before, you might have no way of know ing that
 holding the noz zle too close causes the paint to run. If you don’t
know how to fold the egg whites for your first souf flé, it may not rise 
prop erly.

2. For get ting. There is no way to remem ber every con se quence
of every act you have ever per formed. Many events are lost to aware -
ness because they are not suf fi ciently pain ful or impor tant. As a
result, you fre quently repeat mis takes because you sim ply can’t recall 
how things turned out the last time. One of the authors, who had not
been camp ing for sev eral years, for got how much he suf fered from
mos qui toes. As a result, he again neglected to bring repel lant on last
sum mer’s trip.

3. Denial. Peo ple deny and dis re gard the con se quences of
 previous mis takes for one of two rea sons: fear or need. Some times
they are so afraid of change or of doing things dif fer ently that they
deny or mini mize the nega tive con se quences of their mis takes. Faced
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with the same choice again, they repeat a pain ful error because all the 
alter na tives seem too threat en ing.

An exam ple is the man who goes on dates and bores women to
death with long reci ta tions of his achieve ments. He sus pects it might
turn some peo ple off but denies the con se quences of his brag ging:
few repeat dates, no rela tion ships. He clings to denial because he is
so afraid of real com mu ni ca tion, of let ting his hair down and talk ing
about his authen tic feel ings.

Over whelm ing need cre ates the same kind of denial. If you
really need some thing, you tend to deny the nega tive con se quences
of get ting it. Con sider the woman who keeps leav ing and then going
back to an abu sive, alco holic hus band. At the moment she decides to
go back she is most in con tact with her feel ings of love and depend -
ency. Mean while she has to deny or mini mize the inevi ta bly pain ful
con se quences in order to have what she needs so much.

4. No alter na tives. Many mis takes get repeated because peo ple
are sim ply unaware of any bet ter way to act. They lack the skills,
abil ity, or expe ri ence to gen er ate new strate gies and solu tions.
 Consider the case of the woman who kept blow ing job inter views
because she stared at the floor, made brief, one- sentence answers,
and couldn’t sell her self.

5. Hab its. Some hab its, ingrained for a life time, pre vent you
from evalu at ing or hav ing the slight est aware ness of your choices.
You don’t think about the con se quences because you don’t know
you’re mak ing a deci sion. A clas sic exam ple is the habit of choos ing a 
short- range bene fit while ignor ing a long- range dis as ter. A woman
went from one dead- end rela tion ship to another. She chroni cally
made the mis take of gravi tat ing toward men who reminded her of
her father. Their appar ent strength and author ity attracted her, but in 
the long run their cold ness and emo tional shal low ness destroyed the
rela tion ship. Another exam ple is a law school gradu ate who con -
sistently chose the short- term pleas ure of smok ing mari juana and
spend ing whole week ends in a daze instead of study ing for his bar
exam.

Your aware ness is miti gated by all of these fac tors. For many of
your deci sions, for get ting, denial, habit, and so on pre vent you from
mak ing use of your expe ri ence. What you know and what has
 happened to you before is sim ply unavail able at the moment you
decide to act. You can not be blamed for this. Your aware ness,
 however lim ited, was all you had to go on when you made the
mis take.

But just because you aren’t to blame, doesn’t mean you can’t do
some thing about it. You can. The next sec tion will show you how.
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The Habit of Awareness
The habit of aware ness is very sim ple. It is a com mit ment to

 predict the likely con se quences, both short and long term, of any
 significant act or deci sion. Here are the ques tions you should ask
your self to increase aware ness at the point of deci sion.

! Have I ever expe ri enced this situa tion before?

! What nega tive con se quences came or might be expected to
come from the deci sion I plan to make? (Be sure to con sider
both short- and long- term con se quences.)

! Are the con se quences worth it, given what I expect to gain?

! Do I know any alter na tive with less nega tive con se quences?

The main require ment for devel op ing the habit of aware ness is
to make a prom ise to your self. You com mit to exam in ing the
 probable con se quences of every sig nifi cant thing that you do. This
shouldn’t take the form of neu rotic worry. Rather, it is the stance of
the ques tion ing mind: you use your expe ri ence to develop likely
 outcome sce nar ios from each deci sion. If you are able to make this
com mit ment to aware ness, you will make fewer major mis takes.

Chronic mis takes. Eve ry one has one or more areas where
 similar mis takes are repeated over and over. To increase aware ness
in these areas you should do two things after each reoc cur rence of
the error.

1. Write down in detail the nega tive con se quences of the
 mistake. The very act of writ ing, whether you keep the notes
or not, is an impor tant mem ory aid.

2. Deter mine your pri ori ties. What was the main thing you got
or hoped to get from your erro ne ous deci sion? Were you
seek ing a short- term pleas ure, were you try ing to feel safe,
try ing to be liked by oth ers, avoid ing lone li ness? Is this pri -
ority a theme in your life? Is it the basis of other poor
 decisions? If the same pri or ity chroni cally sucks you into
mis takes, then you must include this fac tor in your aware -
ness. The pri or ity may be impor tant, but it is also dan ger ous.
Any criti cal new deci sion should be exam ined to see if it is
moti vated by that pri or ity. If so, that’s a red flag. You may be 
headed toward a repeat of the old mis take. Ask the four
ques tions listed above. Slow down and really exam ine your
choices.
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Raising Your Mistake Consciousness
Here are some exer cises you can do to raise your mis take con scious -
ness.

1. Real ize that eve ry one makes mis takes. Even good guys and
heroes. Politi cal lead ers, finan cial moguls, screen stars, great phi lan -
thro pists, sci en tists, and heal ers all make mis takes. In fact, it’s often
true that the greater the per son, the greater his or her mis takes. The
Wright broth ers failed many times before their plane finally flew at
Kit ty hawk. Salk strug gled for years before he devel oped the polio
vac cine. Mis takes are the ines cap able by- product of learn ing or try ing 
any thing new.

Make a list of his tori cal or pub lic fig ures who have made sig nif -
i cant mis takes. Only include those peo ple for whom you have some
appre cia tion and respect.

Make a sec ond list of peo ple you know per son ally and admire.
List their mis takes. Even your beloved teacher may have lost his
 temper over a small mis hap, the cap tain of your high- school foot ball
team may have been caught cheat ing on exams, and the top sales man 
at work may have bun gled an easy sale.

Why is it that even good and admi ra ble peo ple make mis takes?
The answer is that they didn’t rec og nize their deci sion as a mis take at 
the time. They didn’t fully antici pate the con se quences of an act. Like 
every other human being that has walked this planet, they had an
imper fect aware ness—they could not pre dict with com plete accu racy
the rip pling effects of a cur rent deci sion on future expe ri ence.

Bril liant, crea tive, and pow er ful peo ple all make errors because
the future is hid den. It can only be guessed at. No amount of intel li -
gence or under stand ing can gen er ate a per fect fore cast of what is to
come.

2. Real ize that even you make mis takes. Make another list of
your own mis takes. Take some time at this, since you’ll need this list
for later exer cises. If you seem to be always mak ing mis takes and it
feels like your list could go on indefi nitely, edit your list down to
your ten big gest mis takes.

Now comes the hard part. For the first item on your list, go
back in time, back to the moment when the deci sion was made. Try
to remem ber your thoughts and feel ings just before the act. Did you
know what would hap pen, or did you hope for some hap pier con se -
quence? Did you have any idea of the pain that you or oth ers would
feel? If you were aware of the pos si bil ity of pain, try to recall how
you weighed that against the image of some desir able out come.
Notice which fac tor seemed big ger at the time. Now try to remem ber
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the need or needs that pushed you to the deci sion. Recall the strength 
of those needs and how they influ enced your choice. Did any alter na -
tive action seem more attrac tive to you? Here is the most impor tant
ques tion: If you were to return to that time, with the same needs,
 perceptions, and pre dic tions of future out comes, would you act
dif fer ently?

Go ahead and repeat this process with each mis take on your
list. Natu rally, you should skip items where your mem ory is too
hazy to really answer these ques tions.

3. For giv ing your self. You deserve for give ness for your mis -
takes, no mat ter how pain ful the con se quences, for three rea sons.

(1) You made the only deci sion you could make, given your
needs and aware ness at the moment you made it. If you worked seri -
ously at the pre vi ous exer cise, you may have become clearer that you 
can not act dif fer ently than your aware ness allows at a par ticu lar point
in time. You sim ply did the best you could.

(2) You have already paid for your mis take. Your error led to
pain ful con se quences. You have endured those con se quences and felt 
that pain. Unless your mis take hurt oth ers and you need in some
way to atone, you have already paid the price of being human.

(3) Mis takes are unavoid able. You come into this world know -
ing noth ing. Eve ry thing you have learned, from stand ing upright to
run ning a word proc es sor, has been accom plished at the price of lit -
er ally thou sands of mis takes. You fell hun dreds of times before you
walked, and you have proba bly “lost your files” more than once. The 
learn ing process goes on your entire life. And so do the mis takes. It
makes no sense to kick your self for some thing you can only avoid in
the ceme tery.

Visu ali za tion. To gain prac tice in view ing mis takes as a
 function of lim ited aware ness, try this exer cise, which com bines
relaxa tion, visu ali za tion, and affirma tion.

Sit in a com fort able chair or lie down on your back. Uncross
your arms and legs. Close your eyes. Take sev eral slow, deep
breaths. Feel your self becom ing more relaxed with each breath.

Start ing at your feet, scan vari ous parts of your body for ten sion 
and relax them. As you breathe in, notice any ten sion in your feet,
then let it flow away when you breathe out. Keep your breaths slow
and regu lar. Now notice any ten sion in your calves as you breathe in, 
and let the ten sion flow out as you exhale. Move up to your thighs
for the next breath, then your but tocks and pel vis, then your stom ach 
and lower back area, then your chest and upper back.

Now move your atten tion out to your hands. Inhale and feel
any tight ness, exhale and let it go. Do the same for your fore arms,
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your biceps, your shoul ders, and your neck. Dwell on these areas for
sev eral breaths if you need to.

Notice any ten sion in your jaw mus cles, and let it go as you
exhale. Next con cen trate on your eyes, then fore head, then scalp.

Con tinue to breathe, slowly and deeply, sink ing fur ther into
relaxa tion. Now begin form ing a pic ture of your self. See your self as
you were after a recent mis take (per haps one of the mis takes on your
list). See where you are, see your face, see the posi tion of your body.
Be aware that you did your best, given your aware ness at that
moment. Say the fol low ing affirma tions to your self. Just let them
drift into your mind:

I am a unique and valu able buman being.
I always do the best I can.
I love (or like) myself, mis takes and all.

Repeat these affirma tions three or four times, chang ing the
word ing to suit your self.

Now visu al ize your self mov ing through your daily rou tine. See
what you will be doing the rest of today or tomor row. See that you
are unique, that you are valu able, that you are try ing to live the best
you can. Watch how you always do what seems best at the moment
you do it.

Fin ish with this affirma tion: “Today I like myself more than
yes ter day. Tomor row I will like myself even more.”

When you are ready, open your eyes and get up slowly. As you 
go about your day, repeat the affirma tions when ever they come to
mind. Do the full relaxa tion exer cise twice a day. In the morn ing
before you get up, and in bed before fal ling asleep are good times,
since you are already relaxed and in a recep tive frame of mind.

The exer cise will work bet ter for you if you make up your own
affirma tions. The affirma tions that work best are short, sim ple, and
posi tive. Com plex affirma tions don’t seem to get through to your
sub con scious. Affirma tions that con tain nega tives, such as “I will not
criti cize myself,” seem to be under stood by your sub con scious as if
the nega tives had been dropped out: “I will criti cize myself.”
 Compose affirma tions that are posi tive: “I will speak well of myself.”

To help you com pose your own self- esteem affirma tions, here
are some exam ples that have worked for oth ers.

I’m basi cally all right as I am.
I have worth because I strug gle to sur vive.
I have legiti mate needs.
It’s all right to meet my needs as I see fit.
I am respon si ble for my life.
I accept the con se quences of my actions.
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I feel warm and lov ing toward myself.
I invaria bly do the best I am capa ble of at the moment.
“Mis takes” is a label I add later.
I am free to make mis takes.
Eve ry thing I do is an attempt to meet legiti mate needs.
I am expand ing my aware ness to make wiser choices.
I am let ting go of unwise choices in the past.
I can do any thing I want, but what I want is deter mined by my

aware ness.
Eve ry thing I do involves a price to pay.
Shoulds, oughts, and musts are irrele vant.
In the moment of choice, I do only what my aware ness per mits. It’s

fool ish to resent oth ers’ ac tions—they also do only what their aware ness
per mits.

Since eve ry one is doing his or her best, I can eas ily feel com pas sion
and empa thy.

My basic job in life is expand ing my aware ness.
No one is any more or less wor thy than I.
My mere exis tence proves my worth.
I can learn from my mis takes with out guilt and worry.
Everyo ne’s aware ness is dif fer ent, so com pari sons are worth less. When 

I feel unsure about what to do, I can exam ine the con se quences.
I can invent new ways to sat isfy a need and wisely choose the best

option.
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Responding
to Criticism

You’re paint ing your bed room, feel ing good about get ting the job
done. The room looks like new. Some body comes in and says, “It
looks pretty good. Is that the color it will be when it dries? Did you
really want it that bright? Uh oh, look at all the splat ters on the floor.
You’ll never get that enamel off if you let it dry.”

Your mood is ruined. The room that looked so fresh and
 sparkling now looks gar ish and sloppy. Your self- esteem with ers
under the criti cism.

The nega tive opin ions of other peo ple can be deadly to self-
 esteem. They say or imply that you are not wor thy in some way, and
you can feel your own opin ion of your self plum met. Criti cism is such 
a pow er ful defla tor of weak self- esteem because it arouses your own
inter nal patho logi cal critic and sup plies him with ammu ni tion. The
critic inside senses an ally in the critic out side, and they join forces to
gang up on you.

There are many types of criti cism. Some is even con struc tive, as
it is when the critic is moti vated by a desire to help and couches the
criti cism in terms of good sug ges tions for change. Other times, criti -
cism is just nag ging, a point less, habit ual reci ta tion of your fail ings.
Often your critic is engag ing in one- upmanship, try ing to appear
smarter, bet ter, or righter than you. Or per haps your critic is being
manipu lat ive, criti ciz ing what you’re doing in an attempt to get you
to do some thing else.

9



What ever the critic’s motive, all criti cism shares one char ac ter is -
tic: it is unwel come. You don’t want to hear it, and you need ways to
cut it short and pre vent it from erod ing your self- esteem.

Actu ally, criti cism has noth ing to do with true self- esteem. True 
self- esteem is innate, unde ni able, and inde pend ent of anyo ne’s
 opinion. It can be nei ther dimin ished by criti cism nor increased by
praise. You just have it. The trick to han dling criti cism is not to let it
make you for get your self- esteem.

Most of this chap ter will deal with the arbi trary, dis torted
nature of criti cism. Once you under stand and have prac ticed the
skills of dis count ing criti cism, you will go on to effec tive ways to
respond to crit ics.

The Myth of Reality
You rely on your senses. Water is wet. Fire is hot. Air is good to
breathe. The earth feels solid. You have found so often that things are 
exactly what they seem to be that you have come to trust your senses. 
You believe what they tell you about the world.

So far so good, as long as you stick to your sense impres sions of 
sim ple inani mate objects. But when peo ple enter the pic ture, it gets
more com pli cated. What you expect to see and what you have seen
before start to affect what you thought you saw. For exam ple, you
see a tall blond man grab a woman’s purse and jump into a tan
 two-door sedan and roar away down the street. The police come and
take your state ment, and you tell them exactly what you saw. But the 
woman who lost her purse insists it was a dark- haired, short guy.
Another bystander says the car was gray, not tan. Yet another per son
is sure it was a 1982 sta tion wagon, not a sedan. Three peo ple claim
to have noted the license, and by cross- checking their sto ries the
police think it was LGH399 or LGH393, or maybe LCH399.

The point is that in the heat of the moment you can’t trust your
senses. Nobody can. We all select, alter, and dis tort what we see.

A TV Screen in Every Head
The exam ple above shows that you rarely per ceive real ity with

100 per cent accu racy and objec tiv ity. Most often you fil ter and edit,
as if your eyes and ears were a TV cam era and you were see ing
 reality on a screen in your head. Some times the screen is not in focus. 
Some times it zooms in on cer tain details and omits oth ers. Some times 
it mag ni fies or mini mizes. Some times the col ors are off or the pic ture
shifts to black and white. Some times when you are remem ber ing the
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past, the screen shows you old film clips and you see no “live” real ity 
at all.

Your screen is not usu ally a bad thing. Essen tially it reflects the
way your senses and your mind are wired together. With out the
 ability to manipu late images on your men tal screen, you could never
cope with the flood of infor ma tion assail ing you from the out side
world. You could never organ ize and use past expe ri ence. You could
never learn or remem ber. As sug gested by the illus tra tion on the next 
page, your screen is a fabu lous machine, with lots of but tons and
 levers to play with.

Here are some impor tant rules about screens:

1. Eve ry body has one. It’s how human beings are wired up.

2. You can only see your screen, not real ity directly. Sci en tists
train rig ourously to become as per fectly objec tive as they can. 
The sci en tific method is a very pre cise way to make sure that
what research ers are look ing at is really there and is really
what they think it is. Nev er the less, the his tory of sci ence is
ripe with exam ples of sin cere sci en tists who have been
betrayed by their hopes, fears, and ambi tions into pro pound -
ing false theo ries. They mis took their screens for real ity.

3. You can’t fully know what is on some one else’s screen. You
would have to become that per son or pos sess tele pathic
 powers.

4. You can’t fully com mu ni cate what’s on your screen. Some of
what affects your screen is uncon scious mate rial. And the
mes sages on your screen come and go much faster than you
can talk about them.

5. You can’t auto mati cally believe what’s on your screen. A
 little skep ti cism is a healthy thing. Check things out. Ask
around. You may be able to become 99 per cent sure about
what’s on your screen, but you can never be 100 per cent sure. 
On the other hand, you shouldn’t be so sus pi cious that you
don’t believe any thing you see or hear. That is the road to
aliena tion, con spir acy theo ries, and all- out para noia.

6. Your inter nal self- talk is a voice- over com men tary on what
you see on the screen. Your self- talk can con tain the destruc -
tive com ments of your inter nal patho logi cal critic, or your
healthy refu ta tions of the critic. The voice- over inter prets and 
can dis tort what you see. Some times you are aware of the
voice- over, but often you are not.
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 7. The more dis torted your screen becomes, the more cer tain
you will be that what you see there is accu rate. There is no
one so sure as some one totally deluded.

 8. You can con trol some of what you see on your screen all the 
time. Just close your eyes or clap your hands.

 9. You can con trol all of what you see on your screen some of
the time. For exam ple, medi ta tion can take you to a place
where you are intensely aware of only one thing. Hyp no sis
can nar row your focus down to one thought or past event.
But out side of these spe cial states, total con trol is rare.

10. You can’t con trol all of what you see all of the time.

11. You can improve the qual ity of the pic ture on your screen,
but you can’t get rid of the screen. Read ing a self- help book
like this one is a way to improve the accu racy of what you
see on your screen. So is study ing phys ics, paint ing a still
life, ask ing ques tions, try ing new expe ri ences, or get ting to
know some one bet ter. As good as your screen gets, though,
you’re stuck with it. Only dead peo ple don’t have screens.

12. Crit ics don’t criti cize you. They only criti cize what they see
on their screens. They may claim to see you clearly, bet ter
than you can see your self. But they are never see ing the real 
you, only their screen por trait. Remem ber, the more ada -
mant a critic is about the accu racy of his or her obser va tion,
the greater the chance that his or her screen image of you is
dis torted.

13. Your per cep tion of real ity is only one of the inputs to your
screen. These per cep tions are col ored by your inborn abili -
ties and char ac ter is tics. Your per cep tions can be influ enced
by your physio logi cal or emo tional state at the time. Your
view of real ity can be dis torted or impaired by memo ries of
simi lar scenes from your past, by your beliefs, or by your
needs.

Let’s exam ine this last rule in more detail. There are many input 
jacks, as it were, through which images may reach your screen. Only
five of them have any thing to do with real ity—sight, sound, touch,
taste, and smell. And these five can be influ enced or over rid den by
many other inputs.

For exam ple, you see a gray- haired man with wrin kles on his
face get out of a car and walk into a bank. This is what your senses
tell you. Your innate con sti tu tion will deter mine how quickly and
intensely you react to your sense impres sions. If you have just had a
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hard time find ing a park ing place and you’re wor ried about being
late for an appoint ment, you will be irri ta ble and likely to make a
nega tive judg ment of eve ry thing you see. Your past expe ri ence of
gray- haired, wrin kled men tells you that he is about fifty years old.
Your knowl edge of cars tells you that his is an expen sive Mer cedes.
His sol emn expres sion reminds you of your Uncle Max, who has an
ulcer, so you think that this man proba bly has an ulcer. Your past
expe ri ence of banks and men’s fash ions tells you that he proba bly
has money. Your beliefs and preju dices tell you that this guy is a rich, 
hard- driving busi ness man who wrings money out of those who need 
it more than he does. He is proba bly possession- proud, since he
drives an expen sive Mer cedes, and he’s proba bly unable to fully
express his feel ings, just like your Uncle Max. Your need to feel
kinder, more noble, and car ing than oth ers leads you to rank this
stranger below your self in these impor tant cate go ries. You don’t like
him. You feet quite criti cal. Given the oppor tu nity, you might express 
your criti cism of this unfor tu nate man to him. And if he suf fers from
extraor di nar ily weak self- esteem, he might agree with your snap
judg ment of him. And the whole exchange would be a waste of your
time and his, because it would have lit tle to do with real ity. It would
be a result of the mish mash of obser va tions, feel ings, memo ries,
beliefs, and needs that you had on your screen at a given moment.

Screen Inputs
In this sec tion we will exam ine some of the pow er ful inputs,

besides unadul ter ated real ity, that can deter mine what you see on
your screen.

1. Innate con sti tu tion. Cer tain things about eve ry one are
geneti cally deter mined. Not just hair color, eye color, and the like,
but cer tain behav ioral ten den cies appear to be estab lished from birth. 
Some peo ple are just more excit able than oth ers. They react sooner
and more vig or ously to all sorts of stim uli. Some peo ple are more
nerv ous or more quiet than oth ers. Some peo ple seem to require
 frequent social con tact, while oth ers pre fer soli tary pur suits. Some
peo ple are smarter or have quicker reflexes. Oth ers are more intui tive 
or sen si tive to fine shades of mean ing or feel ing. Some peo ple adapt
eas ily to new things, while oth ers shun change or inno va tion, pre fer -
ring the tra di tional, famil iar ways. Some peo ple are morn ing peo ple
and some are night peo ple. Some peo ple can get along with lit tle
sleep and oth ers can’t func tion with out their eight hours every night.
Some peo ple just seem natu rally friendly, while oth ers keep their
 distance.
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These innate per son al ity traits can eas ily color what peo ple see
on their screens. Night peo ple may see a dim, gloomy world in the
morn ing, and they are more likely at that time to be criti cal of oth ers
than at night, when they feel ener gized and ready to boogie. Lon ers
see social func tions as some thing to be endured, while party peo ple
see a quiet even ing at home as a dreary pros pect.

If some one criti cizes you for being too shy and retir ing, per haps 
that per son is innately gre gari ous and just can’t see that the way you
pres ent your self is OK. Or a critic who blows up at you over lit tle
things may have been born with an irri ta ble tem per, and his out -
bursts may have lit tle or noth ing to do with the few small mis takes
you might make.

Peo ple vary con sid era bly in how they process out side stimu la -
tion. Some are natu rally “lev el ers.” This means that when they see or
hear some thing, they auto mati cally, with out think ing about it, damp
down the sen sa tion. It’s as though the bright ness and vol ume knobs
on their screens are per ma nently turned down. Other peo ple are
“sharp en ers” who do just the oppo site. Their vol ume and bright ness
con trols are turned up high, so that every whis per comes across as a
shout, every fire cracker as a cherry bomb. For tu nately, most peo ple
are some where in the mid dle ground. Extreme lev el ers are in dan ger
of becom ing psy cho paths, because they need increas ingly intense
stimu la tion to exceed their thresh old of excite ment. Extreme sharp en -
ers often become neu rotic after years of being bom barded with
 stimuli that seem too intense and over whelm ing.

In short, no mat ter how bal anced, intel li gent, or per cep tive you
are, you have innate, con sti tu tional ten den cies that pre vent you from
per ceiv ing real ity with per fect objec tiv ity. And so no one can be a
per fectly objec tive critic. You can only criti cize what is on your
screen, and that pic ture is not reli able. It is always a lit tle dis torted or 
incom plete.

2. Physio logi cal state. What you see on your screen can be
influ enced by fatigue, head ache, fever, stom ach ache, drugs, blood-
 sugar level, or any one of a hun dred physio logi cal events. You may
or may not be aware of your physio logi cal state. Even if you are
aware of it, you may not notice what it is doing to your per cep tion.
And even if you do know what it is doing to your per cep tion, you
still may not be able to do any thing about it.

For exam ple, a man with an undi ag nosed thy roid con di tion was 
suf fer ing from fatigue, depres sion, and occa sional anxi ety attacks. He 
was alter nately unre spon sive and irri ta ble with his fam ily. At first he 
didn’t notice that he felt or was act ing any dif fer ently than usual. His 
physio logi cal state was affect ing what he saw on his screen with out
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his knowl edge. When his con di tion was diag nosed and sta bi lized
with medi ca tion, his criti cal behav ior less ened. But if he for got to
take his medi ca tion, he could get very list less or jit tery. At these
times, he was aware of his physio logi cal state and how it was
 affecting his behav ior, but he couldn’t do any thing about it until the
medi ca tion took hold once more.

If some one often nags you, the prob lem could be an ulcer or a
migraine, and not you at all. Your critic’s unpleas ant atti tude may be
a result of con sum ing a dubi ous chili dog, not a result of your fail ure
to pick up the liv ing room.

3. Emo tional state. When you’re really angry, you see the world 
through a red haze. When you are in love, the glasses change to the
rose- colored vari ety. Depressed screens are tinted blue, and there’s a
whole genre of music for a sound track. If you are what you eat, then
you see what you feel.

How many times have you seen this on TV? The hero works
him self up into a rage, finally tells off his domi neer ing boss or his
unfaith ful girl friend, and then stomps out of the room. On the way
out he encoun ters the office boy or the dog, to whom he screams,
“And that goes for you, too!” Big laugh and dis solve to next scene.

This hap pens in real life too, but unfor tu nately with out the
pain less dis solve to the next scene. Often you take the brunt of anger
or rejec tion that has noth ing to do with you. You are as unin volved
as the office boy or the dog. Your only fault was to be unlucky
enough to encoun ter the critic who was still emo tional about some
ear lier expe ri ence.

Some times crit ics are in a state of gen eral arousal. They’re
 feeling tense or wor ried or stressed by life in gen eral. Then you cross
them in some minor or even imag ined way, and they blow up. Their
state of arousal is expressed as anger, and their ten sion is released for 
a while.

For exam ple, your boss chews you out for wast ing money. You
bought some nec es sary office sup plies and fur ni ture, noth ing very
extrava gant, and you got good prices, too. If your self- esteem is frag -
ile, you might con clude that you lack judg ment and that you will
never be a suc cess in your job. How ever, you might learn later that
your boss had just received a finan cial set back and was feel ing par -
ticu larly para noid about keep ing expenses down. There was noth ing
wrong with your judg ment—the blowup was caused by your boss’s
free- floating state of arousal, and you became a chance oppor tu nity
for release.

4. Habit ual behav ior pat terns. Eve ry one has cop ing strate gies
that have worked in the past and that will proba bly work in the
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future. These strate gies tend to be applied auto mati cally, regard less
of the situa tion. For exam ple, a child of vio lent par ents may learn to
avoid notice by not speak ing up, by hid ing needs, and by try ing to
antici pate what oth ers want with out actu ally ask ing them. These
strate gies will be car ried over into adult hood, where they will not
work very well for achiev ing a sat is fy ing rela tion ship with another
adult.

Another exam ple would be a woman who grew up in a fam ily
where an ironic, sar cas tic style of humor was the norm. Out side her
fam ily cir cle, she often turns peo ple off. Her habit ual behav ior
 pattern of sati riz ing and paro dy ing those around her is taken as a
criti cal, nega tive atti tude.

Often when you feel criti cized or slighted by some one, you find 
out later from the critic’s friends that “he’s always like that.” What
they mean is that his habit ual behav ior pat terns lead him to be
 critical or nega tive with some kinds of peo ple in some situa tions,
regard less of the objec tive real ity at the time.

Eve ry one drags an enor mous bag gage of old behav ior pat terns
around all the time. More often than not peo ple are reach ing into
their bag of tricks for a famil iar way of react ing, instead of bas ing
their reac tion on a fresh, accu rate assess ment of the situa tion and
your role in it. They are watch ing old tapes on their screen instead of
con cen trat ing on the live action reported by their senses.

5. Beliefs. Val ues, preju dices, inter pre ta tions, theo ries, and
 specific con clu sions about an ongo ing inter ac tion can all influ ence
what peo ple see on their screens. Peo ple who value neat ness may
exag ger ate all the slop pi ness they see in the world. Those who are
preju diced against blacks or Jews or south ern ers can not trust what
they see on their screens con cern ing the groups they hate. If a man
believes strongly in inde pend ence, he will tend to inter pret coop era -
tion as weak ness. If a woman has a the ory that all trau matic wean ing 
causes weight prob lems in later life, then she will see obese peo ple in 
light of her the ory, not in the clear light of objec tive real ity. If you
lean back in your chair and cross your arms while talk ing to an
insur ance sales man, he may inter pret that ges ture as resis tance to his
sales pitch and redou ble his efforts. His view of you on his screen
will be deter mined by this inter pre ta tion, right or wrong. You may
have leaned back because your mus cles are stiff or because you
wanted to get a view of the clock.

Beliefs are tied very strongly to past expe ri ence of what life is
like, what works, what hurts, and what helps. The bank offi cer who
rejects your loan appli ca tion is proba bly not reject ing you per son ally. 
She is respond ing to her past expe ri ences of peo ple in simi lar
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finan cial situa tions who either did or didn’t pay back their loans. The 
same goes for the woman who turns you down for a date. She is very 
likely oper at ing out of her beliefs based on expe ri ence. She may
believe that tall men are not for her, or that she must never date a
Pisces, or that she must not get seri ous with any one over a cer tain
age. She is reject ing who she believes you are, not who you really are. 
The real you isn’t on her screen at all.

6. Needs. Eve ry body you meet is try ing to get needs met all the
time. This impera tive affects what peo ple see on their screens. A
 hungry man has a keen eye for food on the table, but might not
notice a roar ing fire in the fire place or the maga zines on the cof fee
table. A cold woman enter ing the room will go straight for the fire
and not notice the food or the maga zines. A bored per son wait ing in
the room would seize imme di ately on the maga zines as a source of
diver sion. A thirsty per son would find noth ing in the room to sat isfy
that need and hold a lower opin ion of the sur round ings than the
other three.

Emo tional needs work the same way to dis tort screens and
bring on criti cism that has noth ing to do with the actual situa tion. A
man who wants to impress his date in a res tau rant might be quite
criti cal about the food and com plain about the serv ice, when in fact
both are excel lent. A less obvi ous case is that of the guy who is quite
bel lig er ent about ask ing you for your help because he has a strong
need to be in con trol of every situa tion. Another sub tle exam ple is an
acquain tance who is often very catty about other peo ple’s appear ance 
as a result of her own need to be con stantly reas sured about her own
physi cal attrac tive ness.

Criti cism that is out of pro por tion to the occa sion is often
 motivated by some hid den agenda. The critic shames you into doing
some thing that you wouldn’t do if you knew the real rea son behind
it. For exam ple, let’s say that your boss asks you to stay over time or
work on the week end and then becomes very criti cal when you turn
him down. His request and reac tion make no sense to you—there just 
isn’t enough work to do to jus tify the incon ven ience. The real situa -
tion may be that your boss is just try ing to impress his boss by say ing 
that he had staff in over the week end. Or that he needs you there to
receive an impor tant phone call and he’s too lazy to come in and wait 
for it him self. There could be sev eral hid den agen das, none of them
hav ing any thing to do with your job or your per form ance.

Some times crit ics are fully aware of the emo tional needs or
 hidden agen das that moti vate them, and some times they’re not. But
since you’re the per son on the receiv ing end of the criti cism, their
aware ness doesn’t mat ter to you. All that mat ters to you is
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rec og niz ing that needs dis tort a critic’s per cep tion of real ity, and
there fore no criti cism can be taken at face value.

Exer cise. Go around for the rest of the day or all day tomor row
imag in ing that your eyes are a cam era. Your ears are micro -
phones. Be the direc tor of a docu men tary. Con sciously com pose 
a voice over com men tary on what you see and hear. Shift your
atten tion to empha size the nega tive or posi tive aspects of a
scene. When some one says some thing to you, pre tend that both
of you are char ac ters in a soap opera. Imag ine sev eral pos si ble
responses besides the one you would nor mally give. Imag ine
sev eral pos si ble moti va tions for what other peo ple do besides
the motives you assume are cor rect. Notice how this dis tanc ing
exer cise changes your aware ness of real ity. It should make you
real ize that there are many more pos si ble ways to see real ity
than the one you usu ally use. It should also point up how
 automatic and lim ited your usual per cep tion of the world is.

The Screen as Monster-Maker
The illus tra tion on the next page shows a sim ple, eve ry day

encoun ter. The real ity is sim ple and blame less: two men meet at a
party. The man in glasses asks a new comer what he does for a liv ing, 
try ing to make con ver sa tion and put him at ease. The new comer is
here with his wife. These are his wife’s friends, not his. He’d rather
be at home watch ing the ball game or drink ing beer with his bud dies. 
He hates this sort of party and didn’t want to come in the first place.
He thinks most of his wife’s friends from work are stuck-up wimps
who don’t know how to have a good time. All this back ground and
his cur rent arousal level affect what he sees on his screen, and he
responds to the dis torted image with a thinly veiled insult.

INPUTS:

Real ity: Short guy with glasses, tie, asks, “So, what do you do?”

+ Innate con sti tu tion: Warn ing, new encoun ter, be care ful, expect 
attack.

+ Physio logi cal state: Short of breath from run ning up stairs,
sweaty, hear trate high.

+ Emo tional state: Aroused. Irri tated at being late, angry at wife
for mak ing me come.

+ Habit ual behav ior pat tern: Take the psy cho logi cal high ground.
Get in the first blow and estab lish domi nance.
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+ Beliefs: Here’s another intel lec tual twerp in glasses and a tie.
These stuck-up egg heads are always look ing for a chance to
put a work ing man down.

+ Needs: To relieve ten sion of anger and anxi ety. To appear
pow er ful, tough, com pe tent.

= Response: Loud, chest out, lean ing for ward into the twerp’s
face—”I work for a liv ing. What do you do?”

Mantra for Handling Criticism
The moment you hear a criti cal remark, ask your self, “What’s

on this per son’s screen?” Imme di ately assume that there is at best a
tenu ous, indi rect con nec tion to real ity. You will stand a far greater
chance of being right than if you assume that all criti cal remarks arise 
from some short com ing in your self.

Remem ber that peo ple can only criti cize what’s on their screens
and that their screens are not reli able. It’s very unlikely that any
 criticism is based on an accu rate per cep tion of you. It’s much more
likely that the critic is react ing to emo tions, memo ries, and behav ior
pat terns that have almost noth ing to do with you. Think ing poorly
about your self because of such criti cism is a mis take. It’s like run ning 
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scared from a lit tle kid with a sheet over his head who pops out
behind a bush and says, “Boo!” You may be star tled at first and pull
back, but then you laugh and think, “It’s OK, it’s noth ing real.” Just
so with criti cism. You may feel briefly taken aback when some one
criti cizes you, but then you smile and say to your self, “Boy, I won der 
what’s on his screen to make him so criti cal of me?”

Responding to Criticism
Does all this seem a lit tle unre al is tic? Do you find your self say ing,
“Wait a minute, some criti cism is based on facts. Some times the critic
is right on the money, and you have to acknowl edge it. Or some times 
you need to defend your self. You can’t just secretly smile and keep
mum!”

If this is what you’re think ing, you’re right. Often you have to
respond in some way to criti cism. The man tra “What’s on his
screen?” is just a brief, but essen tial, bit of first aid for your self-
 esteem. Remem ber that all criti cism shares one char ac ter is tic: it is
unwel come. You didn’t invite peo ple to dump the dis torted con tents
of their screen on you. You may feel that you owe some crit ics a
response, but you never owe a critic your self- esteem.

Ineffective Response Styles
There are three basic ways to go wrong in respond ing to criti -

cism: being aggres sive, being pas sive, or both.
1. Aggres sive style. The aggres sive response to criti cism is to

coun ter at tack. Your wife criti cizes your TV view ing hab its, and you
coun ter with a cut ting remark about her affec tion for soap operas.
Your hus band makes a snide remark about your weight, and you
coun ter at tack by men tion ing his blood pres sure.

This is the “Oh yeah?” the ory of how to han dle criti cism. Every
critic is met with a hos tile “Oh yeah?” atti tude, and a response that
var ies in inten sity from “How dare you even think of criti ciz ing me?” 
to “Well, I may not be much, but nei ther are you.”

The aggres sive style of respond ing to criti cism has one advan -
tage: you usu ally get peo ple off your back right away. But this is a
short- term bene fit. If you have to deal again and again with the same
peo ple, they will come back at you with big ger and big ger guns.
Their attacks and your coun ter at tacks will esca late into all- out war.
You will turn poten tially con struc tive crit ics into destruc tive ene mies.

Even if your aggres sive coun ter at tack suc ceeds in shut ting a
critic up for good, you have not nec es sar ily won. If peo ple have
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gen u ine griev ances with you, they may go behind your back and use
indi rect means to get what they want from you. You will be the last
to know what is going on.

Con sis tently respond ing to criti cism aggres sively is a symp tom
of low self- esteem. You lash out at crit ics because you secretly share
their low opin ion of you and vio lently resist any reminder of your
short com ings. You attack your crit ics to bring them down to your
own level, to show that although you may not be very wor thy, you
are more wor thy than they are.

Con sis tently coun ter at tack ing your crit ics is also a guar an tee
that your self- esteem will remain low. The process of attack, coun ter -
at tack, and esca la tion means that you will soon be sur rounded by
crit ics who besiege you with evi dence of your worth less ness. Even if
you had some self- esteem to start with, it will be bat tered down in
time. Fur ther more, your bel li cose style of relat ing to peo ple who are
even slightly criti cal of you will pre vent you from form ing any deep
rela tion ships.

2. Pas sive style. The pas sive style of respond ing to criti cism is
to agree, to apolo gize, and to sur ren der at the first sign of an attack.
Your wife com plains that you are get ting a lit tle over weight, and you 
cave in: “Yes, I know. I’m just becom ing a fat slob. I don’t know how
you can stand to look at me.” Your hus band tells you you’re fol low -
ing the car ahead of you too closely, and you imme di ately say that
you’re sorry, slow down, and prom ise never to do it again.

Silence can also be a pas sive response to criti cism. You make no 
response to criti cism that deserves a response. Your critic then con tin -
ues to har ass you until you pro vide some belated ver bal reac tion,
usu ally an apol ogy.

There are two pos si ble advan tages to the pas sive style of
respond ing to criti cism. First, some crit ics will leave you alone when
they find that they arouse no fight in you. It’s not enough sport for
them. Sec ond, if you don’t make any response at all, it saves you the
trou ble of think ing up some thing to say.

Both these advan tages are short- term ones. In the long term,
you will find that many crit ics enjoy shoot ing fish in a bar rel. They
will return time and again to take pot shots at you, just because they
know that they can get an apol ogy or an agree ment. Your response
lets them feel supe rior, and they don’t care whether it’s sport ing at
all. And even though you’re saved the trou ble of think ing up a ver bal 
response, you’ll still find that you are expend ing a lot of men tal
energy in think ing up purely men tal retorts. You don’t say them, but
you think them.
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The real dis ad van tage of the pas sive style is that sur ren der ing
to oth ers’ nega tive opin ions of you is deadly to your self- esteem.

3. Passive- aggressive style. This style of respond ing to criti cism 
com bines some of the worst aspects of both the aggres sive and the
pas sive styles. When you are first criti cized, you respond pas sively
by apolo giz ing or agree ing to change. Later you get even with your
critic by for get ting some thing, fail ing to make the prom ised change,
or some other cov ertly aggres sive action.

For exam ple, a man criti cized his wife for not clear ing out an
accu mu la tion of maga zines and paper backs. She prom ised to box
them up for the Good will truck. After being reminded twice to do it,
she actu ally did call the Good will and make the dona tion. While she
was at it, she culled some old clothes from the closet, includ ing a
favor ite old shirt of her hus band’s. When he got angry about her
 giving his favor ite shirt away, she apolo gized again, say ing that she
didn’t real ize that it was so impor tant to him, and if he was so fussy
he could call Good will and han dle it him self next time.

In this exam ple, the woman was uncon scious of any plot to get
even. Pas sive aggres sion is often uncon scious. You make under stand -
able mis takes. Your inten tions are good, but some how you screw up
one lit tle detail. You pre pare a spe cial din ner to make amends with
your girl friend, but you for get that she hates cream sauces. You are late
for an impor tant date or buy the wrong size or put a dent in the car.

Pas sive aggres sion low ers your self- esteem twice. Your self-
 esteem suf fers first because you have agreed with some one about
your short com ings. Then your self- esteem gets taken down another
peg when you cov ertly strike back. You secretly hate your self, either
for being sneaky if you’re con scious of the coun ter at tack or for being
fal li ble if the retalia tion takes the form of an uncon scious mis take.

A con sis tently passive- aggressive response style is hard to
change because it’s indi rect. The vicious cir cle of criticism- apology-
 aggression is a cov ert guer rilla war fought deep in the under brush.
It’s very hard to break out of the cir cle and achieve a level of hon est,
straight for ward com mu ni ca tion. The passive- aggressive per son ends
up too scared to risk open con fron ta tion, and the other per son has
had all trust and con fi dence destroyed by repeated acts of sabo tage.

Effective Response Styles
The effec tive way to respond to criti cism is to use the asser tive

style. The asser tive style of respond ing to criti cism doesn’t attack,
sur ren der to, or sabo tage the critic. It dis arms the critic. When you
respond asser tively to a critic, you clear up mis un der stand ings,
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acknowl edge what you con sider accu rate about the criti cism, ignore
the rest, and put an end to the unwel come attack with out sac ri fic ing
your self- esteem.

There are three tech niques for respond ing asser tively to
 criticism: acknow ledge ment, cloud ing, and prob ing.

Acknow ledge ment. Acknow ledge ment means sim ply agree ing
with a critic. It’s pur pose is to stop criti cism imme di ately, and it
works very well.

When you acknowl edge criti cism, you say to the critic, “Yes, I
have the same pic ture on my screen. We are watch ing the same
chan nel.”

When some one criti cizes you, and the criti cism is accu rate, just
fol low these four sim ple steps:

1. Say “You’re right.”

2. Para phrase the criti cism so that the critic is sure you heard
him or her cor rectly.

3. Thank the critic, if appro pri ate.

4. Explain your self, if appro pri ate. Note that an expla na tion is
not an apol ogy. While you are work ing on rais ing your self-
 esteem, the best pol icy is never to apolo gize and sel dom
explain. Remem ber that criti cism is unin vited and
 unwelcome. Most crit ics don’t deserve either an apol ogy or
an expla na tion. They will have to be sat is fied with being told 
they’re right.

Here’s an exam ple of respond ing to criti cism with a sim ple
acknow ledge ment:

Criti cism: I wish you’d be more care ful with your things. I found
your ham mer lying in the wet grass.

Re sponse: You’re right, I should have put that ham mer away when I
was through using it. Thanks for find ing it.

This is all that needs to be said. No expla na tion or apol ogy or
pledge to reform is needed. The respon dent acknowl edges a minor
lapse, thanks the critic, and the case is closed. Here is another
 example of sim ple acknow ledge ment:

Criti cism: I almost ran out of gas on the way to work this morn ing.
Why didn’t you fill the tank yes ter day? I don’t see why I
always have to be the one who does it.

Re sponse: You’re right. I noticed we were low on gas and I should
have got some. I’m really sorry.
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In this exam ple, the respon dent has caused the critic some real incon -
ven ience and adds a sin cere apol ogy. Here’s another exam ple of a
case where some expla na tion is in order:

Criti cism: It’s nine thirty. You should have been here half an hour
ago.

Re sponse: You’re right, I’m late. The bus I was on this morn ing broke 
down and they had to send out another one to pick us all
up.

Advanced acknow ledge ment involves turn ing a critic into an ally.
Here’s an exam ple:

Criti cism: Your office is a mess. How do you ever find any thing in
here?

Re sponse: You’re right, my office is a mess, and I can never find
what I want. How do you think I could reor gan ize my fil -
ing sys tem?

Exer cise. After each of the fol low ing criti cisms, write your own
response using the full “you’re right, para phrase, explain” for mula.

Criti cism: This is the slop pi est report I’ve ever seen. What did you
do, write it in your sleep?

Re sponse:

Criti cism: Your dog dug a giant hole under our fence. Why can’t you 
keep it under con trol?

Re sponse:

Criti cism: When are you going to return those books to the library?
I’m sick of ask ing you. You’ve prom ised to do it twice
now, and they’re still sit ting on the hall table.

Re sponse:

Acknow ledge ment has sev eral advan tages. It is always the best
strat egy for quick and effec tive defla tion of crit ics. Crit ics need your
resis tance in order to keep has sling you. They want to fully develop
their theme, hit ting you time after time with exam ples and restate -
ments of your fail ings. When you agree with a critic, you go with the
force of the blow, as in judo. The criti cism is harm lessly expended on
empty air. The critic is left with noth ing more to say, since your
refusal to argue has made fur ther talk unnec es sary. Very few crit ics
will per sist after acknow ledge ment. They get the sat is fac tion of being 
right, and that is worth being denied the lux ury of rak ing you over
the coals at length.

Acknow ledge ment has one big dis ad van tage: it doesn’t pro tect
your self- esteem if you acknowl edge some thing that isn’t true about
your self. Acknow ledge ment only works to pro tect your self- esteem
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when you can sin cerely agree with what a critic is say ing. When you
can’t agree fully, you are bet ter off using the cloud ing tech nique.

Cloud ing. Cloud ing involves a token agree ment with a critic. It
is used when criti cism is nei ther con struc tive nor accu rate.

When you use cloud ing to deal with criti cism, you are say ing to 
the critic, “Yes, some of what is on your screen is also on my screen.” 
But to your self you add, “And some isn’t.” You “cloud” by agree ing
in part, in prob abil ity, or in prin ci ple.

1. Agree ing in part. When you agree in part, you find just one
part of what a critic is say ing, and acknowl edge that part. Here is an
exam ple:

Criti cism: You’re not reli able. You for get to pick up the kids, you let
the bills pile up until we could lose the roof over our head, 
and I can’t ever count on you to be there when I need you.

Re sponse: You’re cer tainly right that I did for get to pick up the kids
last week after their swim ming les son.

In this exam ple, the blan ket state ment “you’re unre li able” is too 
global to agree to. The charge that they will lose the roof over their
heads is an exag gera tion, and the “I can’t ever count on you” just
isn’t true. So the respon dent picks one fac tual state ment about not
pick ing up the kids and acknowl edges that.

Here is another exam ple of cloud ing by agree ing in part:

Criti cism: Miss, this is the worst cof fee I’ve ever had. It’s weak and
watery and barely warm. I heard good things about this
place—I hope the food is bet ter than the cof fee.

Re sponse: Oh, you’re right, it’s cold. I’ll get you another cup from a
fresh pot right away.

In this exam ple, the wait ress finds one objec tive truth that she
can agree with and ignores the other com plaints.

2. Agree ing in prob abil ity. You agree in prob abil ity by say ing,
“It’s pos si ble you’re right.” Even though the chances may, in your
mind, be a mil lion to one against it, you can still hon estly say that
“it’s pos si ble.” Here are a cou ple of exam ples.

Criti cism: If you don’t floss your teeth, you’ll get gum dis ease and be 
sorry for the rest of your life.

Re sponse: You may be right. I could get gum dis ease.

Criti cism: Rid ing the clutch like that is ter ri ble for the trans mis sion.
You’ll need an over haul twice as quick. You should just let 
it out and leave it alone.

Re sponse: Yes, I may be doing the wrong thing here.
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These exam ples show the essence of cloud ing. You are
 appearing to agree, and the critic can be sat is fied with that. But the
 unspoken, self- esteem- preserving mes sage is “Although you may be
right, I don’t really think that you are. I intend to exer cise my right to 
my own opin ion, and I’ll con tinue to do just as I damn well please.”

3. Agree ing in prin ci ple. This cloud ing tech nique acknowl edges a
critic’s logic with out nec es sar ily endors ing all of a critic’s assump -
tions. It uses a con di tional “if . . . then” for mat:

Criti cism: That’s the wrong tool for the job. A chisel like that will slip 
and mess up the wood. You ought to have a gouge
instead.

Re sponse: You’re right, if the chisel slips it will really mess up the
wood.

The respon dent is admit ting the logi cal con nec tion between tools
slip ping and dam age to the work, but has not actu ally agreed that
the chisel is the wrong tool. Here is another exam ple:

Criti cism: You’re really tak ing a chance by claim ing all these deduc -
tions you don’t have receipts for. The IRS is really crack ing 
down. You’re just ask ing for an audit. It’s stu pid to try to
save a few bucks and bring them down on you like a pack
of blood hounds.

Re sponse: You’re right, if I take the deduc tions, I’ll be attract ing more 
atten tion to myself. And if I get audited, it will be a real
has sle.

This response agrees with the critic’s logic with out agree ing with the
critic’s assess ment of the degree of risk.

Exer cise. In the space after the fol low ing three criti cal state -
ments, write your own responses. To each criti cism, agree in part, in
prob abil ity, and in prin ci ple.

Criti cism: Your hair is a fright. It’s dry and fly- away, and it must be
a month since you had it cut. I hope you’re not going out
in pub lic like that. If you do, peo ple will be laugh ing
behind your back. How can you expect peo ple to take you
seri ously when you pres ent you self to the world like that?

Agree in part:

Agree in prob abil ity:

Agree in prin ci ple:

Criti cism: You spend all your money on appear ances: your clothes,
your apart ment, your car. How things look is all that
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 matters to you—keep ing up a good front. How do you
expect to han dle any emer gen cies if you never save
 anything? Sup pose you got sick, sup pose you lost your
job? It just makes me sick see ing you squan der ing every
dime you make.

Agree in part:

Agree in prob abil ity:

Agree in prin ci ple:

Criti cism: Is this the best you can do? I wanted an in- depth analy sis,
and this just hits the high points. This report should be
twice as long, with dis cus sion of all the points I raised in
my memo. If we turn this in to the plan ning depart ment,
they’ll just toss it back. You need to try it again, and put a
lit tle thought into it.

Agree in part:

Agree in prob abil ity:

Agree in prin ci ple:

The advan tage of cloud ing in its vari ous forms is that it qui ets
crit ics with out sac ri fic ing your self- esteem. The crit ics hear the magic
mes sage “you’re right” and are sat is fied with that. They don’t notice
or don’t care that you have said that they are only partly right,
proba bly right, or right in prin ci ple.

Some times it’s hard to con tent your self with a cloud ing
response. You may feel com pelled to give voice to your real, fully
devel oped opin ions and feel ings on the sub ject. It’s tempt ing to argue 
and attempt to win the critic over to your point of view. This is all
right, if the criti cism is con struc tive and the critic is ame na ble to a
change of view point. But most criti cism with which you dis agree
isn’t worth dig ni fy ing with an argu ment. You and your self- esteem
are bet ter off cloud ing the issue with a token agree ment and then
chang ing the sub ject.

You may feel guilty when you first try cloud ing. It may seem
sneaky and manipu lat ive. If that’s the case, remem ber that you don’t
owe any thing to a critic. Criti cism is unwel come and unin vited. Criti -
cism is often a sign of crit ics’ basic nega tiv ity and inse cu rity: they
have to harp on what’s wrong with life instead of enjoy ing the
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posi tive side. They have to tear you down in order to bol ster them -
selves up. Most crit ics are manipu lat ive them selves: rather than
directly ask you to do some thing, they try to influ ence you indi rectly
by com plain ing about you. Espe cially when criti cism is incor rect or
not con struc tive, you are per fectly within your rights to be just as
manipu lat ive as the critic. Your self- esteem comes first.

The only dis ad van tage of cloud ing is that you may use the
 technique too soon. If you don’t under stand the critic’s motives or
mes sage fully and you use cloud ing to cut the exchange short, you
may miss hear ing some thing bene fi cial. Before jump ing in with your
cloud ing response, make sure that you under stand what is being said 
and deter mine if the critic is try ing to be con struc tive. If you can’t tell 
exactly what the critic means, use prob ing.

Prob ing. A lot of criti cism is vague. You can’t tell what the critic 
is driv ing at. You must use prob ing to clar ify the critic’s intent and
mean ing. When you have uncov ered the full mes sage, then you can
decide if it is con struc tive, if you agree with all or part of it, and how
you will respond.

By prob ing, you are say ing to your critic, “Your screen’s not
clear to me. Could you adjust the focus, please?” You keep ask ing the 
critic to clar ify until you have a good pic ture. Then you can say, “Oh
yes, I have the same chan nel on my screen” or “Well, yes, some of
what you have on your screen is also on mine (and some isn’t).”

Key words for prob ing are “exactly,” “spe cifi cally,” and “for
exam ple.” Here are some typi cal probes: “How exactly have I let you
down?” “What spe cifi cally both ers you about the way I do the
dishes?” “Can you give me an exam ple of my care less ness?”

“Oh yeah?” “Prove it!” and “Says who?” are not exam ples of
proper prob ing. You should keep your tone inquisi tive and non ar gu -
men ta tive. You want fur ther infor ma tion, not a fight.

When you are prob ing a nag ger, it’s help ful to keep ask ing the
nag ger for exam ples of the behav ior change he or she wants you to
make. Insist that the com plaint be put in the form of a request for a
change in your behav ior. Lead your critic away from abstract and
pejo ra tive terms such as lazy, incon sid er ate, sloppy, grouchy, and so on.
Here is an exam ple of prob ing a nag ger:

He: You’re lazy.

She: Lazy how, exactly?

He: You just sit around.

She: What do you want me to do?

He: Stop being such a slug.

She: No, really, I want to know what you’d like me to do.
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He: Well, clean out the base ment, for one thing.

She: And what else?

He: Stop star ing at the tube all day.

She: No, that’s what you don’t want me to do. What actual
things do you want me to do instead?

This approach forces the nag ger away from name- calling and
vague com plain ing toward some real requests that you can seri ously
con sider. It directs the focus away from a reci ta tion of past sins and
toward the future, where the pos si bil ity of change exists.

Exer cise. After each of the fol low ing three vague criti cisms,
write your own prob ing responses.

Criti cism: You’re not pull ing your weight around here.

Probe:

Criti cism: You’re so cold and dis tant tonight.

Probe:

Criti cism: Why do you have to be so stub born? Why can’t you give a 
lit tle?

Probe:

The advan tages of prob ing are obvi ous. You get the infor ma tion 
you need to fig ure out how to respond to a critic. You may find out
that what sounded like criti cism at first was actu ally a rea son able
sug ges tion, an expres sion of con cern, or a cry for help. At its best,
clari fy ing your critic’s mes sage can turn a cas ual com plaint into a
mean ing ful dia logue. At worst, prob ing a critic will con firm your
sus pi cion that he or she is mali ciously attack ing you and there fore
deserves your most adroit cloud ing tac tics.

The only dis ad van tage of prob ing is that it is an interim tac tic. It 
just clears up your under stand ing of the critic’s intent and mean ing.
You still have to choose whether to acknowl edge the criti cism or to
use one of the forms of cloud ing. The deci sion tree in the next sec tion 
will help you review which responses to make based on your
prob ing.

Putting It All Together
The first part of this chap ter taught you what to do the moment you
first sus pect that you are hear ing some thing criti cal: Apply your
man tra, “What’s on the screen?” Remind your self that the critic is
only being criti cal of the con tent of his or her screen, not of real ity. It
has noth ing to do with you directly. Resist the auto matic agree ment
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of your own inter nal patho logi cal critic. Tell your self to take your
self- esteem out of the cir cuit.

Once you have your self- esteem out of the cir cuit, you can
 concentrate on what the critic is actu ally say ing. Lis ten first for the
critic’s inten tion. Hear the tone. Con sider the situa tion and your
 relationship to the critic. Is the criti cism con struc tive? Is the critic
 trying to help or has sle?

Look at the deci sion tree below. It shows all the pos si ble appro -
pri ate, asser tive, high self- esteem responses you can make to any
criti cism.

If you can’t tell whether the critic means to help or has sle you,
you need to use prob ing until the inten tion becomes clear. Once you
have deter mined the inten tion, you ask your self if the con tent of the
mes sage is accu rate. Do you agree with it?

If you find that criti cism is meant to be con struc tive, but is
 simply inac cu rate, all you have to do is point out the critic’s error,
and the case is closed. If con struc tive criti cism is accu rate, all you
have to do is acknowl edge it, and again the case is closed. The same
goes for criti cism that is not con struc tive, but hap pens to be com -
pletely accu rate: you just agree with it and spike the critic’s guns.

The only case that is left is the one in which the critic is not
 constructive and not accu rate. This critic not only is out to has sle you, 
but he or she has also got the facts wrong. This critic deserves a
cloud ing response—agree in part, in prob abil ity, or in prin ci ple, and
stop there.

Exer cise. Use some exam ple of criti cism from this chap ter or
from your own life. Run them through the deci sion tree and see how
you would respond, depend ing on what is con struc tive and what is
accu rate.
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Remove self- esteem from cir cuit

What is the critic saying?

Is it con struc tive?

STOP

Yes No I don’t know

Is it accu rate? Is it accu rate?

PROBE

No Yes No

Cor rect
mis-

con cep tion
Acknowl edge Cloud





Asking for What
You Want

The inabil ity to ask oth ers for what you want is a clas sic symp tom of
low self- esteem. It stems from your basic feel ing of unwor thi ness.
You feel that you don’t deserve to get what you want. Your wants
don’t seem legiti mate or impor tant. Other peo ple’s wants seem much 
more valid and press ing than your own. You go around ask ing other
peo ple what they want and try ing to get it for them.

You may be so afraid of rejec tion or so out of touch with your
needs that you aren’t even aware of what you want. You can’t afford
the risk of con sciously want ing some thing from oth ers.

For exam ple, you may fan ta size about a cer tain kind of
 lovemaking that par ticu larly appeals to you, but never expe ri ence it
because you never ask for it. In fact, you never even con sciously
admit to your self that you want it. It’s “just a fan tasy.” You don’t
acknowl edge your want because if you did, you might actu ally ask
for it. And if you asked for it, you might be rejected as “too kinky.”
Or your sex ual part ner might take your request as an impli ca tion that 
you find your sex life together inade quate.

This chap ter will list and explain your legiti mate needs, dis cuss
the rela tion ship between needs and wants, teach you how to raise
your aware ness of your wants, pro vide exer cises to ana lyze and pre -
cisely define what you want, and give train ing and prac tice in ask ing 
for what you want.

10



Your Legitimate Needs
What fol lows is a list of legiti mate needs—the envi ron mental con -
ditions, activi ties, and expe ri ences impor tant for physi cal and
 psychological health. The pur pose of this list is to stimu late your
think ing about the impor tance and vari ety of human needs. You may 
think that some of the needs don’t apply to you, that some of them
are redun dant, that there are needs omit ted, or that the list is not
cate go rized prop erly. That’s fine. In fact, feel free to add to, sub tract
from, com bine, and reor gan ize the needs on this list. Doing so will be 
an excel lent way to begin think ing about your own per sonal needs.

Physi cal needs. From the moment you’re born, you need clean
air to breathe. You won’t sur vive long with out pure water to drink
and nutri tious food to eat. To these you can add the need for some
type of cloth ing and shel ter adapted to the part of the planet you
inhabit. Other obvi ous physi cal needs are the need to rest and sleep
regu larly. You also need to exer cise your mus cles, or they will
 atrophy. Finally, you need a cer tain level of secu rity or safety to
 survive physi cally.

Emo tional needs. Less obvi ous, but hardly less essen tial, are
your emo tional needs—to love and be loved, to have com pan ion ship, 
to feel that you are respected, and to respect oth ers. You need sym pa -
thy and com pas sion from oth ers, and you need to express your own
sym pa thy and com pas sion for them. When you do well, you need
rec og ni tion, appre cia tion, and con gratu la tions. When you don’t do so 
well, you need for give ness and under stand ing. You need out lets for
your sex ual drive, a need that is physi cal on the hor mo nal level, but
is a quest for inti macy and belong ing on the emo tional level.

Intel lec tual needs. Your mind needs infor ma tion, stimu la tion,
and the chal lenge of prob lems to solve. You have an innate need to
com pre hend and under stand the peo ple and events around you. You 
need vari ety, rec rea tion, and play time. You have a drive to accom -
plish things. You need to grow and to change. You need the free dom
to hon estly express your thoughts, and you need authen tic, con sis -
tent responses from oth ers.

Social needs. You need to inter act with oth ers, and some times
you need to be by your self and not inter act with oth ers. You need
use ful employ ment—a role in soci ety that helps define your iden tity
and makes some kind of posi tive con tri bu tion to oth ers. You need to
feel that you belong to a group. On the other hand, you also need
auton omy—to be self- determined and to make your own choices.

Spiri tual, moral, and ethi cal needs. You have a need to seek
mean ing in your life. You want to know what the uni verse is for and
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why humans are in it. You need some way of put ting a value on your 
own life. You need to believe—in God, in peo ple, in love, or in some
other higher value. You seek to fig ure out and live by your own
 standards of behav ior.

Needs Versus Wants
The dif fer ence between needs and wants is one of degree. At one end 
of the spec trum are life- and- death needs like the need for food and
water. If these needs aren’t met, you will lit er ally per ish. At the other
end of the spec trum are the most minor and whim si cal wants. These
are lux ury items that con trib ute to your com fort, but are not essen tial 
to your sur vival. You may have a crav ing for pis ta chio ice cream
with cara mel sauce, but you won’t die if you don’t get it.

Some where in the mid dle of the spec trum is the divid ing line
between needs and wants. It is in this mid dle ground that peo ple
with low self- esteem get into trou ble.

If you have low self- esteem, it’s hard enough for you to pur sue
sur vival needs. But your less vital needs and wants seem unim por -
tant, par ticu larly if they con flict with some one else’s. Moreo ver, you
tend to iden tify essen tial needs as mere wants and neglect to sat isfy
them. You think that you’re being a stoic and for go ing com fort for
the sake of oth ers; but actu ally you’re an unwit ting mar tyr to your
low self- esteem. You’re not merely uncom fort able, you’re sur ren der -
ing impor tant emo tional, social, intel lec tual, or spiri tual needs for
fear of hurt ing or offend ing some one.

For exam ple, you might stay at home every night instead of
enroll ing in night school because you think that your absence in the
eve nings would be a hard ship on your fam ily. Although you’d really 
like to get a degree, you don’t feel that you deserve to take so much
time and energy away from your fam ily. So you never ask. And you
feel an increas ing sense of entropy and stag na tion. The fact is that
you have a strong, genu ine, and legiti mate need to learn, change, and 
grow. You are sti fling your self and caus ing your self real suf fer ing by
incor rectly label ing your genu ine need as an unnec es sary indul gence.

The divid ing line between a need and a want var ies within each 
per son. Some times you abso lutely need to talk to some one about a
per plex ing per sonal prob lem, while at other times the same prob lem
seems less press ing, some thing you merely want to solve, but can
post pone work ing on till later.

Like wise, you may have lower “need thresh olds” in some areas
than you have in oth ers. For exam ple, you may have very strong
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emo tional needs, but rela tively weak intel lec tual ones. You may feel
com pelled to get close to peo ple in a large, nur tur ing cir cle of rel a -
tives and friends, but have very mod est ambi tions where your job is
con cerned. Or vice versa.

You are the only one who can judge the rela tive strength of
your needs and wants. If you feel that some thing you want is impor -
tant for you, then it is impor tant and you have a right to ask for it. It
doesn’t mat ter if eve ry one else in the world thinks that what you
want is a mere lux ury item. For you, it’s a criti cal need and you’re
not going to be happy until you ask for and get it.

For the pur pose of this chap ter, and the pur pose of rais ing your
self- esteem, from here on we will refer to all needs and wants as
“wants” and assume that they are all impor tant and legiti mate. If you 
find your self say ing, “Well, I’d really like to have this, but I don’t
really need it,” remind your self of two things: (1) you have a right to
ask regard less of whether you need or merely want some thing, and
(2) as a suf ferer of low self- esteem, you might not know an intense
need if it bit you.

Wants Inventory
This inven tory is designed to raise your aware ness of your wants.
Com plete the fol low ing ques tion naire. In col umn A, put a check
mark next to the items that are appli ca ble to you. In col umn B, rate
the items you have checked from 1 to 3, as:

1. Mildly uncom fort able

2. Mod er ately uncom fort able

3. Extremely uncom fort able

A Check here if the item applies to you.

B Rate from 1 to 3 for dis com fort.

WHAT

I have trou ble ask ing for:

    approval from _________.

    approval for __________.

    help with cer tain tasks.

    more atten tion or time with my mate.

    some one to lis ten and under stand.

    atten tion to what I have to say.

    dates with peo ple I find attrac tive.
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    job inter views.

    pro mo tions or raises.

    serv ice from clerks or wait ers.

    respect.

    time by myself.

    sat is fy ing sex ual expe ri ences.

    time to play and have fun.

    vari ety, some thing new and dif fer ent.

    time to rest.

    for give ness.

    answers to some nag ging ques tions.

    com pan ion ship.

    per mis sion to make my own choices.

    accep tance of who I am by oth ers.

    accep tance of my mis takes.

    other: __________

WHO

I have trou ble ask ing for what I want from:

    my par ents.

    fel low work ers.

    class mates.

    stu dents/teach ers.

    cli ents.

    clergy, relig ious authori ties.

    my spouse or mate.

    strang ers.

    friends.

    acquain tances.

    civil ser vants.

    my boss or supe ri ors at work.

    rela tives.

    employ ees.

    chil dren.

    older peo ple.

    sales peo ple and clerks.

    lov ers.

    author ity fig ures.

    a group of more than two or three peo ple.

    a per son of the oppo site sex.
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    a per son of the same sex.

    other: __________

WHEN

I have trou ble ask ing for what I want when:

    I want help.

    ask ing for serv ice.

    ask ing for a date.

    mak ing an appoint ment.

    I need a favor.

    ask ing for infor ma tion.

    I want to pro pose an idea.

    I feel guilty.

    I feel self ish.

    ask ing for coop era tion.

    nego ti at ing from a one- down posi tion.

    a lot of peo ple are lis ten ing.

    oth ers’ tem pers are high.

    I’m upset.

    I’m afraid of look ing stu pid.

    I’m afraid the answer will be no.

    I might look weak.

    other: __________

Evalua tion. Look over your inven tory and notice the sorts of
things you want most, the peo ple from whom you want them, and in 
what situa tions your needs are most acute. You will proba bly notice
pat terns—cer tain needs that you never ask any body for, cer tain peo -
ple from whom you can’t ask the sim plest favor, or prob lem atic
situa tions in which your self- esteem and asser tive ness desert you
entirely.

Wants into Words
The most impor tant skill in ask ing for what you want is for mu lat ing
an asser tive request. If ask ing for things is hard for you, it’s wiser to
pre pare your request in advance, rather than to say what comes to
mind spon ta ne ously. Pre par ing an asser tive request first involves
get ting the facts and then dis till ing them into a clear state ment of
your wants. Here are the facts you need:
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From ________________________________________________________

Write down the name of the per son who can give you what you 
want. If there are sev eral peo ple from whom you want the same 
thing, write out sepa rate requests for each of them.

I want________________________________________________________

Spell out what you want the other per son to do. Stay away from 
abstrac tions like “show respect” or “be hon est.” Don’t ask for a
change of atti tude or level of inter est. Instead, spec ify exact
behav ior: “I want to have an equal vote in choos ing a day care
pro vider” or “I want Joe to tell me the real rea son he keeps
post pon ing our wed ding and where he gets all the money he
throws around.”

When_________________________________________________________

Indi cate the dead line for get ting what you want, the exact time
of day you want some one to do some thing, or the fre quency
with which you want some thing—any aspect of time that will
help nar row down and refine your request. For exam ple, you
might want help clean ing the house every week. Be spe cific and 
write, “Every Sat ur day morn ing right after break fast.”

Where ________________________________________________________

Write down the places where you want some thing—any aspect
of loca tion that will serve to pre cisely define what you want. If
you want to be left alone when you are in your den, spec ify that 
place as your spe cial place to be alone.

With _________________________________________________________

Spec ify any other peo ple who have to do with your request. For 
exam ple, if you want your hus band to stop teas ing you about
your for get ful ness in front of his rela tives, spell out all the
 relatives’ names.

This out line is designed to help you spec ify exactly what it is
you are request ing—the desired behav ior, the time, the place, and the 
situa tion. When you clar ify these facts in advance, your request will
be so spe cific that nego tia tion will be eas ier and argu ments less
likely.

Holly had hoped that Al would help edit her arti cle on pain
man age ment. Occa sion ally after din ner she would vaguely men tion
some of the prob lems she was hav ing organ iz ing the mate rial. Al
would lis ten while pop ping a video cas sette into the VCR and adjust -
ing the TV. He con sis tently failed to pick up on her hints. Here is
Hol ly’s out line of the facts regard ing her request:
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From: Al

I want: Help edit ing my arti cle, going over the con tents and the
organi za tion page by page.

When: After din ner on Thurs day for three hours. And if we don’t
fin ish, again on Sat ur day morn ing.

Where: In the study, where all my mate ri als are, and away from
the TV.

With: Al alone.

Randy pre pared his request to deal with his brother’s caus tic
sense of humor. Jim had a ten dency to make fun of Ran dy’s clothes,
his job, his shy ness with women, and so on. This was a par ticu lar
prob lem dur ing fam ily gath er ings when their dad was pres ent. Here
is Ran dy’s fact out line:

From: Jim

I want: No more jokes or remarks about my clothes, job, or social
life. A real con ver sa tion about recent events in our lives.

When: Usu ally over din ner.

Where: Get- togethers at dad and mom’s house.

With: Dad par ticu larly.

Now it’s time to make your own request out line. From your
wants inven tory, choose three things that you want from three
 different peo ple. Be sure to choose items that you rated only mildly
or mod er ately uncom fort able. Tougher, more anxiety- provoking  con -
fron tations on your list should be dealt with later. For each want, fill
in the facts for your request out line:

From:

I want:

When:

Where:

With:

Distilling the Assertive Request
Now it’s time to pre pare asser tive requests that con dense the

basic facts in your three out lines into a brief state ment about your
wants. Hol ly’s asser tive request turned out like this:
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Al, I really need some help from you to edit my pain con trol
arti cle. I’d like to go over the con tent and organi za tion with you 
on a page- by- page basis. Could we get together after din ner
Thurs day for a three- hour edit ing ses sion in the study? And if
we don’t fin ish, pol ish if off Sat ur day morn ing?

Ran dy’s asser tive request took this form:

Jim, I’d really appre ci ate it if you could go easy on the jokes
about my clothes and social life and such. It’s par ticu larly hard
for me when we’re with dad at fam ily din ners. It would feel
bet ter if we could really talk a bit—about how we’re doing and
what’s been going on lately for each of us.

Notice how spe cific Hol ly’s and Ran dy’s requests are. Every
impor tant fact in their request out lines has been included. There’s no
guess work, no uncer tainty for the other party. Because their wants
are clear, there is a much greater chance for com pli ance or work ing
out a com pro mise. Write your own asser tive requests before going on 
to the next sec tion.

Whole Messages
Often it isn’t enough just to say what you want. Peo ple need to know 
more of the back ground for your request. They need to know your
per spec tive or under stand ing of the prob lem. It may also be help ful
for them to know your feel ings—how the situa tion or prob lem has
affected you emo tion ally. When you offer your thoughts (how you
per ceive the situa tion), your feel ings, and your want state ment, this is
called a “whole mes sage.”

Whole mes sages pro mote inti macy and mutual accep tance.
 People are less likely to ignore your wants when they are aware of
your feel ings and per spec tive on a situa tion. It’s rather abrupt and
pos si bly quite irri tat ing to say to a friend, “I want to get out of here.”
It’s bet ter to deliver a whole mes sage like this: “The par ty’s packed
wall- to- wall. I feel kind of claus tro pho bic. Mind if we leave?” This
will get a much more sym pa thetic response.

When you leave your expe ri ence of a situa tion or your feel ings
out of a request, peo ple may feel pres sured to do some thing, but they 
won’t know why. They’re more likely to argue or use anger to push
you and your wants away. That’s why it’s impor tant, par ticu larly in
close rela tion ships, to let peo ple know where your wants are com ing
from—to give them a win dow on your full expe ri ence of a situa tion.
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Your Thoughts
Your thoughts are your per cep tions, your under stand ing of a

situa tion. You explain your expe ri ence of what is hap pen ing and how 
you inter pret it. Holly and Randy pro vide exam ples of how thoughts
give back ground to requests:

Hol ly’s thoughts: When you adjust the TV while I’m ask ing your
advice, I won der if you’re really inter ested in help ing me or
whether it’s too big a has sle.

Ran dy’s thoughts: In your jokes I always end up seem ing very
stu pid. And I imag ine that’s what you think of me.

Your Feelings
Feel ings help the lis tener have empa thy for your expe ri ence in a 

situa tion. The best way to express your feel ings is in the form of “I
mes sages.” In “I mes sages” you take respon si bil ity for your emo -
tions. You say:

I felt hurt.
I was a lit tle angry.
I felt left out.
I was sad dened.
I was dis ap pointed.
I felt mainly con fused.

This is in con trast to “you mes sages," which are accusatory and
pejo ra tive and dump all respon si bil ity for your feel ings on the other
per son:

You hurt me.
You made me angry.
You left me out.
What you did depressed me.
You dis ap pointed me.
You con fused me.

Notice that “you mes sages” tend to make peo ple defen sive and
hos tile, while “I mes sages” seem less con frontational and tend to
elicit con cern.

Holly expressed her feel ings toward Al like this: “I feel hurt
when you don’t seem inter ested.” Ran dy’s feel ings toward his
brother took this form: “I feel embar rassed in front of dad and a lit tle
angry.”
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Putting It Together
Whole mes sages are very com pel ling. It’s time to gen er ate

whole mes sages of your own to com plete your three asser tive
requests. The for mat is very sim ple:

I think (my under stand ing, per cep tions, inter pre ta tions).
I feel (“I mes sages” only).
I want (dis tilled from your request out line).

Here is Hol ly’s whole mes sage:

When you adjust the TV while I’m ask ing your advice on the
arti cle, I won der if you’re really inter ested in help ing me. Then I 
feel hurt. I really need your help with the edit ing. I’d like to go
over the con tent and organi za tion with you on a page- by- page
basis. Could we get together after din ner Thurs day for a three-
 hour edit ing ses sion in the study? And if we don’t fin ish, pol ish 
it off Sat ur day morn ing?

Here is Ran dy’s whole mes sage:

When you kid me about my clothes or my dates at fam ily din -
ners, your jokes make me sound pretty stu pid. And I imag ine
that’s what you really think of me. I feel embar rassed in front of 
dad and a lit tle angry. I’d really appre ci ate it if you’d go easy
on the jokes. It would feel bet ter if we could talk about how
we’re doing and what’s been going on lately for each of us.

Here are some shorter exam ples of wants expressed in the form
of whole mes sages:

I think I do more than my share of the work around here. I feel
resent ful when I’m work ing and you’re read ing the paper or
watch ing TV. I want you to help me with set ting the table and
doing the dishes after meals.

I think George and I have a lot in com mon. I enjoy being out
with him, and I’m get ting to like him a lot. I want to invite him
to din ner next week and have you help me make some lasa gne.

I don’t think your cousin is a very good mechanic. I feel
 obligated to take my car to him because he’s fam ily, but I get
really pissed off when he can’t fix things right the first time. The 
clutch is slip ping again, and this time I want to take it to the
shop down town.

I think Casa blanca is Bogart’s best movie. I’ve always been
attracted to his bit ter sweet, impos si ble love for Berg man. Let’s
go see it tonight.
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When I tell you how hard my day was with the baby, you
 usually tell me that you had just as hard a day at work. Then
some times I start to feel like you didn’t hear me. I feel a lit tle
angry because I don’t get to really tell you what’s going on.
When I com plain about my day, it would feel really good if you 
heard me out for a while and then let me know that you
 understand how tough it is some times.

The case you’re giv ing me is impor tant, but I have three cases
on my desk that are ready to go to trial. Frankly, I feel over -
whelmed. I’m stressed to the limit. Can you pos si bly assign this
to some body else?

Rules for Requests
Work on your three requests until they are as clear, direct, and

uncriti cal as pos si ble. Then try them out on the peo ple who can give
you what you want. To help you in per fect ing your requests, here are 
some rules for ask ing.

1. If pos si ble, get the other per son to agree on a con ven ient time 
and place for your con ver sa tion.

2. Keep your request small enough to avoid mas sive resis tance.

3. Keep your request sim ple—just one or two spe cific actions
for the other per son to under stand and remem ber.

4. Don’t blame or attack the other per son. Use “I mes sages” so
that you will stick to your own thoughts and feel ings. Try to
be objec tive—stick to facts. Keep your tone of voice mod er ate.

5. Be spe cific. Give exact fig ures and times for what you want.
Don’t hedge. Don’t make a lot of con di tions. Describe what
you want in terms of behav ior, not a change in atti tude.

6. Use asser tive, high self- esteem body lan guage: main tain eye
con tact, sit or stand erect, uncross your arms and legs, make
sure that you’re close enough. Speak clearly, audi bly, and
firmly, with out a whin ing or apolo getic tone to your voice.
Prac tice your requests in front of a mir ror to cor rect prob lems 
in your body lan guage. You can also lis ten to your request on 
tape to evalu ate your voice tone and inflec tion.

7. Some times it’s help ful to men tion the posi tive con se quences
of giv ing you what you want. You could also men tion the
nega tive con se quences of deny ing your request, but the posi -
tive approach works bet ter. As the old adage has it, you’re
likely to catch more flies with honey than with vine gar.
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When you have per fected your requests and prac ticed them in
the mir ror, go ahead and make them in real life. Tak ing that step will 
not be easy, but it will be very reward ing. Start with the least threat -
en ing per son first. After you have made your pre pared requests, go
back to your list and pre pare some oth ers, still sav ing the most
 discomforting con fron ta tions for last.

This is one area in which prac tice does make per fect and
 success builds upon suc cess. As you work through your list of wants, 
you will soon find that you don’t have to argue with your self so
much about whether a par ticu lar desire is rea son able or legiti mate.
You will need to spend less time rehears ing your requests. You will
begin to see what you want more clearly and to ask for it spon ta ne -
ously and directly.

You’ll be sur prised at how often peo ple will sim ply say yes to a
clear, non jud men tal request. You will reap dou ble bene fits by get ting 
what you want and gain ing more self- confidence as well.
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Goal Setting
and Planning

“What ever you can do, or dream you can, begin it,” Goethe said. This 
chap ter is all about set ting a course for change—dream ing and then
doing.

There are few greater sources of human pain than the feel ing of
stag na tion or immo bil ity. And there are few greater blows to self-
 esteem than really want ing some thing with out ever achiev ing it. A
strong self- concept depends as much on what you do and make, as
on your “idea” of your self. You can silence the patho logi cal critic,
you can rewrite self- denigrating thoughts in gen tler, more sup por tive 
tones, but if you feel help less in the face of your dreams and needs
for change, then you may never fully accept your self.

Strong self- esteem depends on two things. The first is what
most of this book has been about: learn ing to think in healthy ways
about your self. The sec ond key to self- esteem is the abil ity to make
things hap pen, to see what you want and go for it: lit er ally to cre ate
your own life.

Feel ing para lyzed and help less makes you hun gry and dis sat is -
fied with life. Action and goal-ori ented change make you feel strong
and in con trol.

11



What Do You Want?
The process of find ing out what you want is the first step in goal
 setting. There are eight main cate go ries you need to inves ti gate to get 
a clear pic ture of your wants and needs. They are: 

1. Mate rial goals: Want ing a new car or a back yard deck. 

2. Fam ily and friends: Improv ing rela tion ships or hav ing more
qual ity time. 

3. Edu ca tional/intel lec tual/pro fes sional goals.

4. Health: Get ting exer cise or low er ing cho les terol. 

5. Lei sure: More time camp ing or tak ing walks. 

6. Spiri tual goals: Learn ing to medi tate or act ing more on your
val ues.

7. Crea tive goals: Tak ing up water color paint ing or plant ing a
gar den.

8. Emo tional/psy cho logi cal growth: Want ing to con trol an
anger response or increase risk- taking. 

With these cate go ries in mind, now is the time to answer four
key ques tions.

Question 1: What Hurts Or Feels Bad?
Think about each of the above cate go ries as they apply to your

life. Ask your self if there are any pain ful feel ings or dif fi cult
 situations asso ci ated with them, which you would like to change. A
young gro cery store clerk made the fol low ing list in response to this
ques tion. 

1. Fight ing with Brian (four- year- old son). 

2. My dingy apart ment. 

3. Spend ing a lot of the week end with my mother (an
 Alzheimer’s patient). 

4. Ten doni tis in my wrist. 

5. Long com mute to work. 

6. Lone li ness in the even ing. 

Go ahead and make your own list in the space pro vided. Write
down eve ry thing you can think of in the left- hand col umn, labeled
“What Feels Bad.”
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 What Feels Bad  Cor re spond ing Goal

1. 1.

2. 2.

3. 3.

4. 4.

5. 5.

6. 6.

You’ve fin ished half the task. Now it’s time to trans late nega tive 
feel ings into posi tive goals. Think of at least one con crete thing you
could do to change each item in the left- hand col umn. Make sure it’s
pos si ble, and that it involves a spe cific strat egy or action on your
part. Here’s how the gro cery checker com pleted the exer cise: 

 What Feels Bad  Cor re spond ing Goal

1. Fight ing with Brian 1. Use time- out strat egy 

2. My dingy apart ment 2. Buy cur tains and post ers 

3. Spend ing week end with
Mother 

3. Keep vis its to one hour 

4. Ten doni tis 4. Get brace from MD 

5. Long com mute 5. Use tax refund to move 

6. Lone li ness in even ing 6. Phone friends after Brian is in bed

Question 2: What Are You Hungry For?
This is a chance to once again look back over the eight  cate -

gories and think about what you yearn for. What would make a
 difference in the qual ity of your life, your over all well being? A hotel
man ager devel oped the fol low ing list in response to this ques tion: 

1. More time with the kids. 

2. A chance to play more music. 

3. More time in the out doors. 
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4. Sched uled peri ods of soli tude. 

5. A bet ter sex ual rela tion ship with Ellen. 

Go ahead and list the things you hun ger for in the space below.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

Question 3: What Are Your Dreams?
Again, review the eight cate go ries and use them to cre ate a list

of things you’ve always wanted to do, or change, or become. Don’t
worry if some of the dreams seem imprac ti cal or beyond your reach
right now. Just put down what ever comes to mind. A thirty- year- old
mas sage thera pist made the fol low ing list: 

1. Become a physi cal thera pist. 

2. Write a screen play. 

3. Make a Japa nese gar den. 

4. Find a life part ner. 

5. Move back to Ten nes see. 

6. Start an organic farm. 

List your dreams—the things you’ve long wished for—in the space
below:

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 
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Question 4: What Are the Little Comforts?
For the last time, review the eight cate go ries to find small things 

that would make your life more com fort able, pleas ur able, or eas ier.
This should be a big list. Do a lot of brain storm ing to think of as
many items as pos si ble—at least thirty. Some may be expen sive, but
most should be inex pen sive or cost noth ing at all. Here are some of
the items from a math pro fes sor’s list: 

1. A really cozy read ing chair. 

2. Cable TV. 

3. A faster modem. 

4. A good novel. 

5. Work ing Man’s Dead CD. 

6. Move my desk near the win dow. 

7. Good heater for bed room. 

8. Brighten kitchen—paint cabi net doors. 

Go ahead and make your own list below. Thirty items seems
like a lot of work, but it will pay off later when you have a lot of
help ful ideas for add ing lit tle com forts to your life 

 1. 16. 

 2. 17. 

 3. 18. 

 4. 19. 

 5. 20. 

 6. 21. 

 7. 22. 

 8. 23. 

 9. 24. 

10. 25. 

11. 26. 

12. 27. 

13. 28. 

14. 29. 

15. 30 
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Selecting Goals to Work On:
The First Cut
It’s time to make a pre limi nary selec tion of goals you would like to
work on. At any given time you should be work ing on at least one
long- range, one medium- range, and one imme di ate goal (some thing
you can accom plish in a few hours or less). Go through the lists you
made under each of the four ques tions. Choose four long- range
goals— some thing that might take months or years to accom plish.
Then choose four medium- range goals— so me thing you could do in
weeks or a few months. And finally, select four imme di ate goals.
Write them in the space below: 

Long-Range Goals

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Medium-Range Goals

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Immediate Goals

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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Selecting Goals to Work On: 
The Evaluation
Now you should evalu ate the twelve goals you selected to see which
ones would be best to pur sue right now. You can evalu ate your goals 
using three tools. First, rate the inten sity of desire for each goal on a
one to ten scale. A rat ing of one would mean that you had hardly any 
desire to pur sue the goal, while a rat ing of ten would indi cate a
 passionate com mit ment. Write the numeri cal rat ing next to each goal.

Now it’s time to evalu ate the costs inher ent in the pur suit of
each goal. How much time, effort, stress, or money would be
involved in try ing to reach a given goal? Rate the costs asso ci ated
with each goal on a one to five scale. One would be mini mal cost,
while five would indi cate a great expen di ture of time, effort, money,
or the like to reach the goal. Write the cost rat ing in a dif fer ent color
ink next to each goal.

Now it’s time to look at block ing fac tors. These are sig nifi cant
obsta cles that stand in the way of the goal. For exam ple, the need for  
more edu ca tion or spe cial train ing, fear, dis ap proval, peo ple, or insti -
tu tions that are impedi ments, and so on. Rate the block ing fac tors for
each goal on a one to five scale. Once again, a rat ing of one indi cates
mini mal block ing fac tors, while a rat ing of five sug gests some major
obsta cle. 

Look ing back on your twelve goals, you should now have three
rat ings for each: inten sity of desire, costs, and block ing fac tors. A
good way to evalu ate your goals is to sub tract the sum of the costs
and block ing fac tors from your inten sity of desire rat ing. For exam -
ple, sup pose you would like to con struct a Japa nese gar den. Your
inten sity of desire is a six, but the costs are a four, and block ing
 factors are also a four. With an over all rat ing of minus two, it’s quite
likely the gar den will never be built: not as long as costs and block ing 
fac tors out weigh your desire. Try to ana lyze each of your goals using 
this for mula. Any goal that has a posi tive number proba bly has a
chance. Obvi ously, the higher the number, the bet ter the chance. The
math pro fes sor, for exam ple, who wanted a faster modem did the
 following analy sis. Inten sity of desire: seven, Costs: two, Block ing
fac tors: one. Costs and block ing fac tors added up to only three. So
the goal ended up with an over all rat ing of plus four.

When the evalua tion process is com plete, cir cle one goal each
from the long- range, medium- range, and imme di ate list. This is
where you’ll invest your great est efforts toward mak ing changes in
your life.
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Making Your Goals Specific
It’s time to iden tify the what, when, where, and with whom of the
goals you’ve selected. Some of this will be easy. On imme di ate goals,
for exam ple, all you have to do is write a spe cific date and time in
your appoint ment book when you’ll under take the task. For exam ple, 
“Tues day, August 23rd, 9:00 a.m. Order Cable TV” or “Thurs day,
June 10th, 6:00 p.m. Book store to get novel.” You should try to
accom plish at least one imme di ate goal per week. These easy, short-
 term goals give you an emo tional boost and can mobi lize you to do
big ger things. 

The medium and long- range goals need a bit more plan ning.
One of the best ways to develop such plans is the fol low ing exer cise. 

Making Mental Movies
This tech nique allows you to visu al ize your self hav ing achieved 

a goal, and then review the con crete steps you took to reach it. To
make men tal mov ies:

1. Get into a com fort able posi tion and per form your favor ite
relaxa tion exer cise to calm your body and mind. At the very
least, take sev eral deep, dia phrag matic breaths. Let your
whole body relax with each exhale. 

2. Close your eyes and allow your mind to become pas sive and
recep tive. 

3. Imag ine a TV screen. Pic ture your self on the screen in a
video, hav ing just suc cess fully achieved your goal. Watch
and lis ten to your self enjoy ing your suc cess. 

4. Run the video back wards for about ten sec onds. See and hear 
what you did that led to accom plish ing your goal. If you go
over ten sec onds with out get ting any clear images, take a
deep breath, stretch, and go back to the end of your video.
Once again, roll it back wards for ten sec onds. Con tinue this
sequence until you see and hear vivid scenes of the steps you 
took to ful fill your desire. 

5. Ask your self, “Is it pos si ble for me to do these things to
accom plish my goal?” If you really want to achieve your
goal, you may have to try some thing new, some thing out of
the ordi nary for you. If you can see the nec es sary steps, go
on. If you can’t, return to the blank video screen and run
another video. 
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6. Now step into the video. Live through the scenes lead ing up
to your suc cess. Imag ine your self doing, say ing, and expe ri -
enc ing all the steps that you will take.

7. Come back gradu ally to the pres ent time, feel ing refreshed,
con fi dent, and resolved to take the first step. Open your eyes.

Listing the Steps
Now that you’ve used visu ali za tion to see your self accom plish -

ing the goal, it’s time to write the steps down in black and white.
First, write down the spe cific ele ments of your goal. Then list the
steps with a time frame for accom plish ing each one. Let’s use the
goal, “Spend more time with the kids,” as an exam ple. Here’s how
the steps were devel oped.

“I want to spend Sat ur days most of the day, plus Mon day,

Wednes day, and Fri day eve nings after home work, 7:30–9:00
o’clock, with my kids. 

Also, spe cial out ings (muse ums, etc.) two Sat ur days a month.”

Steps (includ ing time frame): 

1. Quit tutor ing job Sat ur day a.m. (two weeks). 

2. Get list of kid activi ties in Sun day Exam iner (each week). 

3. Fam ily meet ing about mak ing “fam ily time” 7:30–9:00
o’clock. Empha size no TV rule after 7:30, home work fin ished
before 7:30. Meet this Wednes day night. 

4. Plan spe cial game night (each week). 

Some goals require many more steps just to get them off the ground.
Here are the first month’s steps for “becom ing a physi cal thera pist.”

1. Iden tify all PT pro grams in area. 

2. Find out pre req ui sites for PT schools. 

3. Get loan infor ma tion. 

4. Check with boss about the pos si bil ity of work ing part- time.

5. Dis cuss with par ents the pos si bil ity of help ing with tui tion.

6. Send for appli ca tions. 

7. Find three peo ple to write let ters of rec om men da tion.

Notice that the steps are spe cific, con crete, and behav ioral. They 
map out exactly what the indi vid ual needs to do to start the ball
 rolling. On a sepa rate piece of paper, write out the steps for your
medium and long- range goals.
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Making a Commitment
Make a com mit ment to a friend or fam ily mem ber about your
medium and long- range goals. Tell the per son the steps you plan to
take to reach them. Explain the time frame for each step. Then report
each week’s prog ress towards your goals. If you want to, you can
also include your imme di ate goals in the prog ress report. Ask your
friend or fam ily mem ber to ini ti ate a check-in at least once a week, if
you haven’t done so. 

Blocks to Achieving Goals
Some times peo ple with low self- esteem can set goals but fall short of
achiev ing them. You have a vision of a bet ter future, but some thing
stands in your way, keep ing you from grasp ing the prize. 
Here is a list of the six most com mon blocks to achiev ing goals. Read
them care fully and check off the blocks most appli ca ble to you. Then
skip ahead to the sec tions that explain how to over come your most
trou ble some blocks. 

!  Insuf fi cient Plan ning. The most com mon block is skimpy
plan ning: not break ing your big goals down into small,
 discreet steps. Try ing to achieve a major life goal all at once
is like try ing to swal low a whole loaf of bread in one gulp.
It’s impos si ble. You have to slice the loaf into smaller pieces,
and con sume the pieces one small bite at a time or you will
choke.

!  Insuf fi cient Knowl edge. This is also a very com mon block,
which arises when you lack some basic infor ma tion that you
need before you can take even the small est first step toward
your goal. Pur su ing goals with out basic knowl edge is like
try ing to get from Man hat tan to Brook lyn by jump ing on
sub way trains at ran dom. You need a map and a time ta ble
—essen tial infor ma tion to get where you’re going. 

!  Poor Time Man age ment. Busy peo ple often set rea son able
goals, break them down into logi cal steps, and then can’t
seem to find the time to take the first step. If you are already
jug gling more balls than you can com forta bly keep in the air,
add ing even one new goal may be one ball too many. You
need to become a bet ter jug gler of your time, and/or decide
which balls you can let drop.

!  Unre al is tic Goals.  This is a form of self- sabotage, a pat tern
of think ing and behav ior famil iar to many who suf fer from
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low self- esteem. By set ting unre al is tic goals that you have no
hope of achiev ing, you guar an tee fail ure and con tin ued low
self- esteem. Pur su ing unrea son able goals is like throw ing
rocks at the moon. 

!  Fear of Fail ure. Eve ry body’s afraid of fail ure, but for those
with low self- esteem it can be a real road block. You may set
real is tic goals and plan man age able steps, but your fail ure
anxi ety or risk pho bia is so great you can’t fol low through
and achieve your goals. It’s like you’ve got the car gassed up
and idling on the side of the road, but you just can’t step on
the gas and pull out into traf fic. 

!  Fear of Suc cess. A rarer and more debili tat ing block, fear of
suc cess is really fear of delayed fail ure. You are afraid that
 successfully achiev ing your goals will set you up for a dev as -
tat ing fail ure later. If you get the big pro mo tion or marry Mr. 
Right, you will become more promi nent. Peo ple will look up
to you and depend on you. Then you will ulti mately let them 
down and the fail ure, when it comes, will be even more
disas trous. The motto of those fear ful of fail ure is “The
higher you climb, the far ther you fall.” It’s like you are afraid 
to pull out into the traf fic because you might actu ally get
some where, like the top of cliff from which you will
 plummet. 

Insufficient Planning
Giselle was a forty- five- year- old part- time inte rior deco ra tor

and antiques dealer. She wanted to break into the lucra tive field of
cor po rate décor—design ing hotel lob bies, execu tive office suites, and
high- class recep tion areas. She knew that she needed new skills,
equip ment, and expe ri ence, which she out lined in a series of steps: 

! Get a new, faster com puter with lots of mem ory and graphic
capa bili ties 

! Learn how to com mu ni cate elec troni cally, e-mailing pro pos -
als and designs, etc. 

! Tour Euro pean fur nish ing and design show rooms to see the
lat est styles and col ors 

! Meet with decision- makers of the larg est local cor po ra tions 

But Giselle couldn’t seem to get started. She browsed around
the com puter store, get ting more and more con fused. She looked at
her bank bal ance and despaired of ever afford ing a trip to Europe.
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The steps were too big. She hadn’t done a com plete plan ning
job. Each of her goals was rea son able in the long term, but they
didn’t tell her what to do today.

Deconstruction Exercise
This exer cise will help you break down your larger goals into

smaller steps by ask ing a series of ques tions designed to “decon -
struct” goals into their com po nent parts. 

Overall goal:

In order to accom plish this goal: 

 1. What  infor ma tion do I need? 

 2. How much time do I need each day or week? 

 3. How much money do I need? 

 4. Whose help do I need? 

 5. What  resources or serv ices do I need? 

 6. What would be the ear li est sign that I was start ing to accom plish
my goal? 

(first step) 

 7. How would I know I was  well on my way to accom plish ing my
goal? 

(mid dle steps) 

 8. When would I know I had fully accom plished my goal?

(final step) 

Note that all eight ques tions may not apply to each of your big
goals. When Giselle applied these ques tions to her goal of a newer,
faster com puter sys tem, these were her per ti nent answers: 

 Infor ma tion What hard ware to get? How much mem ory, how fast,
what modem, what moni tor? What is best graphic soft ware for
 interior design? How do you oper ate it? 
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 Money I have $4,000 saved and can bor row more, but I must get the
best value for my money. 

 Help I need an expert, like a com puter teacher, not a sales man to
advise me. 

 Ear li est sign I see myself learn ing the best soft ware on a state- of-
 the-art sys tem, before I buy any thing of my own. 

 Well on the way I see myself pick ing out and order ing hard ware and 
soft ware com po nents, with a knowl edge able and trusted advi sor at
my side. 

 Infor ma tion I need a con sult ant, a class, or a good book. 

 Money Con sult ants might want $100 an hour. Books are cheap, but
out of date quickly and hard to under stand. Classes are afford able,
and you can ask ques tions. The teacher could train me and tell me
what to buy. 

 Infor ma tion I need to find out where they teach com puter graph ics
classes. How about the Jun ior Col lege? 

 Ear li est sign I could call up the J.C. and have them send me a com -
puter class sched ule. 

Note that Giselle intui tively asked the “Infor ma tion” ques tion
again when her first step started becom ing obvi ous. She reached this
point in her goal set ting on a Tues day night, made the call Wednes -
day, and was in a com puter graph ics class by the next quar ter. 

Insufficient Knowledge
Jake was a twenty- four- year- old art school gradu ate who

wanted to make his liv ing as a pain ter. His school ing had taught him 
a lot about the his tory and tech nique of oil and water color paint ing,
but he lacked knowl edge of the real world of the pro fes sional art ist.
He had a vague notion of ship ping off can vasses to pres tig ious
 galleries in New York and Chi cago, and get ting huge checks back in
the mail. His lack of infor ma tion kept him from set ting clear, real is tic
goals and mak ing a step- by- step plan to reach them. 

To gain the knowl edge you need, you can try these resources: 

Books

Go to the library or a good book store and do some research.
Jake found books on sell ing your art work through gal ler ies, mar ket -
ing prin ci ples for art ists, and biog ra phies of famous art ists that
chroni cled the ups and downs of real life art careers. 
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Internet

If you have access to the Inter net, go online, access a search
engine, and try key words of inter est at ran dom. Jake found that
there was a whole world of online art gal ler ies, list ings of prac ti cal
work shops for pro fes sional art ists, chat rooms, cata logs of sup plies,
art deal web sites, and so on. 

Mentors

Find some one who is already doing what you want to do and
inter view them. Most suc cess ful peo ple are pleased to talk about
their suc cess to a sin cere begin ner. Jake found that one of his favor ite
oil pain ters lived only twenty miles away. He went out to her stu dio
for cof fee and a cou ple of long chats about the chal lenges of stay ing
crea tive and true to your vision while mak ing a liv ing as an art ist. 

Training

If your goals involve skills that you can learn in classes, les sons, 
semi nars, or work shops—sign up. Jake thought that he had too much 
art edu ca tion already, until he found out about a week end work shop
enti tled, “Mar ket ing for Art ists.” 

Poor Time Management
Rosa lia was a twenty- eight- year- old mother of two chil dren.

Five eve nings a week she taught classes in Eng lish as a Sec ond
 Language. Her hus band worked days at a res tau rant sup ply house.
Their seven- year- old girl was hav ing trou ble keep ing up in sec ond
grade, and their five- year- old boy was due to start kin der gar ten.
Rosa lia really wanted to homeschool her chil dren. She had a low
opin ion of the local pub lic schools, plus strong theo ries about early
edu ca tion, fam ily val ues, and her His panic cul tural tra di tions. 

Rosa lia took her daugh ter out of school and tried to homeschool 
both kids. But she had a hard time get ting eve ry thing done—her
regu lar teach ing work, her kids’ cur ricu lum mate ri als, tests and
reports to the school dis trict, the house work, keep ing the cars run -
ning, the dog cared for, snatch ing a few moments with her hus band,
squeez ing in a movie or a week end trip. She got run- down and
dis cour aged.

Rosa lia needed to learn the three rules of good time
man age ment:
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Prioritize

Write down all the roles you play in your life, includ ing the
new roles implied by your goals for the future. Then rank these roles, 
start ing with “1” for the most impor tant, fol lowed by “2” for the
 second most impor tant, and so on. Here is Rosa lia’s list: 

 1. Mother 

 2. Wife 

 3. Home School Teacher 

 4. Eng lish Teacher 

 5. Daugh ter 

 6. Catho lic 

 7. Reader 

 8. Chi cana 

 9. Trav eler 

10. Ten nis Player 

11. Pian ist 

12. Red Cross Vol un teer 

13. Maid 

14. Repair Girl 

And now the hard part—cross out the roles that you are going
to have to elimi nate or down play in order to ful fill the higher pri or ity 
roles. Rosa lia real ized that she would be doing a lot less church
work, Red Cross work, ten nis play ing, trav el ling, and piano play ing.
Also, she would have to lower her stan dards for house hold  clean -
liness and repair, or get some one else (like her hus band) to take up
the slack. As for time-wast ing hab its like day dream ing, chat ting on
the phone with her sis ter for hours, or watch ing TV talk shows—
 forget it. 

Make To Do Lists

The “To Do” list is an essen tial tem plate for the effec tive time
man ager. Your daily list should be pri ori tized into Top, Mid dle, and
Bot tom Drawer items. The Top Drawer items are the things you
 absolutely have to do that day, like keep ing doc tor’s appoint ments or 
mail ing your tax return on April 15. The Mid dle Drawer items are
slightly less impor tant, but they really should be done today, or
tomor row at the lat est, like fin ish ing your résumé or work ing on
your novel. The Bot tom Drawer items are the least impor tant items,
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the ones like defrost ing the refrig era tor or giv ing the dog a bath.
They should get done sooner or later, but later is okay. 

Rosa lia made sure that she had at least one or two Top Drawer
items each day. For instance, she planned an edu ca tional game or
out ing for her kids on each home instruc tion day. In addi tion, she
made sure that her sched ule left her time for din ner with her hus -
band and an occa sional visit to her mother. Mid dle Drawer items like 
teeth clean ing and fix ing the roof over the back porch got put off for
a cou ple of months. The Bot tom Drawer items like plant ing bulbs in
the fall and get ting the piano tuned never hap pened. She felt mild
regret about the lit tle stuff, but higher self- esteem over all because she 
was keep ing up with her big goals of home school ing and a close
fam ily life. 

Say “No”

Most time man age ment plans are even tu ally under mined by the 
demands that oth ers place on your time. You have to sti fle your ten -
dency to auto mati cally agree to do things just because other peo ple
want you to drop eve ry thing and do their bid ding. This doesn’t mean 
you have to turn nasty and unco op era tive and make eve ry one hate
you. It just means that you have to ask your self: 

“Is this a rea son able request?” 

“Is this a high pri or ity for me?” 

“Can I agree in part, do less, or oth er wise sat isfy this per son in
less time?” 

Rosa lia found that she had to say no to her sis ter’s invi ta tion to
go to a dog show, no to the Red Cross Vol un teer Coor di na tor’s plea
for more hours, and no to her book club when they wanted her to
host more than her share of meet ings. 

Unrealistic Goals
Herb was a fifty- eight- year- old nurs ery owner who had been

divorced for eight een years, had no cur rent girl friend, and was feel -
ing lonely. He set a goal for him self of find ing a woman with whom
he could set tle down. His ideal woman was thirty- five to forty- five,
slim, petite, dark- haired, grace ful, artis tic, into plants and nature, a
music lover, good cook, and tol er ant of his crusty bache lor life style.
Herb liked to get up around three or four in the morn ing, brew up a
strong pot of cof fee, read the paper, and work on land scape designs
on his com puter until the sun came up. Then he got to work in the
nurs ery and the green house until about 10:30, when he’d have a big
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lunch and take a two hour nap. Around one or two he’d go back to
work for another few hours, knock off for a quick din ner, and fall
asleep in front of the TV around 8:00. 

Herb was an organ ized guy, so he broke his goal down into
man age able steps and got into action. He asked all his friends and
acquain tances to set him up with sin gle women. He put ads in the
per sonal col umn of the paper and made a few dates for cof fee with
the women who responded. He accepted invi ta tions to par ties, which 
he didn’t really want to attend, hop ing to meet some body. But his
dates never worked out. The women were too old, too heavy, too
intol er ant. Or if they appealed to him, he didn’t appeal to them. 

Herb’s prob lem was unre al is tic goals. Although he was a pleas -
ant, crea tive, inter est ing fel low, he was too short, too fat, too
weather- beaten and too slov enly to attract women younger and fit ter
than him self. His life style and sched ule were too odd and inflexi ble
for the aver age woman to accept or accom mo date. 

Herb got nowhere until he ran through this check list of cri te ria
for rea son able goals: 

What are the odds?

Know ing what you do of human nature, your own per son al ity,
the way the world works, and prob abil ity, what are the odds against
you achiev ing your goal? 

   1000 to 1 

   100 to 1 

   10 to 1 

   2 to 1 

   Even 

   Bet ter than even 

You need a bet ter than even chance of achiev ing your goal, or it 
is not real is tic. If your chances are fifty- fifty or worse, you are set ting
your self up for fail ure. Herb finally real ized that with out chang ing
his require ments in a woman, he would proba bly have to run
through over two hun dred “appli cants” before he’d real is ti cally find
a match. That’s a lot of per sonal ads and cof fee. He had to do
 something to bet ter the odds or he’d ruin his kid neys. 

Do I have (or can I get) the prerequisites?

Many goals have pre req ui sites that you may lack. You may not
be tall enough to play pro fes sional bas ket ball, young enough to get
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into medi cal school, ruth less enough for big busi ness, or expe ri enced
enough to land a par ticu lar job. 

Herb real ized that he could acquire some but not all of the
 prerequisites to attract the kind of woman who met his cri te ria. He
could lose weight, get a hair cut, buy nicer clothes, and keep more
nor mal hours. But he couldn’t make him self younger or taller. 

Is this my goal or somebody else’s?

This is a two- pronged ques tion. First of all, is this a goal that
you want for your self, or one that some one else wants for you? For
instance, you may want to become a doc tor or law yer or engi neer
because your father or mother is one and always expected you to
become one too. That’s not a strong enough rea son to see you
through years of school ing and per sonal sac ri fice. It must be your
goal too, in your heart of hearts. 

The sec ond prong of this ques tion con cerns who is going to
accom plish the goal. If your goal is for your hus band to stop drink -
ing, that’s his goal, not yours. If your goal is for your son to fin ish
high school and get into col lege, that’s his goal, not yours. You need
to for mu late your goals in terms of what you can rea sona bly do
your self, as your own agent. Don’t put goals in terms of other
 people’s behav ior. You can plan to attend Al-A non meet ings and to
move out of the house if your hus band con tin ues to come home
drunk. Those logi cal steps are within your power. You can plan to
hire a tutor for your son, pro vide a quiet room to do home work, and
not plan fam ily trips that will cause him to miss school. That’s within 
your power. But you can’t gradu ate high school for your son. 

Herb real ized that part of his frus tra tion and resent ment was
that he expected that some won der ful woman “ought to” fall in love
with him, that he was some how enti tled to a mate, and that she was
being dere lict in her duty by not show ing up in his life. He was
 setting his goal in terms of another’s behav ior—in this case, another
per son he didn’t even know yet! 

Herb finally revised his “ideal woman” to include some one his
own age, of equal crusti ness and imper fec tion, whom he would have
to accept and adapt to. He and Darla have been mar ried for a cou ple
of years now. 

Fear of Failure
Jerri was a thirty- nine- year- old medi cal tech ni cian who had

worked in the blood and urine test lab of a large HMO for twelve
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years. She wanted to advance in the organi za tion and get a bet ter job, 
per haps in radi ol ogy or the ultra sound clinic. How ever, when ever a
bet ter job was posted, she ulti mately decided not to apply. “I’m not
really quali fied,” she would tell her self, or “too much respon si bil ity,” 
or “I couldn’t work for that woman.” 

Jerri was plenty quali fied for a number of good posi tions over
the years, but fear of fail ure held her back. She was afraid that she
couldn’t han dle new tasks and new peo ple and would be a hor ri ble
flop. 

The way to over come fear of fail ure is to sys tem ati cally assess
the actual risk of fail ure. The fol low ing form will help you deter mine
the worst that could hap pen, assess the pos si ble dam age and cop ing
strate gies, and reduce your fear of fail ure to a rea son able level. 

Risk Assessment

Describe the fail ure you fear __________________________________

What do you tell your self about this event that increases your fear?

Rate the strength of your fear on a scale from one to ten, ten being
the most fear   

Rate the prob abil ity of fail ure from 0 to 100%    

Assum ing the worst hap pens,

Pre dict the worst pos si ble con se quences ________________________

Pos si ble cop ing thoughts ______________________________________

Pos si ble cop ing actions _______________________________________

Revised pre dic tion of con se quences ____________________________

Re- rate your fear from one to ten   

What is the evi dence against the worst pos si ble out come? _______

What are some alter na tive out comes? __________________________

Re- rate your fear from one to ten   

Re- rate the prob abil ity of the feared fail ure   

Here is how Jerri filled out her risk assess ment form: 

205

Goal Setting and Planning



 Risk Assess ment 

Describe the fail ure you fear.
Fail ing in a new job 

What do you tell your self about this event that increases your fear? 
It’s too hard. I’ll screw up. Bet ter not take the chance. 

Rate the strength of your fear on a scale from one to ten, ten being
the most fear  9 

Rate the prob abil ity of fail ure from 0 to 100%  75% 

Assum ing the worst hap pens,

Pre dict the worst pos si ble con se quences
I apply for a new job, get it, then do so badly that I kill some body and

they fire me, and I never work again and die broke. 

Pos si ble cop ing thoughts.
I haven’t killed any body yet. They always have train ing peri ods, men -

tors, and pro ba tion ary reviews so you won’t get too far off track.

Pos si ble cop ing actions.
Ask my old super vi sor for my old job back. Tell the new super vi sor

I’m nerv ous and need all the extra train ing I can get.

Revised pre dic tion of con se quences.
I might do okay and not lose the new job. Even if I did, I might get my 

old job back. 

Re- rate your fear from one to ten  5 

What is the evi dence against the worst pos si ble out come?
Peo ple change depart ments all the time with out screw ing up or

 getting fired. 

What are some alter na tive out comes?
I might not get the first job I try for, and I’d be no worse off. I might

do well and have a bet ter job. I might do poorly and have to go back to what
I already know how to do. I might have to find a job in another hos pi tal. 

Re- rate your fear from one to ten  3 

Re- rate the prob abil ity of the feared fail ure  10% 

Jerri went on to apply for and land a job in the radi ol ogy
depart ment, in which she excelled, was rap idly pro moted, and came
to feel at home. 
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Fear of Success
Mar got was a sixty- three- year- old retired postal worker. Her

hus band had died five years before, her kids were grown, and she
wanted to see the world and meet some inter est ing peo ple before she 
died. She had the time, enough money, and pretty good health, but
three years after retire ment she was still at home, see ing unfa mil iar
cit ies and coun tries only in travel maga zines. Some other women her
age were fly ing to Las Vegas with the church group, bus sing to
 Yellowstone Park on geol ogy tours, even tak ing walk ing tours of the
Eng lish Lake Dis trict. Mar got almost went on that Lake Dis trict tour.
She could see her self walk ing from inn to pub to church yard, peer ing 
at night in gales through bin ocu lars, eat ing shep herd’s pie, and
 making brass rub bings in the com pany of some spry gen tle man from
Indi ana. But she knew it wouldn’t work out in the long run. She
would get home sick, or sprain her ankle, or vio late some old- world
Eng lish cus tom and look like a com plete Yan kee rube. The spry
 Midwestern gent would make advances and she’d fall apart in a
panic. Or they’d start a romance and he’d find out what an ordi nary
nobody she really was and dump her in some Brit ish back wa ter.
She’d bet ter not try to pull off some thing so ambi tious. That was for
other peo ple, not her.

Why would any one be afraid of suc cess? Eve ry body wants to
suc ceed. It may seem para doxi cal, but many peo ple with low self-
 esteem feel a sense of shame deep down that leads them to avoid
suc cess at the same time they are seek ing it. They want the good
things of life but don’t feel some how that they deserve them. If they
do achieve some suc cess, they fear that it will just set them up for a
big ger fall later. They will become promi nent tar gets for other
 people’s envy. Or oth ers will come to depend on them and they’ll
crum ble under the respon si bil ity. 

If you have set rea son able goals, bro ken them into sim ple steps,
aren’t afraid of fail ure, have the knowl edge and time man age ment
skills you need—in short, have done this goal set ting thing per -
fectly—and yet you are stuck, then con sider that you may be afraid
of suc cess. 

What’s hap pen ing is that your patho logi cal critic is still down
there in the dark whis per ing the debili tat ing lit any of shame: You
can’t do it. You don’t deserve it. Who do you think you are? It’s not worth
the risk. Don’t set your self up for dis ap point ment. 

You need to return to the early chap ters on the nature of the
Patho logi cal Critic, the meth ods of qui et ing him or her, and talk ing
back. Mar got was not able to sign up for next year’s Lake Dis trict
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tour until she had com posed and rehearsed sev eral man tras to bring
her Patho logi cal Critic back in line: 

I deserve the good things in life. 

I am a vital, com pe tent woman. 

I can go where I want and do what I set out to do. 

I can han dle minor set backs with out fal ling apart. 

When in doubt, move!
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Visualization

Visu ali za tion is a pow er ful, proven tech nique for refin ing your self-
 image and mak ing impor tant changes in your life. It involves relax -
ing your body, clear ing your mind of dis trac tions, and imag in ing
posi tive scenes.

Whether or not you believe in the effec tive ness of visu ali za tion
doesn’t mat ter. Faith in the tech nique may help you achieve results
faster than a “non be liever,” but faith isn’t essen tial to the process.
Your mind is struc tured in such a way that visu ali za tion works no
mat ter what you believe. Skep ti cism may keep you from try ing visu -
ali za tion, but it won’t stop the tech nique from work ing once you do
try it.

This chap ter will teach you basic visu ali za tion tech niques, give
you prac tice in form ing vivid men tal impres sions, and guide you in
cre at ing your own unique visu ali za tion exer cises for improv ing your
self- esteem.

Visu ali za tion raises your self- esteem in three ways: by improv -
ing your self- image, by chang ing the way you relate to oth ers, and by 
help ing you achieve spe cific goals.

Improv ing your self- image is the first and most impor tant step.
If you cur rently see your self as weak and help less, you will prac tice
visu al iz ing your self as strong and resource ful. If you tend to think of
your self as unwor thy and unde serv ing, you will cre ate scenes in
which you are obvi ously a valu able, wor thy indi vid ual mak ing an
impor tant con tri bu tion to your world. If you con sider your self sickly, 
accident- prone, and depressed, you will coun ter this belief with
scenes of your self as a healthy, care ful, cheer ful per son.
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The sec ond step is to use visu ali za tion to change how you inter -
act with oth ers. You visu al ize scenes in which you are out go ing,
asser tive, friendly, and so on. You see your self in sat is fy ing rela tion -
ships with your fam ily, your mate, your friends, and your fel low
work ers. You imag ine your self form ing new rela tion ships with
 interesting, posi tive peo ple who find you inter est ing and posi tive in
your own right.

Third, you can use visu ali za tion to achieve spe cific goals. You
imag ine your self get ting that raise, finally earn ing that impor tant
degree, mov ing into that par ticu lar neigh bor hood, excel ling in your
favor ite sport, mak ing a real dif fer ence in your world—in short,
being, doing, and hav ing what you want in life.

Why Visualization Works
The chap ter on han dling criti cism con tains a meta phor that will help
explain why visu ali za tion works. Accord ing to this meta phor, peo ple 
expe ri ence real ity indi rectly, as if they were watch ing a TV screen in
their heads. They don’t expe ri ence the world as it really is—they can
only see what’s on their screen. And what’s on their screen is deter -
mined to a large degree by the power of imagi na tion. This means that 
your mind and body react in much the same way to imagi nary
expe ri ences as to real expe ri ences. In par ticu lar, your sub con scious
mind seems to make no dis tinc tion between “real” sen sory data and 
the vivid sense impres sions you con jure up dur ing a visu ali za tion
exer cise.

For exam ple, if you imag ine your self freely mix ing at a party,
you will get a boost of con fi dence nearly equal to actu ally going to
the party and suc cess fully inter act ing. And the imag in ing is eas ier,
since you’re totally in con trol and expe ri enc ing less anxi ety.

The affirma tions you will include in your visu ali za tions serve as 
con scious, posi tive cor rec tion to the nega tive com ments of your
patho logi cal critic. They form a “voice- over” com po nent to your
visu ali za tion, as if you were watch ing a docu men tary with a com -
men ta tor explain ing what you see on the screen.

Acquir ing visu ali za tion skills is sim ply a mat ter of learn ing
how to do con sciously what you already do sub con sciously. You
already cre ate, edit, and inter pret what you see on your screen. If you 
have low self- esteem, you proba bly cre ate scenes in which you are
the under dog, edit out any com pli ments, and inter pret much of what
you see as evi dence of your inade quacy.

210

Self-Esteem



You can replace much of this sub con scious nega tive propa -
ganda with visu al ized scenes in which you are the hero, you receive
well- deserved com pli ments, and you per form com pe tently. In the
process of learn ing to form vivid men tal images, you will also
sharpen your abil ity to per ceive real ity accu rately and observe your -
self with more detach ment and objec tiv ity.

There’s another way of under stand ing why visu ali za tion works
so well to change your behav ior and your image of your self.
 Consider visu ali za tion as a method for repro gram ming the way you
make sim ple deci sions. Every instant of every day you are faced with 
tiny, mostly uncon scious deci sions. Should you turn right or left?
Have toast or a muf fin? Call up Jan or put it off? Have another piece
of pie or skip it? Wear your seat belt or ignore it? Run the yel low
light or stop? Join the group by the water cooler or the peo ple at the
cof fee machine?

Visu ali za tion repro grams your mind to rec og nize and choose
the slightly more posi tive of any two choices. Over time, the sum of
thou sands of tiny posi tive choices is higher self- esteem and a lot
more hap pi ness.

This pro gram ming of your auto matic deci sion mak ing is noth -
ing new. You do it already, but if you have low self- esteem, you do it 
in reverse. You visu al ize and sub se quently choose the nega tive path.
You see your self as unwor thy, and so you expect and choose to lose,
to be rejected, to be dis ap pointed, to be depressed, to be anx ious, to
be assailed by doubt and inse cu rity. You take the sec ond piece of pie
even though you are over weight. You are angry at your self, so you
don’t wear your seat  belt and you try to beat the yel low light. You
gravi tate toward the nega tive peo ple, the pain ful situa tions.

Visu ali za tion can change all this. You can use it to give a
 conscious, posi tive nudge to what has here to fore been an auto matic,
sub con scious, and nega tive process. You can repro gram your choice-
 making appa ra tus so that you choose to win, to be accepted, to have
your expec ta tions met, to be posi tive, to be relaxed, to be bol stered by 
hope and con fi dence. You can rein force your posi tive ten den cies so
that you turn down the fat ten ing pie. You can appre ci ate your self
enough to wear the seat  belt and stop tak ing fool ish chances. You can 
gravi tate toward the posi tive peo ple and emo tion ally healthy situa -
tions in which you have a chance to grow and suc ceed.

Imag ine a school of fish, dart ing left and right, up and down at
ran dom. All exert the same energy to get nowhere in par ticu lar. If
you could become a con sciously pro grammed fish, you could get
some where you want to go, with out exert ing any more energy than
before.
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Visualization Exercises
Step one in visu ali za tion is to get relaxed. The most effec tive visu al iz -
ing hap pens while your brain is pro duc ing alpha waves, which can
only hap pen when you are in a state of deep relaxa tion. The relaxed
alpha state is one of height ened aware ness and sug gesti bil ity.

Do your visu ali za tion exer cises twice a day. The best times are
just before fal ling asleep at night and upon awak en ing in the
 morning. You are par ticu larly relaxed and in a sug ges tive frame of
mind at these times.

First Session
Sit down in a chair that sup ports your head, or lie down on

your back in a quiet place where you won’t be dis turbed. Make sure
you’re not too warm or too cold. Close your eyes.

Take a deep breath, let ting the air slowly fill up your lungs so
that your chest and stom ach both extend. Let the air out slowly and
com pletely. Con tinue to breathe like this, slowly and deeply.

Focus your atten tion on your feet. As you breathe in, notice any
ten sion in your feet, and as you breathe out, imag ine the ten sion
flow ing away. Your feet feel warm and relaxed.

Now focus on your calves, shins, and knees. As you breathe in
slowly, notice any tight ness in these areas. Let the ten sion ebb away
as you slowly exhale, sink ing into relaxa tion.

Move your atten tion up to your thighs. Breathe in and become
aware of any ten sion in the large mus cles of your upper legs. Exhale
and let the ten sion flow away.

Now notice any tight ness in your but tocks or pel vic area as you
inhale. On the exhale, let this tight ness loosen and dis solve.

Now notice as you inhale whether you are car ry ing any ten sion
in your stom ach mus cles or your lower back. As you breathe out
slowly, let any ten sion relax.

Breathe in slowly and notice any tight ness in your chest or
upper back. Exhale slowly and com pletely as the chest and back
 tension eases and flows away.

Now move your atten tion out to your hands. Breathe in and feel 
any ten sion in your fin gers, palms, or wrists. Let this ten sion flow
away as you exhale slowly.

Next move up to your fore arms and focus on any tight ness here 
as you inhale. Then exhale and let the tight ness dis solve.
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Inhale slowly and become aware of the ten sion in your upper
arms. As you breathe out, let your biceps and other upper arm
 muscles become relaxed and heavy.

Now notice if you are hold ing ten sion in your shoul ders.
Breathe in and really focus on the ten sion. Breathe out and let the
breath carry the ten sion away, out of your shoul ders. Shrug your
shoul ders and take another breath if you need to to get the ten sion
out of this area, which is often very tight.

Move up to your neck and feel all the ten sion there as you
inhale. Exhale and let the ten sion flow out of your neck. If your neck
still feels tight, roll your head around and take another full, deep
breath to get your neck really loose.

Let your jaw hang open as you inhale and notice how you may
be clench ing your jaw. Move it around and let it relax as you exhale
slowly and com pletely. Keep your jaw slightly open to make sure it
stays relaxed.

Now focus on the mus cles of your face as you breathe in: your
tongue, mouth, cheeks, and fore head, and around your eyes. Let go
of any squint ing or frown ing feel ings as you exhale.

Finally, scan down your entire body. Notice any areas that are
still a lit tle tense, and let them relax fully as you con tinue to breathe
slowly and deeply. At any time dur ing your visu ali za tion you can
come back to the relaxa tion phase and relax any areas that have
become tense.

At first you may find that dis tract ing thoughts pop into your
mind when you try to visu al ize. That’s nor mal. Just notice what the
thoughts or images are and let them go. Resist the temp ta tion to
 pursue entic ing trains of thought and refo cus your mind on the
 material you have planned to visu al ize.

1. In this first exer cise you will con cen trate on one sense at a
time, imag in ing sim ple shapes and col ors. This is simi lar to the way
stu dents of Tan tric Yoga learn to medi tate. Mos lem and Sufi mys tics
use much the same approach to train their inner vision.

First you will exer cise your inte rior sense of sight. Keep your
eyes closed and imag ine a black cir cle on a white back ground. Make
the cir cle per fectly round, per fectly black. Make the back ground as
bright and per fectly white as you can. Move your inte rior vision
around the cir cle, see ing the per fect round ness of it, see ing the sharp -
ness of the divid ing line between the black and the white.

Now change the color of the cir cle to yel low. Make the yel low
very bright, the clear est, most vivid pri mary yel low you can imag ine. 
Keep the back ground bright and white.
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Now let the yel low cir cle fade out and replace it with a green
square. Make it a bright or a dark green, which ever you want. Keep
the square per fect, not a rec tan gle or a par al lelo gram, but a true
square.

Now erase the square and imag ine a blue tri an gle. Make it a
pure, pri mary blue, a blue like they had up on the wall of your first
grade class room to teach you the mean ing of blue. Make the tri an gle
an isos ce les tri an gle with three sides of equal length.

Now erase the tri an gle and make a thin, red line. Make it a
bright, fire- engine red. Check your back ground and make sure that
it’s still white.

Now let your imagi na tion loose for a while and make a series of 
chang ing shapes in many dif fer ent col ors. Change the back ground as
well as the fore ground. Try to speed up your changes with out los ing
the viv id ness or com plete ness or per fec tion of the images.

2. The next part of the exer cise will con cen trate on sound. Let
your men tal eye close. Make the shapes and col ors go away. It may
help to imag ine that you are in a thick fog, where you can see
 nothing. Become “all ears.”

First, hear a bell. Make it ring over and over. What kind of bell
is it? Is it a church bell, a door bell, a din ner bell, a ship’s bell, a
 desk-captain’s bell, a cow bell, or what?

Now hear a siren, far away, like a fire engine half a mile in the
dis tance. Bring it closer, louder and louder, until you almost have to
put your hands over your men tal ears. Hear it scream past you. Hear
the Dop pler effect that makes it seem to get higher in pitch as it
approaches, then drop in pitch as it passes you. Hear it fade away
again in the dis tance until it can’t be heard any longer.

Now hear the ocean crash ing on a rocky beach. Hear the crash
of the waves as they break far out. Hear the rum ble and crunch as
the white water piles up against the rocks. Hear the hiss and gur gle
as the waves finally spend them selves on the sand and gravel of the
shore. Throw in the cries of some sea gulls. (If you’ve spent your life
in a land locked area, imag ine the sounds of a creek swol len with
spring rains, roar ing, crash ing, and tum bling down a rocky
creek bed.)

Now hear the sound of the engine of a car. Start it up. Race it.
Drive it up a steep hill and hear it labor. Hear it cough and sput ter as 
you run out of gas.

Now lis ten care fully and hear your mother say ing your name.
Hear it with tones of love, and then tones of anger. Try it with
 exasperation, with hap pi ness, with sad ness. Do the same with your
father’s voice, your lover’s voice, and the voices of oth ers in your life.
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3. The next part deals with the sense of touch. Imag ine that your 
men tal fog is thicker than ever. You can’t see. And you have cot ton
stuffed in your ears so that you can’t hear a thing. All you can do is
feel. Imag ine that you’re sit ting on a hard wooden chair. Feel the
back and the bot tom press ing against you. Imag ine that there is a
hard wooden table top in front of you. Reach out men tally and feel
the hard, square edge and flat sur face.

Now imag ine that there are sev eral objects on the table. Reach
out and find the first one. It’s a small sheet of coarse sand pa per,
about three inches square. Feel the rough and the smooth sides. Run
your fin gers over them and really feel the grit on one side and the
dry, smooth paper on the other. Flex the sheet in your hands and feel 
its resis tance to bend ing. Keep fold ing until the paper buck les and
folds in half.

Put the sand pa per down and pick up a same- sized piece of
thick vel vet. Feel how soft and plush it is. Raise it to your face and
run it over your closed eyes, down over your cheeks and lips. Wad
the vel vet up and then smooth it out on the table.

Now let go of the vel vet and pick up a smooth stone about the
size of an egg. Feel how hard, smooth, cool, and heavy it is.

Now hold out your hand palm up and imag ine that some one
has put a dab of hand lotion into it. Men tally rub your hands
together and smear the lotion all over them. Feel the slip peri ness and 
cool ness first, and then the warmth and com fort.

Con tinue to explore your sense of touch. Try plung ing your
hands into run ning warm water. Make the water hot ter and cooler.
Imag ine touch ing warm, liv ing human skin. Try strok ing a cat or
dog. Imag ine the feel of your favor ite tool or cook ing uten sil.

4. The next part of the exer cise is focused on the sense of taste.
Imag ine that you still can’t see or hear and now can’t feel any thing
either. All you can do is taste. Imag ine a few grains of salt on your
tongue. Let the taste of salt flood your mouth, mak ing you sali vate
and swal low.

Now change the salt to a few drops of lemon juice. Con cen trate
on the sen sa tion of sour ness. Feel your whole mouth pucker up.

Now touch the tip of your tongue to a very hot chili pep per.
Feel the intense, spicy heat burn ing on your tongue.

Now cool the heat with a bite of vanilla ice cream: sweet, cold,
smooth, and creamy. Really taste it.

Con tinue to taste a suc ces sion of your favor ite foods. Eat a
whole imagi nary meal from soup to nuts.

5. Now you will con cen trate on your sense of smell. Close off all 
your other senses and imag ine the smell of Thanks giv ing tur key.
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Reex pe ri ence the pleas ure of com ing into the kitchen or open ing the
oven door and smell ing that rich, fes tive aroma.

Now do the same with your favor ite per fume, cologne, or
flower scent. Let the smell engulf your imagi nary nos trils.

Con tinue with other smells you like, or even smells you don’t
like: pizza, wine, fresh bread, ocean air, new- mown hay, wet paint,
hot tar, model glue, rot ten eggs, and so on.

That’s enough for now. Men tally recall where you are—the
room, the fur ni ture, and so on. Open your eyes when you are ready
and reori ent your self before you get up. You may be a lit tle dizzy if
this has been a long or par ticu larly vivid ses sion for you.

Ana lyze your expe ri ence. Did one sense come eas ier than
 others? Most peo ple’s vis ual images are most intense, with sounds
run ning sec ond. It really doesn’t mat ter which sense you find eas ier
to imag ine. Even though the word “visu ali za tion” implies that it is
about the sense of vision, any sen sory impres sions you can form in
your imagi na tion will work. Capi tal ize on your strong point and
empha size which ever sense comes easi est to you.

All peo ple can improve their abil ity to form imagi nary sense
impres sions. As you prac tice form ing sen sory impres sions in your
mind, you will get bet ter and bet ter at it. The images and sounds and 
feel ings will become stronger and more vivid. You will be able to add 
finer and finer details.

Improv ing your abil ity to imag ine in one sen sory modal ity will
also improve your abil ity in the other modali ties. If you started out
only being able to see dim pic tures and couldn’t hear any sounds,
keep prac tic ing on the vis ual images. Your abil ity to see pic tures will
improve and gen er al ize until you can also hear sounds. Feel ing, taste, 
and smell will gradu ally become clearer as well.

Did you find it hard to con cen trate on just one sense at a time?
Per haps when you were form ing the blue tri an gle you got a flash of
the sights, sounds, and smells of your first grade class room. Per haps
you got a com plete image of a fire engine when you tried to imag ine
“fire- engine red.” Or while imag in ing the sounds of the ocean, you
may also have smelled or tasted the salt air or felt the sand under
your bare feet. This is a good sign. It shows that you have a knack for 
fill ing in the sen sory details and includ ing inputs from more than
one sense sys tem.

Dur ing the next few days, notice how your senses com bine to
form your expe ri ence. Notice how a meal at a res tau rant is a com plex 
blend of sense impres sions: the sight of the food, the sound of the
uten sils and other din ers, the taste and smell of the food, the feel of it 
in your mouth and as you swal low. The more you notice in the real
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world, the more vivid and enjoy able that world will become.
 Noticing your sense impres sions and how they com bine in your
 waking, con scious, walking- around state is also excel lent prac tice for
com bin ing imagi nary sense impres sions to form vivid, effec tive
visu ali za tions.

Second Session
In this exer cise you will prac tice cre at ing a full, vivid expe ri ence 

con tain ing impres sions for all five senses. To begin, retire to your
quiet spot and relax by using the relaxa tion pro ce dure you learned in 
the first ses sion.

Now you are going to build up a full expe ri ence of a red
 delicious apple. Start by visu al iz ing the color red. Then shape the
color into the out line of an apple—basi cally round, a lit tle nar rower
at the bot tom, bulg ing at the top. Now see the apple in three dimen -
sions. Rotate the image in your mind so that you can see the lit tle
knobs under neath, the stem in the inden ta tion in the top, and so on.
If you haven’t already done so, add shad ings of color—from lighter
red on one side to darker red on the other. Add the lit tle white
 speckles that red deli cious apples have all over them. See the shiny
gleam. Let your image of the apple come to rest on an image of a
plate.

Add some sounds now. Let the apple raise up an inch and drop 
with a thump onto the plate. Slide the plate across a wooden table.
Now across a table cloth. Hear the crunch of bit ing into an apple.

Now add the sense of touch. Pick up the apple in your hands
and feel the cool, smooth, heavy weight of it. Slowly take a bite of the 
apple and feel the resis tance as your front teeth break through the
skin.

Now taste the first rush of sweet, slightly tart juice. Smell the
sweet, fresh aroma.

Con tinue notic ing one sense after another: the sight of the white 
flesh, the feel of the pulp as you chew, the taste of the skin and flesh,
the smell, the cool, wet feel ing, the heft and shape of the apple
 changing as you eat it. Keep going until you are done and have put
the core back on the plate and wiped your lips and hands with a
nap kin.

End the exer cise by com ing back to the here and now. When
you are ready, open your eyes and ana lyze the expe ri ence. Did you
find that you imag ined your self in a par ticu lar room in your house?
Did any images pop up from your child hood? Did you feel silly? Do
you feel hun gry for an apple? Did you feel full after ward?

217

Visualization



Third Session
The first part of this ses sion is an eyes- open exer cise you can do 

any time. In a full- length or very large mir ror, exam ine your face:
hair color and style, fore head, eye brows, eyes, nose, cheeks, smile
and laugh lines, mouth, moles, marks, facial hair, pores, dif fer ent col -
or ings, ears, and so on. Prac tice smil ing and look ing seri ous. Become
an expert on your own face. You’ll be sur prised at how many new
things you notice in your own face.

Do the same for the rest of your body. Scan down ward and
study your neck, shoul ders, arms, and hands. Check out your chest
and stom ach, your hips and legs. Turn around and see as much as
you can of your back view. Notice your pos ture. Stand up straight
and slowly slump down. Swing your arms around and march in
place. Look at some old snap shots of your self if you have them, to
see how you have looked to other peo ple. You need to get a clear,
con scious idea of what you really look like to do the next step of the
exer cise.

Note that this should not be a criti cal appraisal. This is not the
time to take an inven tory of all the things you would like to change
or wish were dif fer ent.

When you have become an expert on your own appear ance,
you can go on to the sec ond part of this exer cise. Do this part in bed
in the morn ing, as soon as you wake up. Keep your eyes closed and
make sure you are still in a totally relaxed state.

Visu al ize your self wak ing up in the morn ing. Feel the warm
bed, see the dark of the inside of your eye lids. Hear the alarm clock.
Feel the hard plas tic of the clock but ton as you fum ble to turn it off.
Fall back into bed, sigh, groan, roll over and out of bed.

The floor is cold against your bare feet. Look around and
observe your room: fur ni ture, belong ings, doors, and win dows. Get
your clothes and put them on, one at a time, feel ing the fab ric slide
over your body. See the col ors.

Do what ever groom ing you usu ally do—comb ing hair, brush -
ing teeth, and so on. Notice the smells of tooth paste, cos met ics, or
what ever there is to smell. Notice any usual aches and pains in your
body as you warm up and start mov ing. Make the scene as vivid and 
real as pos si ble.

Now remind your self that you are actu ally still lying in bed.
Open your eyes and get up, per form ing all the actions that you have
just visu al ized. Be very aware of the actual sen sa tions as they com -
pare with your visu ali za tion. Make care ful note of the dif fer ences, of
what you missed or got wrong.
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Do this exer cise every morn ing for a week, each time add ing the 
details that you left out the day before to your visu ali za tion. You are
devel op ing your abil ity to image, in a way simi lar to a movie direc tor
learn ing to envi sion how a scene will look on cam era before film ing it.

A week of this kind of sys tem atic prac tice will greatly increase
the com plex ity and inten sity of the imagi nary scenes you cre ate. This
type of rehearsal is excel lent prepa ra tion for cre at ing your per sonal,
self- esteem-raising scenes.

The rules that fol low will also help you form effec tive self-
 esteem visu ali za tions.

Rules for Creating Effective
Self-Esteem Visualizations

1. See your self mak ing small, posi tive steps each day toward
your goal. Include the process as well as the prod uct. If you want to
stop being a wall flower, you can visu al ize your self lead ing the band
or doing a stand-up com edy rou tine at a big party. That’s OK, but
you should include some other, smaller steps. Hear your self ask ing a
familiar- looking stranger where you have met before. See your self
walk ing up to some one and ask ing for a dance. See your self offer ing
to pass out hors d’oeu vres at a party as a way to min gle and meet
oth ers.

2. Visu al ize overt behav ior. Find images of your self doing
some thing, rather than just look ing a cer tain way, pos sess ing cer tain
abstract quali ties, or hav ing cer tain things. Keep ask ing your self,
“What does higher self- esteem mean to me in terms of behav ior?
What would I be doing if I had it? What would my behav ior look
like, sound like, feel like?” For exam ple, if you want to cre ate an
image of your self feel ing good about your abili ties, you need more
than an image of your self smil ing—that image could mean any thing.
Instead, see and hear your self vol un teer ing for a dif fi cult but reward -
ing assign ment. Hear some one com pli ment ing you on a job well
done, and hear your self calmly acknowl edg ing the com pli ment with -
out any self- depreciation.

3. Include the posi tive con se quences of higher self- esteem. See
your self suc cess ful at work, enjoy ing closer and more sat is fy ing
 relationships, achiev ing goals.

4. Include asser tive, high self- esteem body lan guage: erect pos -
ture, lean ing for ward to peo ple, smil ing, arms and legs uncrossed,
close to peo ple rather than keep ing your dis tance, nod ding as some -
one else speaks, and touch ing oth ers when appro pri ate.
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5. See your self strug gling a bit at first, and then suc ceed ing.
This approach has been shown to be more effec tive than see ing
 yourself as suc cess ful from the first try.

6. See your self lik ing you more, not just other peo ple lik ing you
more. The lat ter fol lows from the former, not the other way around.

7. See your self as not only “bet ter” in the future, but also as
being basi cally OK right now.

8. Think of self- esteem as some thing you have, but are out of
touch with. See your self dis cov er ing your self- esteem like a treas ure
lost and found again. See dark clouds clear ing away to reveal the sun 
that was always there. Hear beau ti ful music emerg ing from static as
you tune into your self- love. Feel warmth and soft ness as you pull on 
a cash mere sweater you mis placed and have just found.

9. It’s help ful to com bine visu ali za tion with affirma tions. Say a
short affirma tion dur ing and at the end of each visu ali za tion scene.
The affirma tion will act like an hyp notic sug ges tion, rein forc ing the
vis ual, audi tory, and tac tile mes sages with a ver bal mes sage straight
to your sub con scious.

An affirma tion is a strong, posi tive, feeling- rich state ment that
some thing is already so.

“Strong” means that an affirma tion should be short, sim ple, and 
unquali fied.

“Posi tive” means that it should not con tain any nega tives for
your sub con scious to mis con strue. Your sub con scious tends to drop
out the nega tives, so that “I do not dwell on the past” is heard as “I do
dwell on the past.”

“Feeling- rich” means that an affirma tion should put things in
terms of emo tions, not abstrac tions or theo ries. Say “I love myself”
instead of “I acknowl edge my innate value.”

“State ment” means that an affirma tion should be a declara tive
sen tence, not a ques tion, an order, or an excla ma tion.

“Already so” means that an affirma tion should be in the pres ent 
tense, since that’s all your sub con scious under stands. Your uncon -
scious mind is time less, mak ing no dis tinc tion between the past, the
pres ent, and the future—all is one big now.

Here are some exam ples of effec tive affirma tions:

I love myself.
I am confident.
I am successful.
I do my best.
I am interested in life.
I am fine just the way I am.
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The best affirma tions for you will be the ones you com pose to match
your per son al ity, cir cum stances, and goals. Affirma tions that you
have com posed for exer cises in other chap ters can proba bly be
adapted for use with your visu ali za tions.

10. If you have deeply felt spiri tual beliefs or theo ries about the
cos mos, bring them into play in your visu ali za tion. Feel free to visu -
al ize God or Bud dha or some sym bol of uni ver sal love. You could
see your self treat ing your self with respect and tender car ing as a
reflec tion of God’s love for all human kind. You could visu al ize a
 universal love or energy stream ing through the uni verse and pic ture
your growth in self- esteem as a pull ing away of screens that block
that energy from reach ing you. Use your beliefs in a crea tive way.

In gen eral, it helps to see the uni verse as a place with suf fi cient
emo tional, physi cal, and spiri tual nour ish ment for eve ry body—a
benevo lent uni verse that can poten tially work for eve ry one. In such a 
uni verse, all humans are capa ble of change and improve ment, all
deserv ing of love, all with grounds for hope.

Self-Esteem Sessions
The sam ple ses sions that fol low are guide lines only. You will evolve
your own per sonal, idio syn cratic ver sions, with the spe cific sen sory
details and affirma tions that work best for you.

Self-Image Session
This is the first type of self- esteem visu ali za tion you should

 create for your self. It is a gen eral pur pose ses sion designed to cor rect
the way you see your self. You cre ate scenes in which your behav ior
shows that you are wor thy instead of unwor thy, con fi dent instead of
doubt ful, secure instead of anx ious, cheer ful instead of depressed,
self- loving instead of self- hating, out go ing instead of shy, attrac tive
instead of ugly, capa ble instead of help less, good instead of bad,
proud instead of guilty, and self- accepting instead of self- critical.

Pre pare for the ses sion by retir ing to your quiet place and going 
through your relaxa tion rou tine. With your eyes closed, breath ing
slowly and deeply, imag ine this first scene:

You are tak ing a shower. See the steam. Feel the warm, wet
water hit ting your back and run ning all over your body. Hear the
sound of the run ning water. Smell the soap and sham poo.
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You feel great: invigo rated, warm, and loose. Luxu ri ate in the
pure sen sual pleas ure. Tell your self, “I deserve to enjoy this.” Enjoy
the sen sa tion of get ting clean all over, feel ing new and refreshed.

Now you’re out of the shower and dried off. You’re get ting
dressed in your favor ite clothes. See the col ors of the clothes. Feel the
tex tures as you slowly draw each arti cle of cloth ing on over your
clean, warm body. Tell your self, “I deserve nice things. I deserve to
feel good.”

Go to the mir ror. Admire your clothes. See how nice you look in 
them. Stand up straight and feel how clean and refreshed your skin
feels under the clothes, how strong and resili ant your mus cles feel
when you stand straight. Notice with pleas ant sur prise that your
usual aches and pains are gone at this moment. Tell your self, “I look
fine.”

Fix your hair the way you like it. Adjust your col lar. Smile at
your self in the mir ror. Actu ally feel the mus cles in your face form the 
smile. Gaze at your self smil ing and notice how much more open and
relaxed you look when you smile. When you see the parts of your
appear ance that you usu ally don’t like, notice that they seem less
domi nant, less impor tant. If a self- critical thought comes to mind,
shrug your shoul ders and let it pass. Tell your self, “I’m actu ally OK
just as I am.”

Now go into the kitchen. See the kitchen in detail: the stove, the
cup boards, and the sink just the way they are. Go to the refrig era tor
and open it. See it full of nutri tious, appeal ing food: fresh fruits and
vege ta bles, milk and juices, lean meats—what ever healthy foods you
would like to eat. Look in the cup boards and see nutri tious whole
grains and beans, whole some ingre di ents for the kinds of good food
you’d like to pre pare for your self. Tell your self, “I’ve got what I
need.”

Pre pare a sim ple dish for your self, some thing deli cious and
good for you. It could be a salad, some soup, or a nutri tious sand -
wich. Take your time and enjoy the process of get ting out the ingre -
di ents, slic ing bread or vege ta bles, warm ing up the soup, arrang ing
things attrac tively on the plate. Tell your self, “I deserve to eat well.”

See the col ors, feel the tem pera tures and tex tures, smell the
entic ing aro mas. Admire the dish you have made for your self. Tell
your self, “I’m good at this.”

Eat the dish, sit ting down qui etly at the table and tak ing your
time. Lin ger over each bite, really tast ing and savor ing each bite of
the deli cious food you have made for your self. When you’re fin ished, 
feel how full and com fort able you feel, how nour ished and at peace
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with life. Let a feel ing of lan guor ous con tent ment and well- being
steal over you. Tell your self, “I love myself. I take care of myself.”

Clean up after your self. As you are clean ing, drop a cup or a
plate and break it. Tell your self, “Oh well, it’s no big deal.” If deroga -
tory labels pop into your mind like “stu pid” or “clumsy” or “bad,”
cut them off and shrug your shoul ders. Tell your self, “I allow myself
to make mis takes. I’m OK just as I am, mis takes and all.”

Now get ready to leave your home. You are going for a
 leisurely walk. Go out side and stroll down the street. It’s a sunny
day, warm and pleas ant. Enjoy the feel of your mus cles mov ing, your 
lungs breath ing the fresh, pure air, the warmth of the sun on your
shoul ders. Notice how your usual aches and pains seem to have
 disappeared at this moment. Notice how bright and crisp and clear
eve ry thing looks. Hear the sounds of birds, a dog bark ing in the
 distance, cars going by, music play ing on a radio some where. Tell
your self, “I can enjoy the sim ple things of life.”

See some one walk ing toward you, a stranger or a neigh bor you
rec og nize but don’t actu ally know. See the stranger catch your eye
and smile at you. You nod and flick your gaze down ward, break ing
eye con tact. Feel the lit tle flut ter in your chest, the lit tle sink ing
 feeling or chill ing jolt of adrena lin that you usu ally feel and call
 shyness or reserve.

Now see another stranger approach. Again the stranger meets
your eye and smiles. This time, main tain eye con tact and give a small 
smile in return. Tell your self, “I am will ing to take risks.”

Once more, see another stranger approach and smile at you.
This time, main tain eye con tact, smile widely, and say loudly and
clearly, “Hi, how are you?” Con tinue walk ing down the side walk,
smil ing slightly to your self. Tell your self, “I am out go ing and
con fi dent.”

Now get ready to end this ses sion. Recall your sur round ings.
When you are ready, open your eyes and get up. As you go about
your daily rou tine, recall this visu ali za tion and repeat your affirma -
tions to your self: “I deserve nice things. I deserve to feel good. I look
fine. I am actu ally OK just the way I am. I’ve got what I need. I
deserve to eat well. I’m good at doing things. I love myself. I take
care of myself. I allow myself to make mis takes. I’m OK just as I am,
mis takes and all. I can enjoy the sim ple things of life. I am will ing to
take risks. I am out go ing and con fi dent.”

Here are some fur ther sug ges tions for self- image scenes: mak -
ing a doc tor’s appoint ment for a checkup; receiv ing a com pli ment
grace fully; shop ping for new clothes or fur nish ings; buy ing vita mins, 
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cos met ics, or exer cise equip ment; enjoy ing physi cal exer cise or cul -
tural activi ties; spend ing enjoy able quiet time alone; being suc cess ful
at a sports activ ity; enjoy ing your favor ite rec rea tion. Choose these or 
other situa tions in which you tend to be hard on your self or which
would con sti tute evi dence of higher self- esteem for you if you did
them.

Make sure that you fol low the rules about visu al iz ing overt
behav ior, includ ing posi tive body lan guage, stress ing self- acceptance
first, and see ing your self as basi cally OK in the pres ent.

Relationships Session
This series of scenes focuses on how you feel about your deal -

ings with oth ers. The impor tant issues are feel ing com fort able in the
com pany of oth ers, express ing your self ade quately, ask ing for what
you want, respond ing to criti cism, and in gen eral feel ing that you can 
hold your own as an equal, wor thy par tici pant in your inter ac tions
with oth ers.

The fol low ing visu ali za tion is just a guide line. Use it as a model 
for design ing your own scenes that are appro pri ate to your per son al -
ity and situa tion in life.

Pre pare for the visu ali za tion by retir ing to your quiet place and
tak ing plenty of time to get com pletely relaxed. When you are
relaxed and ready to begin, imag ine the fol low ing:

You’re hav ing din ner in a good res tau rant with some one you
like. It can be some one you actu ally know now, some one you would
like to know bet ter, or some one you just make up. See the can dle -
light, smell the food, taste what you are eat ing, hear the muted clink
of cut lery and hum of con ver sa tion. Look across the small, inti mate
table and see your friend. Smile and laugh at a witty remark. Hear
your friend laugh ing with you. Say to your friend, “You know, this is 
fun. I really enjoy being with you.” Your friend replies, “Well,
thanks, what a nice thing to say. I always have a good time with you, 
too.” Tell your self, “I enjoy being with friends. My friends enjoy
being with me.”

Now imag ine that you are at home talk ing to another per son.
You have planned to spend the even ing together, and this other
 person is sug gest ing that you try a new Hun gar ian res tau rant and
then go to see a for eign film in the next town. See the other per son
clearly. Hear the tones of voice as he or she tries to per suade you.

Imag ine that the other per son is some one you want to please,
some one with whom you would usu ally agree auto mati cally. But this 
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time, notice that you are tired and that your feet hurt. You’d really
rather order a pizza and stay home and watch TV.

Watch your self square your shoul ders, take a deep breath, and
admit: “Well, I’m really tired tonight, and what I’d rather do is order
a pizza and stay home. We could watch TV and just relax. I don’t feel 
up to a lot of driv ing and stay ing out late.”

Lis ten as your friend expresses sym pa thy and agrees to stay
home with you. Tell your self, “I can ask for what I want.”

Now imag ine that you are in a class room, a busi ness meet ing, a
com mit tee meet ing, or some kind of dis cus sion group. See the room,
hear the voices of the other peo ple, notice what you are wear ing, the
decor of the room, the clock on the wall. Take some time to make the
scene real for your self.

As you lis ten to the dis cus sion, you real ize that the group is
 trying to come to a unani mous agree ment, and that they will never
all agree. You get the idea that you should all vote and accept the
deci sion of the major ity.

Watch and lis ten to your self as you sit up straighter in your
chair, clear your throat, take a deep breath, and inter rupt the squab -
bling by say ing, “Wait a minute.” When you have everyo ne’s atten -
tion, say: “I think we could dis cuss this all night and still not agree. I
sug gest that we put it to a vote and abide by major ity rule. There are
other, more impor tant issues we need to move on to.”

See the other peo ple smile and nod their heads. Lis ten as the
leader of the group thanks you and pro ceeds to take a vote. Tell
your self, “I have valu able opin ions. I can speak up in a group.”

For the next scene, imag ine that you are talk ing to your mother
or father or some one else who knows you well and has strong
 opinions about your life. Scan this per son’s facial fea tures and lis ten
care fully to the tone of voice as you hear the criti cal com ment “I
don’t know why you don’t move out of that neigh bor hood. It’s
 turning into a slum. Surely you could do bet ter.”

As this criti cism reg is ters with you, notice how you lean back
from the attack just slightly. Notice how your pos ture becomes more
defen sive—per haps you fold your arms or turn your head away.

Then see your self rally to respond to the criti cism asser tively.
Actu ally feel your arms uncross ing, your head lift ing, and your gaze
meet ing your critic’s eyes. Hear your self respond ing in a calm,
 reasonable tone: “Yes, you’re proba bly right. This neigh bor hood is
get ting pretty run- down.” Notice that you don’t apolo gize or defend
or explain or argue. Tell your self, “I can acknowl edge criti cism and
keep my self- respect.”
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Now pre pare to end the visu ali za tion. Become aware of your
sur round ings and slowly open your eyes and reori ent your self. As
you run into peo ple in your eve ry day life, recall your inter per sonal
visu ali za tions and bring to mind the appro pri ate affirma tions: “I
enjoy being with friends. My friends enjoy being with me. I can ask
for what I want. I have valu able opin ions. I can speak up in a group.
I can acknowl edge criti cism and keep my self- respect.”

Here are some other situa tions you could try: ask ing for a date,
enjoy ing new peo ple, suc cess fully han dling a com plaint or a socially
awk ward situa tion, return ing some unwanted mer chan dise, say ing “I 
love you” to some one and mean ing it as a com pli ment, ask ing for a
raise, apply ing for a job, or say ing no to some one who wants you to
do some thing that you don’t want to do. Pick situa tions in which you 
usu ally feel inse cure and one- down.

When cre at ing inter per sonal scenes, the impor tant rules to
remem ber are the ones about includ ing a cer tain amount of ini tial
strug gle, asser tive body lan guage, and posi tive con se quences, and
stress ing how self- acceptance comes before accep tance by oth ers.

Goals Session
Set ting and achiev ing goals can give a big boost to your self-

 esteem. Visu ali za tion is one of the most effec tive tools for clari fy ing
your goals and cre at ing an expec ta tion of suc cess.

Start small, with sim ple, short- term goals. Pick the kind of eve -
ry day goals that you tend to beat your self up about: get ting to work
on time, exer cis ing a cer tain amount every week, fin ish ing school
assign ments, writ ing impor tant let ters, get ting your teeth looked at,
and so on. When you’re just start ing to use visu ali za tion, it won’t
help very much to visu al ize gran di ose accom plish ments or valu able
pos ses sions twenty years down the line.

The visu ali za tions that fol low give sev eral exam ples of how to
envi sion sim ple goals. Use them as a model for cre at ing your own
images of what you want to accom plish.

Sit or lie down in a quiet place and do your favor ite relaxa tion
exer cise. When you are relaxed and in a sug gesti ble frame of mind,
imag ine the fol low ing scenes:

First, visu al ize get ting to work or class on time. Hear the alarm
clock. See your self wak ing up, shut ting off the alarm, and get ting
right out of bed. Con tinue with your rou tine of show er ing, dress ing,
eat ing, and leav ing with plenty of time to get where you need to be
on time. Add the kind of multisen sory details that you have used
before to make your visu ali za tion vivid and con vinc ing.
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Through out this scene, add details that show you are relaxed,
unhur ried, and effi cient. You find your keys and your papers right
where you set them out the night before. You have bus fare or gas in
your car or a babysit ter lined up—what ever you need to have in
place in order to be on time. Say to your self, “I’m organ ized and
punc tual.”

Invent a few obsta cles, such as hear ing the phone ring or your
bat tery being dead. See your self calmly cut ting the phone call short
or get ting a jump from your neigh bor’s car. Tell your self, “I can stay
relaxed and focused on my time ta ble.”

Visu al ize the posi tive bene fits of arriv ing on time. You are
relaxed and ready to start your day. Your boss or teacher or the other 
peo ple there are pleased with you. You are off to a good start. Tell
your self, “I am man ag ing my time well.”

Before leav ing this scene, tell your self, “Right after din ner
tonight, before turn ing on the TV, I will make sure I have eve ry thing
I need for the morn ing.”

Now imag ine another scene. Imag ine that you have been
 putting off work ing on your dis ser ta tion, your tax forms, or an
impor tant appli ca tion that you have to fill out. The dead line is
approach ing. See your self going into your office or the library. Set
out all the mate ri als you need: paper, pens, files, books, receipts.
Notice how you organ ize your work into logi cal steps and calmly,
per sis tently work your way through them. Tell your self, “One step at 
a time wins the race.”

Include some dif fi cul ties. Feel your self get ting tired, impa tient,
and dis cour aged. Your eyes are burn ing, your stom ach is sour, your
mind wants to switch off. Get up and stretch, take a walk around the
room, and then get back down to it. See your self get ting a sec ond
wind, fig ur ing your way past a con fus ing part. Tell your self, “I can
han dle this.”

See and hear and feel what it’s like to type the final page of the
dis ser ta tion, sign the bot tom of your tax form, or stuff the appli ca tion 
into an enve lope and mail it. Say to your self, “I’m fin ished in plenty
of time.”

See the posi tive results of meet ing your dead line: the pleased
smile of your chair per son when you deliver your com pleted dis ser ta -
tion, the new VCR you buy with your tax refund, the noti fi ca tion that 
your appli ca tion has been accepted. Tell your self, “I deserve this
reward.”

Before leav ing this scene, tell your self, “I will gather up the
mate rial I need first thing in the morn ing.”
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Now move on to the next scene. Imag ine that you have been
want ing to get out doors more, get some exer cise, and grow some of
your own food. Imag ine and fill out with sen sory details each of the
logi cal steps you will have to take.

See your self get ting your land lord’s per mis sion to plant a
 vegetable gar den. Imag ine the sights, sounds, and smells of going to
the nurs ery to pick out tomato plants, rad ish and let tuce seeds, onion 
bulbs, and cucum ber plants. Tell your self, “It’s easy when I take just
one step at a time.”

Really feel the earth in your hands, the hard wooden han dle of
the bor rowed spade, the sun on your bare shoul ders as you turn over 
the soil in your plant ing beds and rake it smooth. Tell your self, “I’m
good at this.”

Imag ine the care ful plant ing, the straight rows, the water ing,
the first sprouts, the weed ing and watch ing. Finally, see your self
 harvesting your own vege ta bles, wash ing them, and fix ing a big,
boun ti ful salad. Tell your self, “I’m nur tur ing myself as I nur ture my
gar den.”

Include the posi tive con se quences: your tan, your mus cle tone,
how pleas ant and pro duc tive the back yard looks. See your self with
sev eral friends at din ner; you tell them, “Eve ry thing in the salad is
from my gar den.” Tell your self, “I take care of myself.”

Just before you leave this scene, tell your self, “I will take the
first step and talk to the land lord tomor row after work.”

Now get ready to come out of the scene. Remem ber where you
are, and open your eyes when you are ready. Remind your self of
your final affirma tion about per form ing the first step by a cer tain
time and resolve once more to do it.

When you cre ate your own visu ali za tions, stick to one goal at a
time, not three sepa rate ones as in the above sam ple ses sion. Remem -
ber to keep your goals sim ple and short- term at first. The self- esteem
boost that you get from achiev ing small goals will give you the con fi -
dence you need to set and accom plish big ger, more long- term goals
later.

The most impor tant rules for form ing effec tive goal visu ali za -
tions are to break things down into small steps, con cen trate on
observ able behav ior, see your self strug gling at first, include the
 positive con se quences of accom plish ing your goal, and end with an
affirma tion spell ing out the first step and when you will per form it.
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Special Considerations
If a visu ali za tion ses sion isn’t going eas ily, stop and return to it later.
Effec tive visu ali za tion is pleas ant and nearly effort less. It depends on 
a state of relaxed recep tiv ity. If you are too tense or pre oc cu pied,
you’re bet ter off doing some thing else and sav ing the visu ali za tion
for a more peace ful time.

Some results will come right away. Oth ers will appear errat i -
cally or take a long time to show up. Other results will be unex -
pected. Take what you get, be patient, and try not to get dis cour aged. 
Your sub con scious may be work ing out some big changes, while
your con scious mind, espe cially your patho logi cal critic, is tell ing
you that noth ing is hap pen ing and the whole tech nique is a waste of
time. Do the exer cises faith fully for at least a month before you make
any deci sion about quit ting or try ing some other tech nique.

The best results come when you aren’t try ing too hard or
expect ing too much. It’s a para dox: you have to let go of what you
want before you can get it. View your visu ali za tion exer cises as
pleas ant and relax ing in and of them selves, whether they “work”
even tu ally or not.

229

Visualization





Hypnosis for
Self-Acceptance

Hyp no sis is a pow er ful tool for change. It can alter how you think
and feel at the deep est lev els. For years, hyp no thera pists have been
help ing cli ents increase feel ings of self- acceptance and worth by
using the highly sug gesti ble trance state to change past nega tive
 programming. But you don’t need a hyp no thera pist to receive the
bene fits of hyp notic sug ges tion. You can do it your self by learn ing
the sim ple tech niques out lined in this chap ter.

Why Hypnosis?
You begin form ing your sense of self at a very early age. By age two,
you are able to dif fer en ti ate your self from oth ers. You are aware of
when your par ents approve and dis ap prove of you. As you begin to
grasp the sub tle ties of lan guage, you get very spe cific feed back about 
your behav ior and its effect on oth ers. You accu mu late a sense of self
from thou sands of small inter ac tions dur ing which par ents com mu ni -
cate some judg ment about you, the per son. While your con scious
mind has for got ten nearly all the times your father called you stu pid
or your mother fumed that you were self ish, your sub con scious has
recorded every word. Every nega tive attack is retained in your
 subconscious, exactly as you heard it. Every look of irri ta tion or
 disgust is there. Every time you felt blamed, every time you were not 
com forted is recorded there.
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Your pic ture of your self, your sense of who you are is really a
sum ma tion of all the mate rial held in the store house of your sub con -
scious mind. And that’s why improv ing self- esteem is such hard
work: it’s very dif fi cult to argue with all those thou sands of
 judgments. In your con scious mind, you may assert that you are a
good and wor thy per son. But your sub con scious is say ing, “Yeah,
but what about the time you lost the keys to your father’s car? And
what about your father hat ing you so much he just moved out? And
when your mother told you you did sloppy work? And what about
her hit ting you for lying about break ing the St. Fran cis statue?” It’s
like box ing with a phan tom. These memo ries are locked away,
silently influ enc ing you. You can’t refute or reframe them because
your con scious mind has for got ten most of the spe cif ics of what
 happened. Enter hyp no sis. Hyp no sis has the power to speak directly
to your sub con scious mind.

Changing Negative Programming
Because sub con scious memo ries and beliefs are dif fi cult to

influ ence with the “logic” of your con scious mind, you need to learn
the lan guage of the sub con scious, the lan guage of images and
 suggestion. Dur ing the trance state, you can com mu ni cate directly
and effec tively with your sub con scious and begin to chal lenge some
of your deeply held nega tive beliefs. You can begin to replace your
old pro gram ming (based on child hood expe ri ences) with an accu rate
self- assessment (based on an adult rec og ni tion of your strengths).
You can lit er ally erase old nega tive labels and learn for give ness for
your mis takes. You can start to let go of some of the old rules about
who you should have been, how you should act, and what you
should feel. Instead, you can tell your sub con cious that you have
always done your best, that you have legiti mate needs, and that you
are worth while because you feel and live.

The basic task of hyp no sis is to sof ten the judg ing paren tal
voice (the patho logi cal critic). Gradu ally, affirma tions repeated in the 
trance state begin to take root. You feel a grow ing sense of com pas -
sion for the per son you are. You must rec og nize, how ever, that the
judg ing voice won’t dis ap pear in a few days or even a few weeks. It
took years and thou sands of nega tive inter ac tions to plant that voice
in your sub con scious. Even in the trance state, where you are tre men -
dously open to sug ges tion and change, it will take many, many repe -
ti tions of self- accepting affirma tions before your old pro gram ming
lets go.
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Hypnosis as a Memory Tool
The key affirma tions and man tras in this book are not always

easy to recall. Read ing them once or twice will do you abso lutely no
good unless you remem ber them. And remem ber ing them requires
rep e ti tion. Hyp no sis has enor mous poten tial for enhanc ing your
mem ory because (1) it repeats posi tive mes sages while you are
highly sug gesti ble, (2) it implants these mes sages into your  sub -
conscious mind, and (3) it can direct you to use these mes sages at
appro pri ate times (for exam ple, when the critic is kick ing you). If you 
use the hyp notic induc tion in this chap ter, it is guar an teed that you
will at least remem ber the basic affirma tions you need to raise your
level of self- esteem. You will also be more likely to use the affirma -
tions when feel ing depressed and vul ner able to the voice that says,
“Look at those stu pid mis takes at work! Look how you’ve raised
your kid! Look how you waste your money!”

You don’t have to believe the affirma tions in the hyp notic
induc tion for them to work. Because you are in a very spe cial state of 
relaxa tion and open ness, they will take root on their own. Hyp no sis
helps you let go of the frus tra tions and defeats in a day. You drift to
a spe cial place of calm ness and peace. In that place you are more
accept ing, you lis ten. And belief comes gradu ally, like a shore line
that at first seems dis tant, a faint shadow on the hori zon. But slowly
it grows more dis tinct, more real as you approach the beach.

Hypnosis as a Learning Tool
Your old cog ni tive style used global label ing, mind read ing, and

self-blame to slap you down. In chap ter five on “Cog ni tive Dis tor tion,” 
you learned health ier, more real is tic ways of think ing. Hyp no sis will
rein force a new way of think ing that does n’t use labels, does n’t blame,
and does n’t assume neg a tive judg ments in the minds of oth ers. You
can learn more effec tively with hyp no sis because it bypasses your
 conscious mind. It talks to your sub con scious, where hyp no sis not
only teaches, but also moti vates you to think dif fer ently.

What Is Hypnosis?
First and fore most, hyp no sis is a state that’s natu ral for all humans
and many ani mals. One form of hyp no sis is shock, the response to
trauma that cools skin tem pera ture and mini mizes bleed ing while
decreas ing move ment and breath ing. But you don’t need to have
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been in shock to under stand hyp no sis. You have already been in a
trance state many times! You have entered hyp no sis while day -
dream ing, driv ing long dis tances on the free way, remem ber ing
sequen tial events, watch ing TV, and so on. In fact, nearly any auto -
matic activ ity can induce a trance. You may have noticed that after a
strong emo tion, par ticu larly anger or grief, you enter a period of
emo tional numb ness. You feel shut down, “out of it.” When that
 happens, you have entered hyp no sis. This state allows you a few
moments of tran quil lity to lower your stress lev els and begin to heal.

Self- hypnosis is abso lutely safe. No case of harm from self-
 hypnosis has ever been reported. You are in com plete con trol. You
will go no deeper than you feel com fort able and you can ter mi nate
the trance when ever you wish. (One cau tion: if you record your
induc tion on tape, never play that tape while driv ing or oper at ing
machin ery. The best place to play your tape is while sit ting com forta -
bly in a chair or lying in bed.)

Some peo ple have real mis con cep tions about the nature of
 hypnosis. One belief is that you have not entered hyp no sis if you can
still hear and feel the world around you. This is not true. At a  mod -
erate trance level (which is all you could expect to achieve with the
induc tion in this chap ter), you are very aware of sounds and  sen -
sations. In fact, the tick ing clock may sound much louder, the itch ing
on your leg seems more intense. Another belief is that peo ple under
hyp no sis might not be able to “come out” or move if they needed to.
The truth is that you are in a state of hyper- relaxation and  sug -
gestibility, not coma or paraly sis. You can open your eyes, make
deci sions, and move any time you need to. A third mis con cep tion is
that self- hypnosis might induce night mare images or visions for
some peo ple. The truth is that it won’t—unless you hap pen to have
taken LSD before play ing your tape. Dur ing the trance you will see
your self relax ing in a spe cial, peace ful place. That’s about it.

Here is what you can expect dur ing a trance:

1. Econ omy of action and relaxa tion. You will expe ri ence a reduc -
tion of mus cu lar activ ity and energy out put. Sub jec tively you 
feel lan guor ous and lazy.

2. Limb cata lepsy (a kind of rigid ity in the mus cles of your arms
and legs). Your limbs will tend to stay in any posi tion in
which they are placed, almost as if they had become heavy
lead pipes.

3. Tak ing words at their lit eral mean ing. If you asked a hyp no tized 
per son, “Would you tell me your wife’s name?” he would
merely reply, “Yes.” If you asked him, “Do you know how to 
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get to the zoo from here?” he would say yes or no, but
wouldn’t give you the direc tions.

4. Exclu sion of nega tives. Hyp no tized peo ple often don’t hear the 
nega tives in a sen tence. If you said to a hyp no tized per son,
“You do not like to smoke,” it could be heard as “You like to
smoke. ” If you said, “You do not want to lis ten to your
critic,” it would very pos si bly be heard as “You want to
 listen to your critic.” Using nega tives dur ing hyp no sis cre ates 
the risk of reap ing the exact oppo site of the result you
planned.

5. Nar row ing of atten tion. All you seem to care about is the voice
on the tape or your own sug ges tions. You hear other things,
you feel sen sa tions, but they don’t seem to mat ter. It’s as if
your mind had become incredi bly lazy. You get very focused 
because it’s too much work to think about any thing else.

6. Increased sug gesti bil ity. You feel like doing what your voice on 
the tape says. You feel like tak ing your own sug ges tions. It
seems right. You feel open to any thing, it’s all fine with you.
Imagery espe cially inten si fies the sug ges tions. For exam ple, if 
you see your legs as heavy lead pipes, they really do feel
much heav ier. If you imag ine your eyes glued shut, it seems
much harder to open them. If you imag ine your self walk ing
tall with a con fi dent smile, then the sug ges tion that you are
feel ing stronger and more capa ble has more weight.

Elements of the Self-Esteem Induction
The best way to under stand hyp no sis is to exam ine the anat omy of
an induc tion. What fol lows is a step- by- step descrip tion of the self-
 esteem induc tion, with exam ples of the sug ges tions that typ ify each
step.

Step 1. Pre par ing to relax.

Let your eyes begin to close . . . and as they close take a deep
breath . . . a deep breath all the way down into your abdo men.
Now you can begin to relax every mus cle in your body.

This step helps you to focus atten tion inside your body. As your 
eyes close, you begin to think about your breath ing and your inner
sen sa tions. Your aware ness of the outer world decreases some what
as you start to relax.

Step 2. Sys tem atic relaxa tion of your body.
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Let your legs begin to feel heavy . . . heavier and heavier as they
relax . . . heavier and heavier as they let go of the last bit of
muscular tension. Your legs are becoming more and more heavy
and relaxed . . . like heavy lead pipes. Imagine them as heavy lead 
pipes . . . so heavy and relaxed.

You relax your legs, arms, face, neck, shoul ders, chest, and
abdo men in order. As you relax every mus cle in your body, you
become more and more inter nally focused. You also become more
men tally relaxed as the physio logi cal ten sion eases.

Step 3. Using imagery to deepen relaxa tion.

You feel that you are drifting and drifting . . . floating and
drifting down, down, down into total relaxation . . . feeling 
almost drowsy, feeling peaceful and calm.

The imagery sug gests that you are going deeper, which facili -
tates the nar row ing of atten tion. The drift ing implies a weight less -
ness, a light en ing of bur dens.

Step 4. Deep en ing the trance.

And now you see a staircase . . . a staircase going down to a
lovely, peaceful place. In a moment you’ll go down the stairs, 
and with each step you will relax. You will relax more deeply 
with each step. You will count backward from ten to zero,
counting each step as you become more and more deeply relaxed 
. . . drifting down each step . . . relaxing more and more deeply.
Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . . seven . . . six . . . five . . . four . . . 
three . . . two . . . one . . . zero.

The stair case going down is stan dard imagery for deep en ing
hyp no sis. The count is very impor tant, because the process of fol low -
ing this sequence fre quently acts as the trig ger for enter ing trance. If
you are uncom fort able with the stair case image, don’t be afraid to
sub sti tute. Use an ele va tor or esca la tor or a path going “down, down, 
deep into a red wood for est.”

Step 5. Enter ing your spe cial place.

And now you come to a special place . . . your special place where 
you feel safe and calm . . . calm and peaceful. You feel totally
relaxed in your special place. You look around, you notice the
shapes and colors in your special place. You listen for the sounds
of your special place. You notice how your body feels in this
special place.
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The spe cial place is where you go for total peace and relaxa tion. 
It could be a place you’ve actu ally been, or a com pletely made-up
place. It could be your room as a child or a dap pled glade full of tall
grass and wild flow ers. It doesn’t mat ter. What’s impor tant is that it
works for you. The image has to evoke the desired state of calm. Take 
some time right now to choose your spe cial place. Close your eyes
and try to get a pic ture of it. See the shapes and col ors. Is any one
with you, or are you alone? Now lis ten for sounds. If you’re at the
beach, hear the waves crash ing, the hiss of foam as they recede, hear
the sea gulls call ing over head. Now notice how your body feels in the 
spe cial place. Are you warm, can you feel the sun? Can you feel the
ground beneath you? The more com plete your image, the more sense 
modali ties you use to con struct it (sight, sound, feel, smell), the more
relaxed you will become.

Step 6. Eras ing nega tive pro gram ming.

Now see a blackboard with the old negative labels you have been
given in the past. See them on the blackboard. But you are a good 
person . . . a good person . . . you are a good person . . . you are 
fine . . . you are fine the way you are and you have always done
the best you can. See those labels on the blackboard and now see
an eraser in your hand. You have an eraser and you erase those
labels from the board. You erase each one. They are gone. They are 
without meaning for you now. And now you write something on
the board. You write your affirmation for today. You see yourself
writing your positive affirmation.

The black board image is extremely pow er ful. You get to lit er -
ally erase the old labels that criti cal par ents assigned to you and
replace them with healthy affirma tions. You get to assert your worth
so that your sub con scious mind can gradu ally evolve a more posi tive 
self- portrait. “Your affirma tion for today” refers back to chap ter four
on “Accu rate Self- Assessment,” where an exer cise asked you to
develop a new affirma tion each day from your list of strengths. So at
this point in the intro duc tion you sim ply visu al ize your self writ ing
that brief sen tence on the black board.

You see your affirmation on the board and now you add three of
your important strengths that make you feel good . . . feel good . . . 
feel good. You write three of your strengths and you feel good
writing them.

Again this refers to the exer cises in chap ter four. Choose three
strengths from your list of posi tive quali ties before lis ten ing to the
induc tion. Pref era bly, these should be one- word descrip tions. When
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you hear the sug ges tion to add three strengths to the black board, see
your self writ ing your pre se lected items.

Step 7. Dis arm ing the critic.

And now you know you can let go of your critic. You no longer
need the critic. The critic always lies and you reject him. You
reject your critic. The critic has cost you too much. And now you 
see what be has cost you.

This seg ment of the induc tion refers back to the chap ter three
on “Dis arm ing the Critic.” It encour ages your sub con scious to push
away the voice of the critic, to dis own him. It reminds you that you
have other ways to meet the needs your critic meets—you no longer
need him. “The critic has cost you too much” refers to the exer cise
where you listed the toll your critic takes on work, rela tion ships, and
your level of well- being. “See what he has cost you” is your cue to
remem ber one of the items from that list. As with other “inserts,” it
helps to select this item in advance.

Step 8. Let ting go of shoulds.

You are letting go of your unhealthy shoulds. You are letting go
of rules that no longer fit you. You are letting go of the rules that 
hurt you.

This hark ens back to chap ter seven on “shoulds.” The basic
mes sage to your sub con scious is that your shoulds must fit the
unique per son you are; the rules you live by must enhance your life,
they must be good for you, and they must lead to posi tive out comes.
You are let ting go of shoulds that don’t fit, you reject them.

Step 9. Cre at ing com pas sion.

You are kind to yourself. You are a good person . . . a good
person. You are worthwhile because you live and feel. You are a
unique and valuable human being because you live and feel. And
you feel warm and loving toward yourself.

The mes sage here comes from chap ter six on “Com pas sion.”
Your worth does not depend on what you do, on your behav ior.
Your worth comes from being alive. You are aware and you feel and
that is enough to make you valu able. It would be very hard to
 convince your sub con scious of this mes sage with rational argu ment.
You have years of pro gram ming that makes your sub con scious
believe the oppo site. How ever, by repeat ing this mes sage in a trance
state, you can directly influ ence your sub con scious toward a dif fer ent
sense of self.
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Step 10. Revis ing old pro jec tions.

People see you as a good person, a worthwhile person. Those who
fail to see your worth have something on their screen that keeps
them from seeing the good person you are. When people really see
you, they see you as a good person.

One of the ways you’ve suf fered in the past is to mind read that 
oth ers are react ing nega tively to you. You proj ect that they are judg -
ing you as stu pid, self ish, ugly, and so on. You imag ine that eve ry one 
is your critic, see ing you in the same harsh light. The sug ges tions in
step 10 remind your sub con scious that you are a good per son and
that other peo ple see you that way. Refer to the meta phor of the TV
screen intro duced in chap ter nine to reframe any rejec tion you suf fer
as a per cep tual fail ure on the other per son’s part.

Step 11. Accept ing mis takes.

You know now that you are free to make mistakes, it is fine to
make mistakes. You do the best you can. You always do the best
you can within the limits of your awareness. Within the limits of
what you know at any given time you do the best you can. You
love yourself, mistakes and all. You are a good person. You learn
from your mistakes and you are free to make them.

One of the main issues raised in chap ter eight on “Han dling
Mis takes” is that eve ry one does his or her best at any given moment
in time. You make the best deci sion you can based on what you
know, what you need, your his tory, the strate gies you’ve learned to
solve the prob lem. If your aware ness were dif fer ent, you might make 
a very dif fer ent deci sion. But with your cur rent aware ness, you
always make the best avail able choice. The sug ges tions in this step
also implant in your sub con scious the affirma tion that you accept
mis takes, that you do not expect per fec tion. This is enor mously
impor tant, because per fec tion ism and the fear of error are major
impedi ments to improv ing self- esteem.

Step 12. Post hyp notic sug ges tions.

Today you like yourself more than yesterday, and tomorrow you
will like yourself more than today. And tomorrow you will feel
able to believe more of the positive about yourself. You will
remember more and more of the positive about yourself.

The object of a post hyp notic sug ges tion is to accel er ate posi tive
change in the future. You are already in a sug gesti ble state; this is the 
per fect time to sug gest ways you will con tinue to feel bet ter about
your self after the trance is over.
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Step 13. Coming-up sug ges tions.

In a few moments you will count back up from one to ten. You
will come all the way up feeling alert, refreshed, and wide awake.

The pur pose of the sug ges tions “alert, refreshed, and wide
awake” is to make sure you don’t come out of the trance feel ing a
 little dopey and half- asleep. Hyp no sis should make you feel like
you’ve had a good, rest ful nap, ready for the rest of the day.

Step 14. Com ing up count.

You’re starting to come up . . . one . . . two . . . coming up . . . 
three . . . four . . . feeling more and more alert . . . five . . .
feeling refreshed . . . six . . . coming up to full consciousness . . . 
seven . . . alert and more and more awake . . . eight . . . opening
your eyes . . . nine . . . ten . . . fully alert, refreshed and wide
awake.

This is the end of the trance. When you record this part, you
should let your voice get louder, with more empha sis. You should
give your self a moment to get used to the room and make the tran si -
tion back to full con scious ness.

Recording Your Induction
Record ing your induc tion is an option, not a must. It is quite pos si ble 
to memo rize the basic out line and main affirma tions. You will then
sim ply close your eyes and make all the sug ges tions inter nally. Shift
the induc tion to the first per son (“My eyes are begin ning to close . . .
and as they close I take a deep breath”) if that feels more com fort able.

If you have had no pre vi ous expe ri ence with hyp no sis, it will
proba bly be eas ier to record your induc tion. Here’s what you should
do to pre pare for the record ing:

1. Pre se lect your daily affirma tion and three strengths from
your strengths list. You also need to pre se lect one item from
the list of what your critic has cost you.

2. Select your spe cial place and prac tice imag ing it until the
scene truly has a relax ing effect. Decide whether you want to
use the “spe cial place seg ment” of the induc tion or rewrite it
as a spe cific descrip tion of your par ticu lar spe cial place
(using sight, sound, touch, and per haps even smell sense
modali ties).
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3. Read the induc tion aloud sev eral times to get famil iar with it. 
Record your self prac tic ing so you can hear how it sounds.
Read slowly and keep your voice level.

4. Use a good qual ity 60- minute cas sette (30 min utes per side).

5. Select a quiet place where you will not be inter rupted.

6. Get com fort able. If you end up shift ing around or feel ing
uncom fort able, your move ments will affect the qual ity of
your record ing.

7. Pre pare your self men tally to be relaxed. If you don’t sound
relaxed, the record ing will bring very lim ited results.

The Hypnotic Voice
There are basi cally two voice styles you can use for an induc -

tion. The easi est for the begin ner is the mono tone voice. This voice is
with out inflec tion. There is no change in pitch or vol ume. You drone
the phrases of the induc tion, paus ing between each phrase where you 
see three dots, paus ing a lit tle longer when you come to a period at
the end of a sen tence. Try not to vary the tempo, and speak each
word with an even beat.

The rhythmic voice sounds very dif fer ent. Here you have a def i -
nite cadence of stressed and unstressed syl la bles. “You are slip ping
deeper and deeper, drift ing and drift ing into total relaxa tion.” “Now you 
are let ting go, let ting go of the last bit of ten sion.” “And you accept
your feel ings because they are part of you and you are a good per son.”
It doesn’t mat ter which syl la bles you stress, but the over all effect
must be relax ing. It has to work. If it doesn’t, stick with the mono tone 
voice.

You may wish to empha size cer tain words or phrases in your
induc tion. There are three ways to do this:

1. Dis tort the word. For exam ple, “You are going doooown,
doooown, doooown.” You might stretch out the words
“heavy” or “good” or “kind.”

2. Momen tar ily raise the pitch of your voice. You might say,
“You love your self, mis takes and all,” with raised pitch for
spe cial empha sis. “You are kind to your self” might also
deserve a pitch change for empha sis.

3. Silent pause. You can give spe cial mean ing to a word or
phrase by paus ing momen tar ily after ward. A brief silence
often lends more weight or sig nifi cance to a sug ges tion.

241

Hypnosis for Self-Acceptance



The Self-Esteem Induction
Let your eyes begin to close . . . and as they close take a deep breath. A deep
breath all the way down into your abdo men. Now you can begin to relax
every mus cle in your body. Let your legs begin to relax . . . let your legs
begin to feel heavy . . . heavier and heavier as they relax . . . heavier and
heavier as they let go of the last bit of mus cu lar ten sion. Your legs are
becom ing more and more heavy and they relax . . . like heavy lead pipes.
Imag ine them as heavy lead pipes . . . so heavy and relaxed. Your arms too
are becom ing more and more heavy . . . heavier and heavier as if they had
become heavy lead pipes. You feel grav ity pull ing them down. You feel your
arms let ting go of the last bit of mus cu lar ten sion . . . let ting go . . . let ting
go . . . let ting go of ten sion as they get heavier and heavier, more and more
deeply relaxed. Your arms and legs feel heavy, heavy, and relaxed. Your
body is relax ing as your arms and legs let go of the last bit of mus cu lar
 tension. They are totally relaxed. And now your face begins to relax . . .
your face begins to let go, let go, let go of ten sion. Your fore head becomes
smooth as silk, smooth as silk . . . your fore head feels smooth and relaxed,
let ting go of ten sion . . . let ting go of all the ten sions of the day . . . let ting
go of every worry and con cern . . . becom ing smooth and relaxed as you let
go of any wor ries from the day. And your cheeks too are becom ing relaxed,
smooth and relaxed . . . your cheeks are relaxed and let ting go of ten sion . . .
your fore head and cheeks are totally relaxed and now you begin to relax
your jaw . . . allow ing your jaw to become looser and relaxed . . . loose and
relaxed. Your jaw is let ting go of ten sion as you feel the mus cles relax and
let go of any anger, any frus tra tion from the day. Your jaw is let ting go of
anger and frus tra tion as you feel your lips begin to part. Your lips will
begin to part as you let go of the last bit of ten sion in your jaw . . . and as
you let go of ten sion in your jaw your lips begin to part. And now you feel
your tongue relax . . . your tongue is loll ing in your mouth . . . and as your
jaw relaxes you feel your neck and shoul ders let ting go of ten sion . . . you
feel your neck becom ing com pletely relaxed. There is no ten sion in your neck 
as you relax your neck and now your shoul ders . . . your shoul ders can
begin to droop as you let go of all the anx i ety and all con cerns. Your
 shoulders droop and let go of the last bit of mus cu lar ten sion . . . let ting go,
let ting go, let ting go of all the mus cu lar ten sion. Your neck and shoul ders
are totally relaxed. And now you can relax your chest and abdo men by
 taking a deep breath . . . a deep breath all the way down into your abdo men . . .
you take a deep breath and it fills your abdo men . . . and as you let go the
ten sion goes out of your body with the old air. And now you can take
another deep breath into your abdo men . . . fill ing your abdo men as you
relax your chest and stom ach. And as you let go of the old air all the ten sion 
goes out of your body and you feel more and more deeply relaxed . . . your
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body feels deeply relaxed . . . your arms and legs heavy and relaxed . . . your 
face smooth and relaxed . . . your jaw loose and relaxed . . . your neck
relaxed, your shoul ders droop ing . . . your body feel ing totally relaxed. And 
you begin to feel that you are drift ing and drift ing . . . float ing and drift ing
down, down, down into total relax ation. You feel almost drowsy, feel ing
peace ful and calm. You are drift ing deeper and deeper, deeper and deeper
into total relax ation. You are float ing and drift ing, you are feel ing drowsy,
peace ful and calm. Drift ing and drowsy . . . drift ing and drift ing down,
down, down into total relax ation. And now you see a stair case . . . a stair -
case going down to a lovely peace ful place. In a moment you’ll go down the
stairs, and with each step you will relax . . . you will relax more deeply with 
each step. You will count back ward from ten to zero, count ing each step as
you become more and more deeply relaxed. Count ing down each step . . .
relax ing more and more deeply. . . ten . . . nine . . . eight . . . seven . . . six . . 
. five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . zero. You are drift ing toward a
peace ful lovely place . . . drift ing deeper and deeper into total relax ation . . .
drift ing down, down, down . . . drowsy and drift ing. And now you will go
down one more flight of stairs and with each step you will become more
and more deeply relaxed . . . ten . . . nine . . . eight . . . drift ing deeper and
deeper . . . seven . . . six . . . five . . . four . . . more and more drowsy,
 peaceful and calm . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . zero. And now you come to
a spe cial place. [You may write in your own descrip tion of your spe cial 
place or use the more gen eral sug ges tions in this induc tion.] Your
 special place where you feel safe and calm . . . calm and peace ful. You feel
totally relaxed in your spe cial place . . . you look around, notice the shapes
and col ors in your spe cial place . . . you lis ten for the sounds of your spe cial
place . . . you notice how your body feels in this spe cial place. This is your
place to come and relax any time you want. You come here as a ref uge, as a
haven any time you want to feel totally relaxed. And this is a place where
you feel strong and con fi dent. You look strong and con fi dent . . . and you
feel your value . . . you feel accept ing of your self. You imag ine your self in
your spe cial place wear ing a con fi dent smile, proud of who you are. You feel
con fi dent and proud of who you are. And you imag ine your self here in your
spe cial place and feel that sense of peace float ing through you . . . you feel
calm and full of well-being. Noth ing can dis turb you and you know this
 feeling of peace ful ness and calm will last for a long time. You feel so relaxed
that you drift deeper and deeper, deeper and deeper, drift ing and drowsy . . . 
you feel so drowsy and relaxed in your spe cial place . . . drowsy and float ing 
. . . and you feel pos i tive feel ings flow ing through every part of your body.
And now you see a black board with the old neg a tive labels you have been
given in the past . . . you see them on the black board. But you are a good
per son . . . a good per son . . . you are a good per son. You are fine . . . you
are fine the way you are and you have always done the best you can. See
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those labels on the black board and now see an eraser in your hand . . . you
have an eraser and you erase those labels from the board . . . you erase each
one . . . they are gone . . . they are with out mean ing for you now. And now
you write some thing on the board . . . you write your affir ma tion for today . . 
. you see your self writ ing your pos i tive affir ma tion . . . you see the words
form ing in chalk as you write your affirmation on the board. [Pause.] And
you under stand the mean ing of your affir ma tion . . . you see your affir ma -
tion on the board and now you add three of your impor tant strengths that
make you feel good . . . feel good . . . feel good. You write three of your
strengths and you feel good writ ing them. [Pause.] You appre ci ate these
strengths because they are yours, they describe you and you see them on the
board. More and more you are feel ing strong and good . . . and now you can 
let go of your critic . . . you let go of any need for your critic. The critic
always lies and you reject him . . . you reject your critic. The critic has cost
you too much . . . and now you see what he has cost you . . . you remem ber
one of the many things be has cost you . . . and you are aware that you no
lon ger need your critic, you can for get your critic. And because your critic is
becom ing more and more silent . . . more and more silent, you are let ting go
of your unhealthy shoulds . . . you are let ting go of rules that no lon ger fit
you . . . you are let ting go of the rules that hurt you. You feel good because
you no lon ger need the rules that hurt you. You think about the con se -
quences of your acts, you try to understand the con se quences of your acts
and you are let ting go of rules that hurt you. And more and more you are
kind to your self. . . you are a good per son . . . a good per son. You are worth -
while because you live and feel . . . you are a unique and valu able human
being because you live and feel . . . and you feel warm and lov ing towards
your self . . . you love your self because you are a good per son. You have
 legitimate needs and wants . . . you accept your feel ings . . . you accept your 
feel ings because they are a part of you and you are a good per son . . . a good
per son . . . you feel kind and lov ing toward your self. Peo ple see you as a
good per son, a worth while per son. Those who fail to see your worth have
some thing on their screen that keeps them from see ing the good per son you
are. When peo ple really see you they see you as a good per son. And you
know now that you are free to make mis takes, it is fine to make mis takes . . .
you do the best you can . . . you always do the best you can within the lim its 
of your aware ness. Within the lim its of what you know at any given time
you do the best you can. You love your self, mis takes and all . . . you are a
good per son. You learn from your mis takes and are free to make them. You
feel accept ing of your self, you feel pos i tive feel ings flow ing through out your
entire body. Today you like your self more than yes ter day and tomor row you
will like your self more than today. And tomor row you will be able to believe
more of the pos i tive about your self . . . you will remem ber more and more
the pos i tive about your self. And these pos i tive feel ings will stay with you
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and grow stron ger and stron ger . . . the pos i tive feel ings will grow stron ger
tomor row and the day after tomor row. You feel very relaxed, very peace ful.
And in a few moments you will come back to full con scious aware ness feel -
ing stron ger and more pos i tive . . . feel ing con fi dent and strong . . . feel ing
more accept ing of your self. And in a few moments you will come back up
from one to ten. You will come all the way up feel ing alert, refreshed and
wide awake . . . you will feel com pletely alert and awake . . . you will feel
relaxed and renewed when you come all the way up. And you are start ing to 
come up . . . one . . . two . . . com ing up . . . three . . . four . . . feel ing more
and more alert . . . five . . . feel ing refreshed . . . six . . . com ing up to full
con scious ness . . . seven . . . alert and more and more awake . . . eight . . .
open ing your eyes . . . nine . . . ten . . . fully alert, refreshed and wide awake.

Listening to Your Induction
Proba bly the best way to lis ten to your recorded induc tion is to play
it in bed before you go to sleep at night. Make sure that you’re in a
situa tion where you won’t be inter rupted and you feel safe and com -
fort able. If you fall asleep dur ing the induc tion, don’t worry about it.
The mes sage is still get ting through to your sub con scious. You are
absorb ing con tinu ous nour ish ment for your self- esteem.

Try to lis ten to your induc tion once a day for four weeks. There -
af ter you should drop to every sec ond or third day. After you feel a
sig nifi cant improve ment, use the induc tion only as needed.

Real is ti cally, your first recorded induc tion will not be per fect.
Cer tain cadences may bother you, a par ticu lar sug ges tion may not
seem quite right; per haps you would like to reverse the relaxa tion
sequence and start with your face. This is be be expected. Mod ify and 
rere cord your induc tion as many times as you wish. Each time that
you revise and cor rect your induc tion it will become that much more
effec tive.

After a while any induc tion, no mat ter how well done, begins to 
lose some of its power. The impact of some of the imagery begins to
fade. At that time you can experi ment with redes ign ing the induc tion 
so that it becomes new again. You can write your own sug ges tions,
using mate rial from your strengths list. Or you can build in your
 current suc cesses and accom plish ments. For exam ple, “You see all
the love you have for your son . . . and the love in your heart helps
you appre ci ate your worth.” The beauty of writ ing your own sug ges -
tions is that they can be tai lored exactly for you, crafted from the
expe ri ences of your own life.

Here are a few sim ple rules for cre at ing hyp notic sug ges tions:
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1. Keep sug ges tions sim ple and con cise.

2. Repeat your sug ges tions at least three times using simi lar
words and phrases.

3. Sug ges tions should be posi tive. Avoid using nega tives such
as “I feel no stress.”

4. If pos si ble, attach a vis ual image to a sug ges tion. “You feel
con fi dent . . . you see your self smil ing, your body relaxed.”

5. Make sug ges tions that give you time to change. For exam ple, 
“You are feel ing more and more con fi dent at work . . . each
day you feel more com fort able with co- workers . . . each day
your con fi dence grows . . . tomor row you will be more con fi -
dent than today. ”

246

Self-Esteem



I’m Still Not OK

Sheila, a 29- year- old wait ress, had been fight ing hard to con trol her
critic. But she remained con vinced that her low self- esteem had far
more to do with a basic feel ing of worth less ness than with her
 criticizing inner voice. She put it this way to her thera pist:

It’s a feel ing that I’m bad, screwed up. Just a gut feel ing. Like
I’m unwor thy . . . like I don’t deserve any thing. The critic comes 
from the feel ing. When I attack myself I’m just put ting words to 
a feel ing that’s already there. Even if I stran gled the critic,
wiped him out, I’m sure this self- hate would still be there,
sticking to me like the tar baby.

Sheila has a point. The feel ing of being “bad” that she talked
about had much to do with her alco holic mother, who had always
demanded that Sheila take care of her. Even at the age of three, Sheila 
knew that she had to be “very sweet to mom or else there would be
an explo sion.” Being sweet meant tell ing her mom that she was
pretty, brush ing her hair, lis ten ing to her com plain, and later read ing
to her in bed. If Sheila wanted to play instead of wait atten dance on
her mother, if she wanted to com plain or get sup port, her mother
became quite upset: Sheila was self ish, Sheila didn’t care about
 anyone. Or worse, Sheila got the silent treat ment—a day in which her 
mother was cour te ous, even kind, but never uttered a word. Shei la’s
feel ing of bad ness is a sum ma tion of lit er ally thou sands of such
 painful inter ac tions. Many of these expe ri ences occurred before she
fully under stood lan guage. She learned she was “not OK” at a very
deep level of aware ness. She knew it—just like she knew that lemon
tastes bit ter or the night is dark.

For peo ple like Sheila, the feel ing of worth less ness is a deeply
held belief. An over ac tive critic is only a part of the prob lem. Beneath 
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the critic lies a res er voir of hurt and guilt. (There are also feel ings of
anger, resent ment, and revenge, but they are less rele vant to this
dis cus sion.)

The feel ing of bad ness can be gen er ated in many ways. Here are 
some exam ples:

1. A pri mary care- giver is fre quently absent or unavail able for
nour ish ment. The child expe ri ences this lack as aban don -
ment, and on some level decides that he or she is unwor thy
of love. The emo tional logic goes like this: “If they loved me,
they wouldn’t leave me; and if they don’t love me, then I’m
unlov able.”

2. A child expe ri ences enough dep ri va tion and abuse to feel
rage at his or her par ents. But then comes the guilt. The
 emotional logic says: “I should love my par ents; so if I hate
them, then I’m bad.”

3. Fol low ing a divorce, the child loses con tact with the non cus -
to dial par ent. The emo tional logic: “I drove him away; he left 
us because he hates me; I’m bad.”

4. A child is the vic tim of sex ual abuse. The emo tional logic: “I
do secret, bad things that I should never talk about;     
wants me to do those bad things; I must be bad.”

5. A child is the vic tim of extreme or capri cious pun ish ments.
The emo tional logic: “I must be very wrong for them to hurt
me like this.”

6. A child is criti cized severely for a broad range of behav iors
or aspects of appear ance. “Dad always says I’m too fat; I
must be ugly.” “Mom says I’m lazy; lazy peo ple are worth -
less.”

7. A child is forced to sup port a highly depressed or nar cis sis tic 
par ent. Any thing that the child does to meet his or her own
needs or to func tion inde pend ently trig gers an extreme
 rejection. The child learns: “My needs are bad, my feel ings
are self ish.”

The most sig nifi cant con tribu tor to an early feel ing of wrong -
ness is the sense that one has some how been aban doned. There are
many ways a child can get this mes sage, but once received it has
enor mously destruc tive impact on a sense of self. Aban don -
ment—either physi cal or emo tional—feels life- threatening to a child.
It’s ter ri fy ing. And for this awful thing to hap pen, some thing must be 
wrong. Few chil dren are able to see that the fault does not lie with
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them. Aban don ment is expe ri enced as a stag ger ing pun ish ment for
an unspeak able crime.

A Special Vulnerability
Peo ple who have grown up in fam ily situa tions like the ones
described above have a spe cial vul ner abil ity. Those early expe ri ences 
have a last ing reso nance that can inten sify any cur rent trauma. The
old feel ing of bad ness has the effect of ampli fy ing even mild hurts
into a dev as ta tion. For exam ple, if some one gets angry at you, you
have the auto matic response that you’re dead wrong. For an instant,
you have a sink ing feel ing of worth less ness. You have to shut the
feel ing off quickly by deny ing it or by get ting angry your self. Almost 
any pain ful event can trig ger the “I’m not OK” feel ing: the loss of a
rela tion ship, being criti cized, or feel ing pushed away or ignored. A
small mis take or fail ure can be blown up to the size of Ever est. Some -
times the feel ing of being con trolled or dis counted can hook into the
“I’m bad” belief. Lone li ness or even sim ple bore dom may con firm
your basic wrong ness. On some level, you may feel that you deserve
pain. And hav ing it proves how bad your crimes have been.

It’s as if you’re car ry ing an awful secret: the knowl edge that
beneath your social mask is a per son so psy cho logi cally dis fig ured
that no one could stand see ing the real you. But you live in con stant
fear that they will see you, that through some mis take or lack of
adroit ness on your part they will catch a glimpse of the worth less
per son inside. If some one gets angry, criti cizes, or pushes you away,
you sense it is because they have seen the per son inside and are
reject ing him or her. And that new hurt is inten si fied by all the early
ones. No mat ter how small the cur rent trauma, it is a reminder of the
times as a child when you felt rejected or aban doned and came to
believe you were to blame for it all.

Protecting Against the Pain
A basic feel ing of wrong ness puts you in the con stant dan ger of
 feeling a great deal of pain. One harsh word can do it, one look of
annoy ance, one notice able error. You need pro tec tion. The prob lem is 
that minor defenses such as putt ing it out of your mind or argu ing
back to the critic don’t always work. The pain is sim ply too great.
You try rea son ing it through, tell ing your self it’s a small thing, tell ing 
your self that every body gets annoyed once in a while. But the rea -
son able voice gets drowned out in a flood of wrong ness. Under neath
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every thing is that empty, lonely place where you feel worth less. And
you are afraid of fall ing into it. The fear gives you an intense need to
save your self, to pro tect your self from those feel ings in any pos si ble
way. Enor mous pain requires mas sive defense: the psy cho log i cal equiv -
a lent of the Maginot Line. There are three major kinds of defenses:

1. Run ning away. This defense includes drugs and alco hol,
vari ous forms of avoid ance, and emo tional iso la tion.

2. Attack ing oth ers. You block the feel ing of being bad with
outer- directed rage.

3. Attack ing your self. You block the feel ing of being bad with
inner- directed rage.

The first two defenses are obvi ous ones, but the last one seems
out wardly absurd. How can attack ing your self block a feel ing of
worth less ness? The answer is that you attack your self in the hope of
achiev ing per fec tion. The under ly ing belief is that if you just beat
your self up enough you will finally cor rect your flaws and atone for
your sins. The whole self- attack is an exer cise in denial—deny ing the
ter ri ble fear that you will always feel as worth less as you do now.
While you rage at your self, you are main tain ing a kind of omnipo tent 
fan tasy that eve ry thing you hate in your self can be fixed—and that
when you have lit er ally beaten your self into shape, the feel ing of
wrong ness will finally be gone.

This self- flagellation actu ally relieves pain. You’re so focused on 
iden ti fy ing faults and zeal ously mobi liz ing your self for a psy cho logi -
cal over haul that the deep feel ing of not being OK gets masked for a
while.

Addicted to Your Defenses
You can become addicted to psy cho logi cal defenses in the same

way that peo ple become addicted to alco hol. Ini tially the defense
helps to anes the tize some of the deeper lev els of anxi ety and hurt.
Because it works and you can count on it, you return again and again 
to the same cop ing strat egy. After a time, you are will ing to tol er ate
very lit tle of the origi nal anxi ety or hurt before resort ing to your
defense. In the same way that an alco holic turns again to the bot tle,
over and over you run away, attack oth ers, or attack your self at the
first sign of that feel ing of wrong ness.

The remain der of this chap ter will focus pri mar ily on the
defense of self- attack. This is because self- attack has a more directly
toxic effect on your self- esteem than the defenses of run ning away or
attack ing oth ers. While run ning away and attack ing oth ers dam age
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your rela tion ships to fam ily, friends, and co- workers, attack ing your -
self dam ages your basic iden tity.

One of the most basic human prob lems is the unwill ing ness to
face cer tain kinds of pain. This is quite under stand able. But in the
end, the defense proves more pain ful than the origi nal feel ings you
ran away from. Addic tion takes it’s toll. The short- term pain relief
cre ates destruc tive pat terns that under mine your rela tion ships and
your self- esteem. The alco holic feels bet ter after a drink. But pro duc -
tion falls off at work, he loses energy for his kids, and his wife grows
tired of watch ing him pass out. It’s the same with self- attacks. You
feel bet ter while your acute sense of bad ness is para doxi cally
obscured by a witch hunt for your flaws. Over time, how ever, you
are fur ther destroy ing your self- worth. And when you fail to be more 
per fect, when the worm does not become a but ter fly, it seems to
prove all the nega tive things you always believed about your self.

The Addict Faces Reality
You can not recover from an addic tion with out fac ing the truth.

At A.A. meet ings, men and women stand up to talk. They begin by
admit ting, “I’m an alco holic.” You are addicted to your defenses. You 
are addicted to self- attack. You must admit this before any thing can
change.

Hop ing or expect ing to fix what’s wrong with you is part of
your sys tem of denial. Every time you try to beat your self into being
bet ter you are run ning away from real ity. You are pre tend ing that it’s 
pos si ble to live up to your per fect stan dards. You are cre at ing a
 fantasy in which you finally carve your self into your per sonal ideal.
It’s as if your psy che was an insen si tive block of wood and you were
going to chisel, gouge, and cut a sculp tured mas ter piece. Or worse,
you see your self as a will ful child whom you must slap and beat to
steer toward the path of good.

This addic tion denies real ity in two ways. First, you deny what
it means to be human by insist ing that it is pos si ble or even desir able
to be per fect. You for get about your needs, about your hun ger and
your long ing for things. You for get what it feels like not to get them,
how you try and cer tain dreams remain out of reach, how you then
must find a sub sti tute, some strat egy of par tial ful fill ment. Your
 psychological and physi cal sur vival depends on this basic strug gle.
The stakes are high and you fail a lot, and yet you have to keep
 trying, to try even pain ful or destruc tive approaches as long as they
con tain some small hope of meet ing your needs. This is what being
human is about. This is how peo ple are made—always quest ing for
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nour ish ment. Expect ing per fec tion is an attempt to ignore this basic
human strug gle.

The sec ond way you deny real ity is to think that you can hack
and cut at your self and still pro duce more good than harm. By
attack ing your self, you are help ing to destroy the number one
require ment for healthy change—a sense of worth. When you feel
good about your self, you feel moti vated rather than depressed, you
feel more attrac tive and socially com pe tent, and you feel strong
enough to take risks and try new things. Self- attack actu ally reduces
your capac ity for change, for try ing, for reach ing out. Far from
 pushing you to do bet ter, it exac er bates your sense of help less ness.

Seeing the Consequences
Like the alco holic, you have to face what your defense is cost ing 

you. In the chap ter “Dis arm ing the Critic,” you explored the price
you pay for lis ten ing to your critic. You’ll find it help ful now to
review your list of nega tive effects from self- attacks.

When you judge your self harshly, nearly every aspect of life
becomes more dif fi cult. Here are some exam ples:

! You expect that oth ers see your flaws and are as dis gusted by 
them as you are. So you must be con stantly vigi lant to
 prepare for their inevi ta ble rejec tion.

! It’s hard to be open or reveal ing with peo ple because you
expect them to reject “the real you.”

! You get very angry or depressed when criti cized.

! You avoid social situa tions where there is a chance of crit i -
cism or rejec tion. You don’t take risks, you don’t meet new
peo ple, and you endure lone li ness rather than reach out.

! You fear mis takes, and so you don’t like to do new things.
It’s hard to learn any thing because the inevi ta ble errors
throw you off. You have to work extremely hard so that no
one will ever find fault with what you do.

! You avoid chal lenges because you expect to fail.

! You avoid dis ci plin ing your chil dren because you are afraid
of their anger.

! It’s hard to say no or set lim its in rela tion ships because you
would feel wrong if the other per son got upset.

! You are afraid to ask for things because a refusal would
mean that you’re an unwor thy per son.
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! You choose sex ual part ners who are flawed and who you
imag ine will put up with you. It’s hard to pur sue some one
really attrac tive because you can’t con ceive that such a
 person would want to be with some one like you.

! You give too much and some times let peo ple use you
because you can’t imag ine why else they would hang around 
you.

! You are so focused on your flaws that you often feel
depressed or dis gusted with your self. Much of what you do
seems wrong or stu pid or incom pe tent.

! You avoid peo ple who admire or really love you because
they must be either deluded or worse off than you are.

Not all of these exam ples will apply to you, but each one that
does tends to dimin ish and restrict your life. It’s harder to get your
needs met, to do things that excite you, or to be with peo ple who are
really nour ish ing.

You may have grown up in a fam ily where you felt wrong and
cut off from love. Those feel ings are very hard to face. But you must
under stand this: your defense of self- attack is only mak ing the
 damage worse, only mak ing you more vul ner able. In the end, your
self- attacks will be more destruc tive than the origi nal hurts.

Learning Abstinence
For the true alco holic, there is only one answer: absti nence. It’s

the same for any one addicted to self- attack. You must lit er ally go
cold tur key on all forms of patho logi cal judg ment.

Patho logi cal judg ments are based on the belief that things are
intrin si cally good or bad. You evalu ate your self and oth ers as being
good or bad, right or wrong. Healthy judg ment, by con trast, is the
aware ness that some thing feels bet ter or worse, or that it affects you
in such a way that you feel good or bad. To put it sim ply, patho logi -
cal judg ment would say that some thing is bad, healthy judg ment
would say that it feels bad (mean ing pain ful). Here are some spe cific
kinds of judg ments that you must abstain from:

1. Judg ing anyo ne’s behav ior as good or bad. Hard as it
sounds, you must give up moral opin ions about the actions
of oth ers. Cul ti vate instead the atti tude that they have made
the best choice avail able, given their aware ness and needs at
the time. Be clear that while their behav ior may not feel or be 
good for you, it is not bad.
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2. Evalu at ing as good or bad or right or wrong things you read, 
see on TV, or observe on the street. This includes assaults,
ter ror ist bomb ings, politi cal cor rup tions, and so on.

3. Com par ing peo ple on any dimen sion where one per son is
judged to be bet ter and the other per son is judged worse.
This includes specu lat ing about who is more intel li gent,
more gen er ous, more com pe tent, and so on.

4. Using nega tive global labels of any kind (stu pid, self ish, crazy,
ugly, fat, pho ney, inane, and the like).

5. Expect ing that peo ple should be any dif fer ent than they are.
It is criti cal that you accept peo ple as doing exactly what they 
have to be doing (given their cur rent needs and aware ness).
It may be unpleas ant or pain ful for you that they act the way
they do, but you must accept that their behav ior is exactly
what it should be at this moment.

6. Blam ing any one for your pain. The pain exists, but to blame
any one is to say they should be dif fer ent than they are.

7. Judg ing your self as good or bad in any way. This includes
your thoughts, feel ings, moti va tions, hopes, crav ings,
 fantasies, or behav ior.

Your judg ments are poi son. They are like a dou ble shot of
 whiskey for some one with cir rho sis or candy for a dia betic. You can’t 
afford judg ments about your self or any one. Every time you make a
value judg ment about another per son, you are prim ing your critic to
level the same judg ment at you. Every “should” you apply to your
friends, your lover, or some one you read about in the paper will
always come back to haunt you. The para dox is that while the rules
you make for oth ers sel dom influ ence them, the rules always affect
and dimin ish you.

Judg ment has a spiri tu ally con tract ing effect. It builds fences
and lim its inside you. It’s OK to feel this but not that, to say this but
not that, to want this but not that. Your inner life becomes an obsta cle 
course where you con tinu ally dodge the wrong, bad, and unwor thy
thoughts, feel ings, and impulses. You lose spon ta ne ity and open ness. 
You reject your self because it is impos si ble to fol low all of the rules
all of the time. Judg ments take the joy, the expan sive ness out of life.
You con tract from the fear of being judged and become vul ner able to
depres sion.

How does a per son addicted to self- attack stop judg ing? It takes 
a great deal of will power and com mit ment. It takes con stant vigi -
lance to stop the lit tle voice that wants to say, “He’s a jerk . . . she’s
lazy . . . he’s cor rupt . . . I’m self ish . . . the neigh bors are slobs. . . . ”
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That lit tle voice is spew ing its poi son much of the time. You have to
find a way to quiet it. The con cept of absti nence is key here. Just as
the alco holic must abstain from even one drink, you must abstain
from even one judg ment. Noth ing is wor thy of judg ment. Noth ing is
good, noth ing is bad. Events occur. They may be pleas ur able, pain ful, 
or neu tral. You may regret some and wish to repeat oth ers, just as
you avoid cer tain peo ple and wish to seek out oth ers. There is no
right or wrong in any of it.

Abstain ing from judg ment doesn’t mean that you have to spend 
time with peo ple you don’t enjoy or let your self be abused or taken
advan tage of. You remain free to do what you think best to nur ture
and pro tect your self. It’s fine to have pref er ences, to enjoy Buddy
Holly but not Brahms. But these choices are based on your par ticu lar
needs and tastes, not on any sense of moral ought ness. You may
choose fidel ity to your spouse, but you must make no judg ment
about those who do not. You may recoil from vio lence, but you must
still rec og nize that the vio lent are mak ing the best choice avail able
(given their needs and aware ness at the time).

Remem ber: one judg ment leads to another. Even a small
slip—such as think ing how poorly some one is dressed—makes you
more vul ner able to judg ments about your own attire. Think ing how
incom pe tently a meet ing was run makes you more vul ner able the
next time you organ ize any thing. And it’s extraor di nar ily easy to
slide back into a world view that fos ters judg ment:

1. You see peo ple mak ing choices to do “evil” things. You
believe that they could have done oth er wise, but chose “the
easy way.” You see peo ple hurt ing each other and imag ine
that they have cho sen to inflict pain because they’ve
 succumbed to “temp ta tion” and let them selves go bad.

2. You see peo ple doing “fool ish” things, bring ing pain to
them selves and oth ers, and imag ine that they have delib er -
ately cho sen the fool ish path.

3. You believe that peo ple “give in” to weak ness and com mit
sins, that they can choose not to love or care for oth ers, that
they allow them selves to sink into self ish ness, cor rup tion,
greed, and so on.

4. You imag ine that your per sonal rules are uni ver sal and
should be applied to eve ry one.

It’s some times very sat is fy ing to see things this way. There’s a
feel ing of right eous ness, even supe ri or ity. The world seems to make
more sense when you can divide the play ers into good and bad. Your 
anger feels jus ti fied when you can see the other per son as cul pa ble
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and wrong. And it’s eas ier to reject your self when you feel that you
have delib er ately cho sen to do the wrong or fool ish thing.

There are many pain ful things in the world, and it’s com fort ing
to label them evil and reject them. When you make some thing pain -
ful into some thing bad, you are dis tanc ing and pro tect ing your self.
That’s per fectly natu ral. But judg ing in this way depends on the
 illusion that peo ple are totally free to do any thing they wish. And
when they make mis takes that bring pain to them selves or oth ers, it
can only be because they were too lazy or self ish to do the right
thing.

How do you escape this world view? You can escape by devel -
op ing the aware ness that eve ry one chooses the high est per ceived
good. Plato said it first: man always chooses the high est good. The
rub is that your high est good depends on which of your needs has
pre emi nence at the moment. If you feel sexu ally aroused, your high -
est good may be to have sex—unless a greater com pet ing need is to
pro tect your self from emo tional harm (as when you’re attracted to
some one other than your spouse and know that he or she would be
hurt and angry). Another com pet ing need might be to pro tect your
self- esteem (“He won’t think much of me if I sleep with him on the
first date” or “I’m so nerv ous I might not be able to per form").

Con sider this exam ple. Sup pose your daugh ter comes in while
you’re watch ing TV and asks for help with her home work. You have
sev eral com pet ing needs:

1. To con tinue to enjoy the show

2. To help her get through her assign ments

In addi tion, you have cer tain beliefs and aware ness:

1. Your daugh ter often asks you to do work that she is capa ble
of doing on her own.

2. You believe that she should learn to be more self- reliant and
solve some of her own prob lems.

3. You also believe that a par ent should always be ready to
help a child.

Your high est good will depend on which of these needs and
aware nesses is most pow er ful. In the end, your need to enjoy the
show and your belief that your daugh ter should be more self- reliant
may prove strong est. It’s irrele vant whether your beliefs and aware -
nesses are true or false, or how your deci sion will affect your daugh -
ter in the long run. You can only act on the pre vail ing needs and
aware ness you have at that moment in time. Three months later,
when your daugh ter brings home a ghastly report card, you may
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decide that you were mis taken to with hold help. But what hap pens
later can not be known while you are mak ing your deci sion.

Here’s another exam ple. Sup pose you and a friend are at a
party. Nearly eve ry one else is a stranger to you, and you feel the
need for more sup port and atten tion from your friend. But you have
a prob lem. You are afraid to ask directly for things. Your fam ily had
a very indi rect style of com mu ni cat ing, and you lit er ally don’t know
how to talk about your needs. You need atten tion, and you start
 sorting through your rep er toire of strate gies to get it. Here again,
your deci sion depends entirely on your cur rent aware ness. If all you
know how to do is to be cold and irri ta ble and hope that your friend
will notice your dis tress, that will be your strat egy. Six months later,
after tak ing an asser tive ness course, you might do some thing dif fer -
ent. But as of this moment, you will make a choice based on the
aware ness avail able to you.

What does it mean that peo ple choose the high est good? It
means that you are doing the best you can at any given time. It
means that peo ple always act accord ing to their pre vail ing aware -
ness, needs, and val ues. Even the ter ror ist plant ing bombs to hurt the 
inno cent is mak ing a deci sion based on his or her high est good. It
means you can not blame peo ple for what they do. Nor can you
blame your self. No mat ter how dis torted or mis taken a per son’s
aware ness is, he or she is inno cent and blame less. That’s because no
one can act dif fer ently than his or her cur rent aware ness per mits, and 
you can change only when your aware ness changes.

Exercises
The fol low ing exer cises will help you inte grate an atti tude of

non judg ing into your life.

1. Prac tice read ing the news pa per with out mak ing a sin gle
judg ment about any of the behav ior reported in any story.
Take the posi tion (even if you don’t fully believe it) that each
per son is choos ing the high est good based on his cur rent
aware ness.

2. When you see peo ple driv ing dan ger ously or fail ing to
observe high way cour te sies, accept the behav ior with out
judg ment. How they drive is a direct reflec tion of their
 current needs and aware ness. The speed ing teen ager needs
to show off to his girl friend or act out his anger or dis play his 
male ness more than he needs to drive safely. When he loses
faith in his young reflexes, becomes more aware of dan ger
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and death, then his driv ing will change. He will change
when his aware ness changes.

3. When you see peo ple wear ing unat trac tive clothes or hair
styles, or whose physi cal appear ance is not to your taste,
prac tice this man tra: he or she is blame less for any choices
that cre ated his or her appear ance.

4. Think of the poli ti cian you like the least. Imag ine, for a
moment, the things that really turn you off. Now take the
posi tion that his or her beliefs, val ues, and actions are the
only ones pos si ble given the limi ta tions of his or her cur rent
aware ness and ambi tions.

5. Get a men tal image of the per son you most dis like. See that
per son sit ting in a chair in front of you in every detail: hear
the tone of voice, notice the man ner isms, observe the facial
expres sions. Remem ber a past inci dent when this per son
really made you angry. Now try a non judg men tal atti tude.
Remind your self that he or she isn’t choos ing to be bad. This
man is doing the best he can, given his needs and aware ness. 
You find this woman’s behav ior pain ful, but she can not be
blamed for that. Like eve ry one else, she is try ing to sur vive
by pur su ing her high est good at this moment. This per son
can not be any thing else than what he or she is—until his or
her aware ness changes.

6. Spend a few moments chat ting with your least favor ite
 person at work. Notice his or her annoy ing man ner isms,
style, opin ions, and so on. But do so with out judg ment. Take
the posi tion that this per son has been shaped by and adapted 
to a unique set of cir cum stances. He or she has made the best 
choices avail able.

7. Call up a fam ily mem ber whom you dis like. Dur ing the
 conversation, prac tice your non judg ing atti tude. Noth ing the
per son says should be evalu ated as good or bad, right or
wrong.

8. This exer cise requires spend ing some time in the past. Recall
sev eral scenes where you either felt very dis ap prov ing of
oth ers, or felt very dis ap proved of and wrong your self.
Relive these scenes step by step. See the action unfold ing. But 
this time expe ri ence the events with out judg ment. Remind
your self that eve ry one chooses the high est good, eve ry one
makes the best choice avail able. Try to under stand how the
per son’s needs and aware ness shaped his or her choices.
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Strive for a com pas sion ate view of your own needs and
choices.

9. When friends gos sip about and judge oth ers, resist the
 temptation to join in. Mildly sug gest that “so- and-so isn’t so
bad” and excuse your self from the group.

Facing the Pain
When you abstain from judg ing, you will notice some impor tant
emo tional changes. For a while you will be more con sciously aware
of that basic feel ing of “wrong ness.” Judg ing is your defense against
the fear of fal ling into the pit—that empty, worth less place inside.
With out judg ment, you can not use anger at your self or oth ers to
obscure these feel ings.

Just as the alco holic has to learn to stop using his habit to run
away from his feel ings, you are learn ing to stop escap ing the feel ing
of wrong ness with judg ments. But it means hav ing to face the pain.
Obvi ously this is easy to say and very hard to do. The pain can be
enor mous. But the only alter na tive to fac ing pain is avoid ing it, and
that strat egy has already cost you too much.

Fac ing pain is a skill. If you know how pain works and how to
cope with it, your actual encoun ters with it will be less over whelm -
ing. When you’re in a lot of pain—whether it’s a tooth ache or the
worth less feel ing—the pain domi nates your atten tion and becomes
the only thing that mat ters. It’s hard to remem ber a time when the
pain wasn’t there. And hard to imag ine being OK again. It’s as if pain 
erases both the past and the future. All you care about is now, and
now seems unbear able.

This pecu liar abil ity of pain to domi nate your atten tion masks
its true nature. Pain is never static or unre mit ting. Pain comes in
waves.

Per haps the best illus tra tion of the oscil lat ing nature of pain is
grief. A sense of loss whelms up, a feel ing so intense that one can not
imag ine an end to it. But then, after a time, a numb ness comes, a
period of calm and relief. Soon numb ness is replaced by another
wave of loss. And so it con tin ues: waves of loss, calm ness, loss,
calm ness.

This is the natu ral cycle of pain. As soon as you reach an
 overload, your emo tions shut off, you lit er ally stop feel ing for a lit tle
while. These waves con tinue, with smaller ampli tudes and longer
rest peri ods, until the hurt finally eases.
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The body reacts to physi cal pain in exactly the same way. One
man who had severely burned his hand described his reac tion in this
way: “The pain was so intense I wanted to scream. But after a while I 
noticed this strange thing. The pain would shut off at times—maybe
for ten or twenty sec onds. And then it would start again. It got very
regu lar, so that I could look for ward to when it shut off. Then I could 
rest. I found I could tol er ate the pain because I knew there were these 
lit tle breaks.”

Both your body and mind have natu ral mecha nisms that
dampen pain for peri ods so that you get a chance to catch your
breath. Under stand ing pain means that you antici pate these rest
 periods and use them to take breaks from the pain.

Your not-OK feel ing has exactly the same oscil la tions as any
other kind of pain. It comes on so intensely that all you care about is
escape. But if you face the pain, you’ll notice that soon enough the
wave passes. In between waves, you can remind your self of your
cop ing man tras. You can remem ber that you’ve endured this feel ing
before and that even tu ally it passes. You don’t have to attack your self 
or any one else, because soon the worst of it will be over.

The impor tant thing is not to be fooled by the imme di acy of
pain. Don’t get caught in think ing:

! It will last for ever.

! I can’t stand it.

Use, instead, the cop ing thoughts:

! It will pass.

! I know I can wait till the wave passes.

! This feel ing comes from early hurts, it has noth ing to do with 
my true worth.

! I can feel like I’m bad and still be good.

Floating Past the Pain
Fac ing the pain means not defend ing your self with judg ments.

But it doesn’t mean that you can’t pro tect your self in other ways.
Aside from accept ing the waves and wait ing for the rest peri ods,
your best pro tec tion against pain is dis tanc ing. You put space between 
your self and the pain (using either images or words) and float past
the hurt.

A well- known ride in Dis ney land pro vides a con crete  illus -
tration of “float ing past.” A riv er boat slowly navi gates around an
island. Vari ous scenes come into view. One scene depicts an Indian
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mas sa cre. The log cabin is burn ing. A pio neer fam ily lies gro tesquely
mur dered in the yard. Noth ing moves. Slowly the boat floats around
a bend and the death scene passes out of sight.

This is how you can float past pain. You know it will be over in
a while. You merely have to wait it out. Slowly, inexo ra bly, you are
mov ing past the hurt, the wrong ness. Here are some ways to get
 distance while you float past.

! Visu al ize the pain. Give it a shape, a color. Make it as ugly or 
weird as you like. Take some deep breaths. With each breath, 
see it move fur ther away. You are float ing past and it is
 further and fur ther behind you. Keep focus ing on your
breath ing as the pain slowly dis ap pears.

! In your imagi na tion, step out side of your self. You can see
how bad you feel. You can see how you strug gle with the
pain. See your face, see the posi tion of your body. Imag ine
the pain like a red glow in your body. It will fade in a while.
Take deep breaths as you watch the red glow dimin ish ing.
Imag ine that the hurt is pass ing as the glow gradu ally fades.
When you are ready, go back inside your self.

! Breathe deeply. Focus on your breath, on the rhythm, the
sen sa tion of clean air com ing into your lungs. Notice how
your body feels at this exact moment. Expe ri ence where the
ten sion lies and relax any areas of tight ness in your body. Do 
not lis ten to nega tive thoughts that may get trig gered by
nega tive feel ings. Think only of relaxa tion and breath ing
until the pain ful feel ings pass.

! See a men tal pic ture of your self days or even years from now 
when this pain is long since over. See your self look ing con fi -
dent and relaxed.

! Say to your self: “These are old feel ings, they come when ever
this situa tion hap pens. I will sur vive them. I’ll float by till the 
worst of it passes.

Anchoring to the Good Times
As you have already dis cov ered, talk ing back to the deeply held 

not-OK feel ing isn’t easy. That’s because your not-OK feel ings are
anchored to the mem ory of many, many nega tive inter ac tions with
your par ents and other sig nifi cant peo ple in your life. When you try
to talk back to the feel ings, the strug gle comes down to words against 
images. And in that con test, images often win. The answer is to use
anchor ing to your own advan tage. You can com bat the not-OK
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feel ings with a tech nique that helps you reex pe ri ence times when
you felt con fi dent and good about your self.

The term “anchor ing” comes from Neuro- Linguistic Pro gram -
ming, a com mu ni ca tion model devel oped by Rich ard Bandler, John
Grinder, Les lie Cam eron Bandler, Judith DeLoz ier, and oth ers. They
con sider an anchor to be any stimu lus that con sis tently evokes the
same response. If you think of your Uncle Albert every time you see
a Hawai ian shirt, then Hawai ian shirts are an anchor for you. The
shirt is the stimu lus, and your mem ory of your uncle is your con sis -
tent response.

Most of your anchors are invol un tary, the result of sen sory
asso cia tions formed auto mati cally as you live from day to day. But
you can form vol un tary anchors, con scious asso cia tions that you can
use to improve your self- esteem. The key to using anchors to fos ter
self- esteem is to choose a sim ple stimu lus and an intense response. In 
the anchor ing exer cise that fol lows, the stimu lus is a touch on the
wrist that you can admin is ter to your self at any time. The response is 
a feel ing of con fi dence and self- acceptance based on a mem ory or a
fan tasy. Take a moment right now to sam ple this easy but very
 powerful exer cise.

1. Sit in a com fort able posi tion, in a place where you won’t be
inter rupted. Rest your hands in your lap, but keep them
slightly sepa rated. Close your eyes and take a moment to
relax your body. Scan your body from head to toe and
 consciously relax any tight places you feel.

2. Keep your eyes closed and go back in time. Go back and
 picture a time when you felt suc cess ful or espe cially con fi -
dent. Find a time when you felt very good about your self.
When you see that time, take a deep breath. Notice eve ry -
thing about that time: the sights, the sounds, the tastes and
smells and feel ings. See how you looked, how oth ers looked.
Hear the con fi dence in your voice, hear the praise from
 others. Let your self feel the con fi dence and self- acceptance.
  If you have dif fi culty find ing a mem ory that pro duces
strong feel ings of con fi dence, cre ate fan tasy images that have 
the same effect. See your self at some future time look ing and
feel ing con fi dent and worth while. Don’t worry if the fan tasy
seems unlikely or unre al is tic. It’s the feel ing of con fi dence
you’re after.

3. When your images are clear enough to make you feel con fi -
dent, touch your left wrist with your right hand. Touch it
firmly, in a par ticu lar spot that you can eas ily remem ber.
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You are anchor ing your feel ing of con fi dence to this touch on 
your wrist, and you want to be able to exactly dupli cate that
touch later on.

4. Repeat this sequence with four other memo ries or fan tasy
scenes. When your men tal scene has cre ated a strong feel ing
of self- worth, touch your wrist in pre cisely the same way.

Here’s how a bar ber named Jack used anchor ing to com bat his
feel ings of worth less ness. He searched his mem ory for some good
time when he felt con fi dent and worth while. He remem bered that
once his fifth grade teacher had pinned his draw ing of a desert scene
up above the black board, as an exam ple of good art work to guide the 
rest of the class. He con cen trated on the look and sound and smell of
that class room until he felt the same warm glow in his chest and the
same feel ing of pride and accom plish ment that he had felt at age
eleven. At that moment, he touched the inside of his left wrist to
anchor the mem ory.

Next Jack recalled his first leave home from the Navy, when he
dropped in on his old high school girl friend, wear ing his uni form, fit
and tanned after basic train ing. He remem bered how she had fussed
over him and how strong and grown-up he had felt, a man of the
world going off to fight for his coun try. When these feel ings were at
their height, he again touched the inside of his left wrist to anchor
them.

For his next scene, Jack brought back the expe ri ence of build ing
a model of the U.S.S. Con sti tu tion. It was an expen sive, com pli cated
model that he put together dur ing sum mer vaca tion when he was
six teen. He remem bered a par ticu lar day when he was paint ing the
hull, simu lat ing the look of tar nished cop per plates, while lis ten ing to 
his col lec tion of Broad way musi cal sound tracks; on his mom’s record 
player. His mom was at the doc tor’s, his brother was at camp, and
his dad was at work. He had the house to him self and was totally
enjoy ing him self. Jack remem bered think ing that he was good with
his hands. There wasn’t any thing he couldn’t make or learn to make.
He sang along with the records, admir ing his own voice and his
mem ory for song lyr ics. When this feel ing of con tent ment and lik ing
him self was intense, Jack touched his wrist to anchor the good time.

Jack couldn’t think of another strong mem ory, so he chose a
fan tasy scene. He saw him self open ing his own shop: total hair care
for men and women, in an ele gant down town loca tion. He saw
 himself work ing at the first chair, with five other opera tors ranked
behind him, look ing to him for lead er ship, depend ing on his style
sense and busi ness acu men. He saw him self count ing the till at the
end of the day, shar ing out the tip kitty and throw ing in fifty dol lars
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as a bonus to the staff. He saw the admi ra tion and appre cia tion in the 
other hair dress ers’ faces and heard their thanks. When the feel ing of
suc cess and com pe tence was strong est, he touched him self on the
wrist to anchor the feel ing.

When Jack caught the bus to work the next day, he felt the
famil iar feel ing of “being a nobody” creep ing over him. But he
remem bered that he now had some firmly anchored resources with
which to fight back. While rid ing the bus, he touched his wrist and
was pleased to notice that the bad feel ing retreated. He didn’t labo ri -
ously run through all the scenes all over again. He just got a men tal
glimpse of cray ons, his old Navy uni form, a tiny bot tle of cop per
paint, and the hum of elec tric hair clip pers. More impor tant, he had
some con tact with the feel ings of pride, strength, com pe tence, and
suc cess.

After you have anchored to your own per sonal good times, you
can touch your wrist when ever you need to fight the not-OK feel ing.
Your posi tive memo ries or fan ta sies are resources that you can call
up any time you need them. You need only touch your left wrist with 
your right hand and they will help you neu tral ize that feel ing of
wrong ness. Now you have more than words to fight with. You can
com bat nega tive feel ings and images with a touch that anchors you
to posi tive feel ings and images.

The Option of Therapy
Some times the “not OK” feel ing proves extremely dif fi cult to over -
come. If you have tried many of the tech niques in this book and the
feel ing remains, do not think that your situa tion is beyond hope.
Self- help books are not the answer for eve ry one. Many peo ple
require the help of a trained psy cho thera pist to change these long-
 standing nega tive feel ings.

Research indi cates that psy cho ther apy is extremely effec tive
with prob lems of self- esteem. A rela tion ship with a thera pist who
sees your strengths and who accepts your less than per fect quali ties
can make enor mous changes over time. Do not be afraid to seek help. 
Some times it is essen tial that you get the sup port of another per son
who cares and has the knowl edge to guide you through a change
process.
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Core Beliefs

The fun da men tal build ing blocks of self- esteem are your core beliefs:
your basic assump tions about your value in the world. Core beliefs
deter mine to what degree you see your self as wor thy, safe, com pe tent, 
pow er ful, autono mous, and loved. They also estab lish your sense of
belong ing and a basic pic ture of how you are treated by oth ers.

Nega tive core beliefs for mu late the rules you use daily that say,
“Because I am stu pid, I should not talk in meet ings,” or “I can never
drive a stick- shift because I’m so incom pe tent.” Posi tive core beliefs
affirm that you can mas ter alge bra because you are smart and capa ble
of learn ing, or that you can ask for a raise because you are worth it.

Your inner mono logue is pro foundly affected by your core
beliefs (“Don’t try to fix that plug—you’ll proba bly elec tro cute your -
self!”). Your inner mono logue, in turn, serves to strengthen and
 reinforce your core beliefs. When you tell your self con stantly that
you’re stu pid, you con vince your self that this is true. By the same
token, if your self- statements reflect a basic faith in your intel li gence,
this core belief will be con firmed and solidi fied.

Core beliefs are the very foun da tion of your self- esteem: they
largely dic tate what you can and can not do (expressed as your rules),
and how you inter pret events in your world (expressed as your inner 
mono logue).

Core beliefs are fre quently dis torted by early trauma and dep ri -
va tion. In response to hurt or rejec tion, you may have come to see
your self as flawed or unwor thy. Because no one mir rored back your
value, now you may sim ply fail to see it.

Chang ing your core beliefs requires time and effort; and yet
chang ing them will fun da men tally alter your view of your self and
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your envi ron ment. Shift ing nega tive core beliefs in a more real is tic
direc tion is like replac ing a fun house mir ror with a non dis tort ing
one. Instead of look ing like a three- foot geek, you see your self as
 normally and prop erly pro por tioned.

Help for iden ti fy ing, test ing, and modi fy ing nega tive core
beliefs can be found in the works of Aaron Beck (1990), Don ald
 Meichenbaum (1986), Jef frey Young (1990), and Mat thew McKay and 
Pat rick Fan ning (1991). If you are in cri sis, a vic tim of child abuse, or
lack self- motivation, seek the guid ance of a men tal health pro fes -
sional to assist you in put ting these tech niques to work.

Identifying Core Beliefs
Becom ing aware of nega tive core beliefs is the first step toward
chang ing them. Like the studs and floor joists of a house, core beliefs
aren’t read ily appar ent, but eve ry thing else rests upon them. If you
feel stu pid, incom pe tent, ugly, like a fail ure, or bad much of the time, 
you may not be imme di ately aware of the beliefs cre at ing these feel -
ings. But a great deal of what you do, what you think, and what you
feel will be a direct con se quence of beliefs whose hid den influ ence
touches every quad rant of your life.

To heighten your aware ness of your core beliefs, you need to
start keep ing a mono logue diary. Such a diary gives you the oppor tu -
nity to record your inner mono logue—your self- statements—at times 
when you’re feel ing upset, angry, depressed, guilty, and so on.

This may not be easy at first. It can be very dif fi cult to catch
your self in the act of think ing nega tive thoughts. Such thoughts can
be so ingrained that you must make a par ticu lar effort just to sort
them out from the other “back ground noise” in your life. Many peo -
ple have trou ble, too, dif fer en ti at ing thoughts from feel ings. As you’ll
see in the exam ple below, feel ings can usu ally be sum ma rized in one
or two words (incom pe tent, inade quate, defeated), whereas thoughts are
more com pli cated, like frag ments of over heard dia logue. Taken
together, your thoughts com prise your own inner mono logue. They
serve to rein force and con firm your basic core beliefs.

Keep the mono logue diary for one week: use it to uncover your
core beliefs by iden ti fy ing situa tions in which your self- esteem was
par ticu larly low (you felt bor ing, unat trac tive, worth less, bad, a fail -
ure, stu pid, incom pe tent, deeply flawed, and so on). Carry the diary
around with you so that you can record these situa tions, thoughts,
and feel ings as close as pos si ble to the time they occur, when eve ry -
thing is still fresh in your mind.
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Mono logue Diary: Exam ple

George is a divorced father, a tool maker by trade.

Start ing Date: Fri day, Oct. 2

Sit u a tion Self-State ments Feel ing

Die I was working
on jammed and
broke.

“Stupid idiot . . . 
always messing up . . .”

Incom pe tent, 
use less

Billy scraped the
hell out of his arm
trying to learn to
ride his bike.

“Why weren’t you
watching better? . . .
can’t do anything right.
These kids would be
better off without you.”

Inad e quate

Talks with boss
about his broken
die.

“He knows I messed up. 
I’ll never get that raise.
Dumb jerk . . . talks like 
you don’t have a brain
in your head.”

Defeated,
angry

Can’t get to sleep
worrying about
work, kids, Sarah.

“You’ll never be good
enough for them. I open
my mouth and look
stupid . . . always cause
trouble . . . don’t know
how to behave around
women . . . no
refinement . . . no
wonder Sarah left me!”

Hope less

At the grocery
store—lady behind
me in line asked if
she could go ahead.
Then her husband
showed up with
another cart full of
groceries!

“What a chump? 
People can see you’re 
a push-over—you might
as well be wearing a sign
that says, ‘Kick me!’”

Angry
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Mono logue Diary

Start ing Date: 

Situa tion Self- Statements Feel ing
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Use the blank form on the fac ing page as the basis for your own 
mono logue diary—make at least 15 pho to cop ies before you begin.
Alter na tively, label three col umns in a note book (this may be more
con ven ient to carry around). You can use the same note book for
 subsequent exer cises—out lined in this chap ter. Note the date you
start and fin ish—make sure that you keep your diary for an entire
week.

Laddering and Theme Analysis
When ever you can’t remem ber pieces from your inner mono -

logue, use visu ali za tion to recall the spe cific details of a situa tion (see 
chap ter twelve). Visu ali za tion will stimu late your mem ory and help
ren der an accu rate account of your feel ings and self- statements.

After you’ve recorded your self- talk for one week, you can ana -
lyze it to uncover the core beliefs that may be fuel ing much of it. You
can do this by using the tech niques of lad der ing and theme analy sis.

Lad der ing reveals core beliefs through ques tion ing state ments
in your mono logue diary. The ques tions pro vide a way to search
 systematically for the beliefs that under pin your self- statements.

To use lad der ing, first select a state ment from your inner mono -
logue. (To con tinue with the exam ple of George: “What a chump!”)
Using a blank sheet of paper, write a ques tion that car ries this state -
ment to its logi cal extreme. Then fol low this with another ques tion
that ana lyzes your answer to the first ques tion in terms of its per -
sonal mean ing for you. For the first ques tion, use the for mat: “What
if         ?” The sec ond ques tion should be stated as: ”What
does that mean to me?”

Now begin the process of answer ing the ques tions, fin ish ing up
each round with a repe ti tion of “What does that mean to me?” Like
the rungs of a lad der, this process of repe ti tion will lead you
 downward into the depths of the core beliefs under ly ing each self-
 statement. Here’s how the process worked for George.

What if I am a chump? What does that mean to me? It means
that peo ple will always take advan tage of me.

What if peo ple will always take advan tage of me? What does
that mean to me? It means that I’ll always get the short end of
the stick.

What if I always get the short end of the stick? “what does that
mean to me? It means that I’m a vic tim.

What if I am a vic tim? What does that mean to me? It means
that I’ll never suc ceed in any thing I try to do.
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George was able to stop here: he’d reached the core belief
under ly ing his over heard thought, “What a chump!”

Avoid answer ing your ques tions in the lad der ing process with
feel ings (“It means I’ll feel scared and over whelmed.”), because it
leads nowhere, and doesn’t tap into your beliefs. Con fine your
answers instead to state ments that express con clu sions, assump tions,
beliefs.

The other tech nique for reveal ing core beliefs is theme analy sis.
This process involves search ing for a theme that repeats itself dur ing
many of your prob lem atic situa tions. George saw incom pe tence or
stu pid ity as a theme in many of the situa tions that made him feel
uncom fort able (Cracked die . . . Son hurt . . . Being chewed out by
boss).

Susie, a home maker and part- time nurse, read over her list of
prob lem atic situa tions that trig gered anxi ety or depres sion:

Buy ing a sec ond hand car.

Phil not being turned on by me.

Try ing to ask for a raise.

Try ing to deal with com plaints about my daugh ter’s behav ior at 
school.

Ques tion ing a doc tor’s orders for the pati ent’s bene fit.

When Susie read this list, she rec og nized a basic belief that she
is pow er less, that she is inca pa ble of solv ing prob lems, get ting her
needs met, or suc cess fully han dling a chal lenge.

Her cor re spond ing self- talk con firmed this core belief of being
pow er less, weak (“just a woman . . . just a home maker . . . it’ll be
wrong . . . he’ll never lis ten to you . . . it’s like shout ing in the wind”).

You can uncover core beliefs by ana lyz ing your diary in this
man ner. Search for themes per vad ing prob lem atic situa tions and
write them down.

Learning Your Rules
The fol low ing exer cise will help you iden tify the unspo ken

rules you’ve devel oped to keep your feel ings and behav ior in line
with your core beliefs. If you uncov ered more than one core belief in
the last exer cise, focus on the one that seems to have the most neg a -
tive impact on your self- esteem. For instance, does this belief make
you think you’re a fail ure, unat trac tive, incom pe tent, unwor thy? It’s
time to work on chang ing this belief.

Unfor tu nately, a core belief is so sub jec tive that you can not test
it directly. But you can test the rules derived from it. Flow ing from
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each core belief is a blue print for how to live your life, how to avoid
pain and catas tro phe. For exam ple, if you believe that you’re a fail -
ure, your rules might include the fol low ing: Never try any thing hard, 
Never ask ques tions, Never expect to get ahead, Never try out for
sport teams, Never quit a job, Never chal lenge another’s opin ion. If
you believe that you are unwor thy, rules for liv ing might include the
fol low ing: Never ask for any thing, Always work extra hard, Never
say no to any thing, Always strive to be per fect, Never admit a fault
or mis take, Never ini ti ate con tact with some one you find attrac tive.

You can iden tify the rules derived from a par ticu lar core belief
by com plet ing this exer cise.

Step one: Write your core belief at the top of a page.
Step two: Read the Basic Rules Check list below. For each item on 

the check list, ask your self: “If my core belief is true, what are my
rules for this situa tion? What must I do or not do?” Be hon est. Ask
your self, “What things do I do to cope with this belief? In what ways
do I pro tect myself from pain and catas tro phe in this situa tion? What
feel ings or behav iors do I avoid? How am I sup posed to act? What
are my lim its?” Your answers define your basic rules for liv ing. Write 
them down off the top of your head, with out cen sor ing your self. You 
might want to make pho to cop ies of the blank check list, so that you
can use it to explore sev eral core beliefs.

Basic Rules Check list

(Adapted from Pris on ers of Belief by Mat thew McKay and
Pat rick Fan ning, New Har bin ger Pub li ca tions, Inc.; 1991.)
Deal ing with other peo ple’s . . .

! Anger

! Needs/desires/requests

! Dis ap point ment/sad ness

! With drawal

! Praise/sup port

! Criti cism

Deal ing with mis takes
Deal ing with stress/prob lems/losses
Risk- taking/try ing new things/chal lenges
Con ver sa tion
Express ing your . . .

! Needs

! Feel ings

! Opin ions
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! Anger

! Pain

! Hopes/wishes/dreams

! Lim its/say ing no

Ask ing for sup port/help
Being . . .

! Alone

! With strang ers

! With friends

! With fam ily

Trust ing oth ers
 Mak ing friends . . .

! Whom to seek

! How to act

Find ing a sex ual part ner

! Whom to seek

! How to act

Ongo ing roman tic rela tion ships
Sex
Work/career
Deal ing with chil dren Health/ill ness
Rec rea tional activi ties
Trav el ing
Main tain ing your envi ron ment/self care

Susie, the nurse, dis cov ered her own rules for liv ing, using the
Basic Rules Check list as a guide:

Deal ing with other peo ple’s anger

To keep the peace, agree with Phil when he gets angry.

Express ing your needs

Don’t push Julie to clean her room.

Don’t ask for help from Phil or Julie.

Express ing your opin ions

Don’t rock the boat on the ward.

Express ing your anger

Don’t report phy si cian incom pe tence.
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Express ing your lim its

Don’t con front the teacher at Julie’s school.

Deal ing with stress/prob lems/losses

Don’t make any deci sions or try to solve prob lems on your own.

Sex

Don’t try to inter est Phil in hav ing sex when he hasn’t been the
ini tia tor.

When Susie fin ished her list of rules, she went on to list the
cata strophic pre dic tions that enforced each one:

Rule Cat a strophic Pre dic tions

Agree with Phil. He’ll walk out and leave me.

Don’t push Julie. She’ll turn away, reject me,
maybe run away.

Don’t rock the boat on ward. I’ll be labeled a trou ble maker,
they’ll cut my hours.

Don’t report incom pe tence. They’ll fire me. Doc tor will 
be angry.

Don’t con front teacher. She’ll take it out on Julie.

Don’t ask for help. They’ll be resent ful and reject ing.

Don’t make deci sions. I’ll do the wrong thing, make 
it worse.

Don’t try to ini ti ate sex. I’ll be humil i ated; Phil will 
reject me.

All of your rules are sup ported by a belief that some thing awful 
will hap pen if you break the rules. These cata strophic pre dic tions
make it very fright en ing to chal lenge your rules. These pre dic tions
grew logi cally dur ing times of depend ency and dan ger—dur ing
child hood or dur ing an abu sive rela tion ship, for instance. But they
may no longer be legiti mate assump tions. They need to be tested for
their cur rent valid ity, and if they are no longer valid, more objec tive,
posi tive rules and beliefs can be formed.

Testing Your Rules
After list ing your cata strophic pre dic tions under each rule,

 follow these five guide lines for select ing a rule to test. We use Susie
again as an exam ple.

1. Choose a rule for which it’s easy to set up a test situa tion. It will be 
easy for Susie to ques tion the rule, “Dont push Julie to clean her
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room.” All it requires is an asser tive request. “Don’t report phy si cian
incom pe tence” would be harder, because Susie is forced to wait
 passively for that situa tion to come up.

2. Choose a rule that allows you to test the core belief directly. “Don’t
rock the boat on the ward” isn’t a good rule to test. Even if Susie
com plains and gets away with it—in other words, noth ing bad
 happens—the expe ri ence doesn’t have much rele vance to Sus ie’s
belief that she is pow er less. “Don’t make deci sions on your own” is a 
bet ter rule to test, because suc cess ful decision- making is the oppo site
of being pow er less.

3. The rule should include a clear pre dic tion of a behav ioral response
(yours and oth ers), not just sub jec tive feel ings. “Don’t try to ini ti ate sex”
is a good one for Susie to test, since it will be easy to deter mine
whether or not Phil rejects her. “Don’t ask for help” is less appro pri -
ate as a test case, since Sus ie’s cata strophic pre dic tion involves “mind 
read ing" other peo ple’s feel ings.

4. The out come should be rela tively imme di ate. Don’t test some thing 
that would take weeks or months to evalu ate.

5. Choose a rela tively low- fear rule to test, or find a rule that can be
tested in gra di ents, from slightly risky to very risky. Con front ing Julie’s
teacher might be too high a risk, par ticu larly at the start. Mak ing
deci sions car ries less risk, and can ini tially involve rela tively triv ial
choices. As her con fi dence grows, Susie can prog ress to more
 important deci sions.

The guide lines below will help you design the best situa tion for
test ing which ever rule you’ve cho sen to scru ti nize.

Iden tify one rela tively low- risk situa tion for mak ing your ini tial test.
Susie decided to test the rule, “To keep the peace, agree with Phil
when he gets angry.” As Phil had never been vio lent or cruel toward
Susie, she knew that dis agree ing with him posed no real threat of
dis as ter.

Begin a pre dic tion log. In a note book, write a spe cific behav ioral
pre dic tion of the cata strophic out come for break ing the rule. Here’s
how Susie planned to test her rule about agree ing with Phil: “When
Phil is angry about my spend ing, I’ll make an appoint ment with him
to dis cuss the issue later, when he has calmed down.” Sus ie’s
 catastrophic pre dic tion had been that Phil would walk out on her and 
their fam ily. Although Phil’s and Sus ie’s feel ings could have been
included in the pre dic tion, Susie real ized that it would be eas ier to
stick with observ able results.

Make a con tract with your self to break your rule. Com mit to a
 specific time, place, and situa tion, and con firm your com mit ment
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with a sup port per son if pos si ble. Later, you can tell this per son the
test results.

Cre ate a script for your new behav ior. Visu al ize what you’ll do.
Prac tice an imagi nary test with your sup port per son, or tape- record a 
simu lated test. Exam ine your tone of voice and body lan guage for
any nega tive signs that might pro mote or pre- program the  con -
sequences you want to avoid. Sound ing or look ing cold, blam ing,
defen sive, or uncer tain may cre ate a self- fulfilling proph ecy.

Test your new behav ior and col lect data. In your pre dic tion log,
write the results of your test. What in your pre dic tion hap pened?
What did not hap pen? To con firm what you observed, ask the peo ple 
involved ques tions that help you gauge their reac tions to your test.

! How did that strike you?

! Did you have any reac tion to what I said?

! I couldn’t tell whether any thing was going on for you when
we talked about __________ .

! I had the impres sion that you might be feel ing __________
when I said        .

! Is it okay with you that I        ?

Write the answers in your log, along with other things you notice.
For instance, how did the other per son look dur ing the test? What
exactly was said? What did the other per sons body lan guage tell
you?

Select addi tional situa tions for test ing your rule, and repeat steps 2
through 5 for each trial. Choose situa tions that gradu ally heighten your 
risk. By obtain ing more and more posi tive out comes to situa tions that 
break your rules, your core belief can even tu ally be modi fied.

Susie repeat edly tested her rule “To keep peace, agree with Phil 
when he gets angry.” She dis cov ered that Phil con tin ued to over -
whelm her with his firm opin ions, but not as dras ti cally as she had
sup posed. (He left the house for an hour dur ing the first test, but the
aban don ment she antici pated never hap pened.) She also began
 testing the rule “Don’t ask for help from Phil or Julie.” They seemed
irri tated and resis tant at times, but Sus ie’s cata strophic pre dic tion
never came true. She also found that, about three quar ters of the
time, she got what she asked for.

As Susie explored the valid ity of her rules to a greater extent,
her tests became both more spon ta ne ous and more risky. She scripted 
situa tions that con fronted Phil’s anger more often. As her self- esteem
improved, she revised her core belief rules relent lessly.

Keep test ing your rules. You’ll expe ri ence set backs along the
way, but your pre dic tion log will show you an objec tive, meas ured
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view of the risks involved when you break your rules. Hav ing this
meas ured view point to coun ter your fears will help keep you on
track.

New Core Beliefs
After you have chal lenged enough rules and recorded your results in 
the pre dic tion log, it’s time to rewrite the core belief you’ve been test -
ing. Note any thing that has turned out to be com pletely false, and
include “bal anc ing reali ties”—things you’ve learned about your self
that shift or sof ten the old nega tive belief. If a belief remains largely
true, note excep tions.

Remem ber George? He believed that he was stu pid and incom -
pe tent. He blamed his own inat ten tion for his son’s bike acci dent.
Geor ge’s rule had been “Don’t take Billy places because you can’t
watch him well enough. He’ll get lost or hurt.” Because George and
Bil ly’s mom were divorced, this rule meant that George chanced lit tle 
con tact with Billy. This was hav ing a dev as tat ing effect on their rela -
tion ship. After George began test ing the rule with more adven tur ous
out ings, he was able to rewrite his core belief. “If I’m care ful, I can be 
a respon si ble father. I do okay tak ing care of Billy. In 15 Sat ur days,
he’s had a few nor mal prob lems. But I’ve never lost him, and noth ing 
really bad has ever hap pened.”

Susie rewrote one of her core beliefs also. “I am capa ble of
 solving prob lems and mak ing deci sions; and I am able to state my
needs—par ticu larly with regard to Phil and Julie. Some really big
chal lenges (such as deal ing with seri ous prob lems at the hos pi tal)
remain scary, but I’m more and more able to deal with anger
( especially Phil’s) and con flicts.”

Use these exam ples to fol low the same steps used by Susie and
George to mod ify a deeply held core belief. Your series of tests and
tri als may take sev eral weeks—but be patient. The results will be
well worth the effort.

New Beliefs Mean New Rules
Now that you’ve modi fied an old core belief, you need to

change some of the rules that grew from it. Put your new rules in the
form of affirma tions about your self. Write them in the first per son (“I 
can deal with con flict” instead of “You can deal with con flict.”). Keep 
your affirma tions short, posi tive, and sim ple. And be sure to put
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them in the pres ent tense (“I make good deci sions” rather than “I will 
make good deci sions.”).

These affirma tions—your new rules—may feel uncom fort able at 
first; that’s per fectly under stand able, since they run coun ter to some
long- held views of your self and the world. But if you use them, if
you keep remind ing your self of your new beliefs, these affirma tions
will sup port and strengthen the changes you are mak ing.

Here’s how Sus ie’s old rules com pared with her new
affirma tions:

Old Rules New Rules

1. Agree with Phil. 1. I can deal with con flict.

2. Don’t push Julie. 2. I expect Julie to do the 
rea son able things I ask of her.

3. Don’t rock the boat on 
the ward.

3. I speak up about things that
are impor tant.

4. Don’t report incom pe tence. 4. I take risks for what’s right.

5. Don’t con front Julie’s
teacher.

5. I speak up about things that
are impor tant.

6. Don’t ask for help. 6. I can ask for what I need.

7. Don’t make deci sions. 7. I have good judg ment.

8. Don’t be the ini ti a tor 
in sex.

8. I can ini ti ate sex when I 
want to.

As you write your new rules, they may seem to belong to a new 
per son, a more posi tive per son than you’ve always imag ined your self 
to be. It’s true that work ing on your core beliefs changes you
 dramatically. For this rea son, you may feel mis trust ful of your new
rules. One tech nique that can help you con firm your new rules is an
evi dence log. Like the pre dic tion log described ear lier, the evi dence log 
is a tool that will help you believe in the valid ity of the changes
you’re mak ing. All it requires is some blank pages in a note book and
some care ful obser va tion on your part. The con fir ma tion pro vided by 
the evi dence log will strengthen your con fi dence in your new beliefs
and rules.

The Evidence Log
Use your evi dence log to record inter ac tions, events, or  con -

versations that sup port and con firm your new rules and beliefs. On
the left side of a page, write Date, then a head ing that says, What
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Hap pened. On the right side, write another head ing that says, What It
Means.

For exam ple, here’s Sus ie’s entry in her evi dence log for her
new core belief, “I am a strong woman with some weak nesses.”

Date What Hap pened What It Means

10/8 Made the major
decisions on the
kitchen remodel.

Scared but confident. Never
had done anything on my own 
like that before! I can work
with contractors, develop plans, 
and stick to a budget. I’ve
done a really good job.

10/14 Reported
anesthesiologist who
was drunk during
surgery

I worry I will lose my job, but 
I am doing what is right:
protecting my patient.

10/15 Asked for help with
a difficult patient.

I can get more support from 
my coworkers. I feel more
confidence that they’ll help
without resenting me.

Strengthen your new core belief by test ing its rules and record -
ing your out comes in your evi dence log. Per sist in con firm ing your
new rules; but at first set safe parame ters around the situa tions in
which you test them. For exam ple, test your rules with the coop era -
tion of a sup por tive friend, in low- risk envi ron ments (not at work), or 
in places and situa tions in which you feel per fectly safe. Later, as
your con fi dence and self- esteem grow stronger, you can widen the
parame ters of your tests to include less safe or sup por tive are nas for
action.

When you have strongly acti vated one new core belief, start on
revis ing another one. Fol low the steps out lined in this chap ter, then
chal lenge and test its rules. Revis ing your core beliefs will con trib ute
greatly to increas ing your self- esteem.
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Building
Self-Esteem in

Children
 By Judith McKay, R.N.

You want the best for your kids. You want them to be good peo ple,
suc cess ful, happy, and capa ble in the world. You want them to be
able to make friends, use their tal ents, and make the world work for
them.

Help ing your chil dren grow up with strong self- esteem is the
most impor tant task of par ent hood. The child with good self- esteem
has the best chance of being a happy and suc cess ful adult. Self-
 esteem is the armor that pro tects kids from the drag ons of life: drugs, 
alco hol, unhealthy rela tion ships, and delin quency.

The Power of Parents
No mat ter who you are, your par ents (or the peo ple who raised you)
remain the most impor tant peo ple in your life. That’s because they
exert the strong est influ ence on how you feel about your self. Your
own strug gle to achieve good self- esteem has shown you how many
of the con demn ing, judg ing voices you carry inside are the voices
you heard in child hood. The fears, lim its, and feel ings of help less ness 
you strug gle with today have been with you from your ear li est years.
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It is your par ents who led you to see your self as com pe tent or
incom pe tent, stu pid or smart, effec tive or help less, worth less or lov -
able. And it is your par ents whom you wanted to please. The need
for their approval is so strong that the drive for paren tal accep tance
may con tinue long after they are dead.

Try to remem ber what you wanted from your own par ents. Did 
you want their for give ness, rec og ni tion, admi ra tion? What would it
mean to you today to have your par ents appre ci ate what you really
are: your lim its, your spe cial abili ties, your dreams?

Maybe you will never get this appre cia tion from your par ents,
and you will have to learn to give to your self the gift of accep tance.
But you can give this gift to your chil dren. When you give them the
gift of accep tance, when you really see, value, and appre ci ate them,
you pro vide your chil dren a psy cho logi cal armor that will pro tect
them for a life time.

Parents as Mirrors
You are the whole world to a baby—the source of all com fort and
secu rity, the ban isher of fears and pain. Every wak ing hour he learns
about him self from you. You are the mir ror that shows this new
 person who he is.

From your smile a baby learns that he is delight ful, from your
touch a baby learns that he is safe. From your respon sive ness to his
cry ing, a baby learns that he is effec tive and impor tant. These are the
first les sons about his worth and the build ing blocks of self- esteem.

Babies who are not com forted, who are not held, spo ken to,
rocked, and loved, learn other les sons about their worth. They learn
that their cries of dis tress don’t bring relief. They learn help less ness.
They learn that they are not impor tant. These are the first les sons in
poor self- esteem.

As they grow older, chil dren will have other mir rors that show
them who they are. Teach ers, friends, and sit ters will all per form this
role, but a child will return to the reflec tion in the mir ror that his
 parents held for this sense of good ness, impor tance, and basic worth.

Pro vid ing a posi tive mir ror for your chil dren does not mean
that you approve of eve ry thing that they do or that you let them run
the fam ily. There is a way to raise social ized, rea son able chil dren
with strong self- esteem. It requires that you look at your child, look
at your self, and look at your pat terns of com mu ni ca tion.
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Look at Your Child
It’s not easy to really see your child. Your vision is clouded by your
hopes and fears. Your son might remind you of your self or your
mate or another child. You have opin ions about how your daugh ter
ought to be, and how you hope she will be. It’s a chal lenge, but when 
you are able to see your child accu rately you will be rewarded with a 
rela tion ship that is more enjoy able, with more rea son able expec ta -
tions and less con flict. And you will be con trib ut ing to your child
devel op ing good self- esteem.

Accu rately see ing your chil dren builds self- esteem in four ways.
First, you are able to rec og nize their unique abili ties and

 talents—to rein force them, nur ture them, and help them rec og nize
what is spe cial about them selves.

Sec ond, you are able to under stand their behav ior in the con text 
of who they are—you don’t mis in ter pret a natu ral shy ness as being
unfriendly, or a need for pri vacy as rejec tion. Seen in con text, even
nega tive behav ior is more under stand able and pre dict able.

Third, see ing your chil dren accu rately helps you focus on
chang ing only the behav ior that is impor tant to change—behav ior
that’s harm ful to them, behav ior that iso lates them socially, or behav -
ior that is dis rup tive to the fam ily.

Fourth, chil dren who feel that they are really seen and under -
stood by their par ents can afford to be authen tic. Such chil dren don’t
have to hide parts of them selves because they fear being rejected. If
you can accept all of your child, the good and the bad, your child can 
accept him self. This is the cor ner stone of good self- esteem.

Exercise: Who is Your Child?
This exer cise will help you look at your child and make sense of 

what you dis cover.

1. Over the course of a week, write a descrip tion of your child.
Pre tend you are writ ing it to some one who has never met him
or her (such as to an old school friend or dis tant rela tive).
Be sure to describe your child in every way: physi cally,
socially, intel lec tu ally, emo tion ally. How does your daugh ter 
act in school. What does she enjoy doing when she is alone?
What makes your son angry, happy, chal lenged? What is he
best at? Worst at? How does your child get his needs
met—needs for secu rity, atten tion, affec tion? What is it about 
your child that is hard est for you? How is your son like you?
How is he dif fer ent? Does your daugh ter do best with
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 structure or free dom? Does she pre fer order or chaos? Does
she enjoy music, sports, draw ing, books, or math?

Write as detailed a descrip tion as you can and add to it dur ing
the week. You will find your self think ing about your child and look -
ing at him more care fully than you have since his birth. You might
dis cover quali ties that you never noticed or revise a pre vi ously held
opin ion. One par ent dis cov ered that she still saw her sixteen- year- old 
son as “an absent- minded, head- in- the- clouds” type. When he was
twelve, he was always leav ing the door open when he went out of
the house. He would always for get his lunch on the bus, his jacket at
the play ground, or would turn in the wrong assign ments at school.
When she wrote her descrip tive let ter she real ized how much he had
changed. He was respon si ble at home, got decent grades at school,
had an after- school job, and paid for his own car. He was hardly the
“absent- minded space case” that he had been at twelve.

To add to your descrip tion, check in with other peo ple who
know your child—teach ers, friends, or friends’ par ents. You might be 
sur prised (and delighted) by some qual ity that oth ers notice that you
never see at home. They might describe your daugh ter as a real
leader or a team worker. They might describe her as some one who is
help ful, sen si tive, or funny. Make this descrip tion a treas ure hunt of
her tal ents. Look for the seeds of poten tial. Be hon est about her
 limits, annoy ing hab its, and sources of con flict.

2. Now go through the descrip tion and under line your child’s
posi tive and nega tive quali ties. You will con struct two lists.
The first will have all the posi tive quali ties, tal ents, abili ties,
inter ests, and poten tial areas of growth that you want to
 nurture. The other list will include nega tive quali ties, lim its,
poten tial prob lems, and bad hab its.

This is a par tial list writ ten about Jane, a twelve- year- old
 gymnast who is popu lar with her friends.

Posi tive Quali ties Nega tive Quali ties

Funny Over ac tive—can’t sit still

Crea tive Eas ily Frus trated

Deter mined Poor math skills

Artis tic—draw ing, clay, dress Fights with sis ter

Out go ing—social Sloppy, for get ful

Very coor di nated—good 
at sports

Very eas ily influ enced by friends
Deals poorly with changes 
in plans
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Looking at the Positive
First, look at the list of posi tive quali ties and pick out two or

three items that you want to rein force right away. Make sure that
these quali ties are really strengths or abili ties or areas of spe cial
 talent that are already pres ent in your child—not some thing that you
wish were true for him. Every time that you rein force this behav ior
(by prais ing, reward ing, or rec og niz ing it) you make it more likely
that you child will want to do it again. Rein forc ing real posi tive
quali ties is an impor tant strat egy in build ing self- esteem.

Here are three things you can do to rein force posi tive quali ties.

1. Notice exam ples of abil ity (tal ents, skills, inter ests, and the like)
in many dif fer ent cir cum stances. How does your child show
it at school? How does he show it at home? Point it out to him. 
Your child might not be able to see these abili ties on his own. 
“You sure are a good prob lem solver.” “You arranged the
flow ers like a real art ist, it’s beau ti ful.” “It took some one
with a lot of coor di na tion and bal ance to climb that tree and
unsnag the kite.”

2. Find fre quent occa sions to praise your child. (And don’t for get to 
praise her to oth ers for her abil ity.) The lan guage of praise
will be dis cussed later in this chap ter. Dis play your child’s
work, tro phies, sto ries, or play dough sculp tures. Tell the
story of a dilemma and how she solved the prob lem. Recount 
how patient, inven tive, deter mined, or crea tive she was.
Make your child the hero of the story

3. Give your child an oppor tu nity to show his abil ity fre quently. He
needs many chances to develop it and prove it, strengthen it
and count on it. To develop any abil ity a child needs lots of
prac tice—be it swim ming, read ing, or think ing.

These three steps will rein force posi tive behav ior. Your child
will learn to value these tal ents and see him self as capa ble and
 special in these areas. Even when your child is strug gling in other
areas, he can still feel OK, since he is extra good at some thing.

After rein forc ing these behav iors for two weeks, come back to
the list and find two or three other items and rein force them as well.
Soon you will get used to find ing the spe cial posi tive quali ties in
your child’s eve ry day life. Because you see your child in a posi tive
way, your child will start to see him self that way too. The inter -
nalized paren tal voices—the voices that nur ture or destroy self-
 esteem—will be warm with praise and appre cia tion. And your child
will develop the abil ity to nur ture his own self- esteem.
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Looking at the Negative
Every action your chil dren make is an attempt to meet their

needs. This is true whether or not the behav ior is suc cess ful at meet -
ing their needs. This is true whether or not the behav ior is accept able.

A child who picks fights with sib lings, shows off in an obnox -
ious way, baby- talks, or acts regres sively, needs some thing! It might
be more atten tion, or less pres sure, or more chal lenge. A son who is
defi ant might need you to set con sis tent lim its on his behav ior—or he 
might need to make more choices in his life. A daugh ter who nags or
whines might need your exclu sive atten tion for a moment so that she
can express what she really wants and feel that you are hear ing her.
In many cases, if you can deter mine what need is being expressed,
you can help your child meet the need in a more appro pri ate way.

Try this exer cise. For every item on the nega tive list, ask your -
self these three ques tions:

1. What need is being expressed by this behav ior?

2. Can I see a posi tive qual ity being expressed by this behav ior?

3. How can I help my child express this qual ity and meet her
needs in a more posi tive way?

One par ent described his daugh ter as “stub born and inflexi ble,
will ful and bossy.” First he looked for a need that was being
expressed by this behav ior. He saw that his daugh ter had a great
need to con trol what hap pened to her. Instead of see ing her with the
nega tive label “stub born and inflexi ble,” the par ent reframed her
behav ior in a posi tive way. He saw a deter mined and inde pend ent
child who had a strong opin ion about how things ought to be. After
giv ing it some thought, he decided on three strate gies to help this
child express inde pend ence as well as meet her need for con trol.

1. Give her a choice when ever pos si ble. (“Do you want to do
your home work now or after din ner?” “You can watch one
hour of TV. You decide what you want to watch.”)

2. Rein force the posi tive, appro pri ate ways she expresses her
deter mi na tion and inde pend ence. (“You really stick to your
guns when you want some thing—I like that.”)

3. Rec og nize how hard it is for her to accept dis ap point ment.
(“It took a lot of guts to keep try ing even though the other
kids were so much big ger. I’m really sorry you didn’t make
the team.")
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Of course things won’t always go her way just because she’s
deter mined, and at times she will have to go along with oth ers even
if she is inde pend ent. But dis ap point ments and frus tra tions are eas ier 
to accept when chil dren feel that their par ents know and accept who
they are and that their efforts and dif fi cul ties are being rec og nized.

Jamie’s par ents observed that she had a hard time set tling down 
to do her home work or to prac tice the piano. She was always fidg et -
ing, drum ming, fight ing with her sis ter, or find ing any excuse at all
to get up and move around.

What need was being expressed? Jamie had lots of physi cal and 
nerv ous energy. It was enor mously hard for her to “just sit still.” By
the end of the school day she needed to run around. Instead of see ing
her energy as a prob lem, her par ents real ized that it could be an asset 
if chan neled in a posi tive way. If she had an oppor tu nity to be really
active after school, she might be bet ter able to set tle down to home -
work after din ner. Jamie’s par ents decided to ini ti ate a number of
changes to make sure that she met her needs and used her energy in
a posi tive way. Jamie was encour aged to join an after- school soc cer
team where her ener getic style of play was appre ci ated, and her
 success in this sport gave her bet ter self- esteem and con fi dence. Jamie 
was allowed fre quent breaks while she was doing her home work,
since sit ting longer than one half hour made her fidget. She actu ally
got more done in less time because she had bet ter con cen tra tion after
tak ing a break. Instead of piano les sons, Jamie took drum les sons and 
on the week end had a judo class. There she learned dis ci pline and
con trol, while using her energy in another posi tive way.

 Behav iors to ignore. Look again at the items on the nega tive
list. Are some of these items really a mat ter of taste, pref er ence, or
per sonal style? Don’t waste your time or energy in chang ing these
attrib utes. They are best left alone. No amount of nag ging or remind -
ing will make a shy child out go ing, or an awk ward child grace ful.
For get about hair styles, clothes, taste in music, and so on. Harp ing on 
these things won’t pro duce change. Instead, you are likely to spoil
your rela tion ship with your child. Some of the behav iors that annoy
you may be related to your child’s age or to the cul ture he lives in.
For instance, eight- year- old boys imi tate macho super heroes.
Twelve- year- old girls are often “boy crazy.” Teen ag ers com monly
push the lim its in their quest for auton omy. Nag ging about how your 
teen ager looks or deco rates his room cre ates more con flict and lit tle
change. Do set lim its to pro tect your child, and save your san ity, but
focus on the more impor tant issues.
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A Special Challenge—The Child Who 
Is Different
You might have the feel ing that one of your chil dren would

have fit in bet ter in a dif fer ent fam ily. “Where did he come from?”
you ask your self. He is the sen si tive art ist in a fam ily of ath letes, the
shy one in a fam ily of social but ter flies, the slow learner in a fam ily
of schol ars. It’s a real chal lenge to see your child for what he is and
not just for what he is not. If you try to make him “fit the mold,”
your child will feel frus trated and unhappy and end up believ ing
that some thing is wrong with him. If you rec og nize and value his
unique tal ents, a child who doesn’t fit in can still feel good about
him self and have high self- esteem.

Mar tin was an unath letic child in a fam ily of all stars. His father 
was a local foot ball hero and coached the school team. His brother
won three school let ters for track, base ball, and foot ball. His sis ter
com peted in track and swim ming. Though Mar tin was not ath letic,
he was very tal ented mechani cally and he loved music. When he was 
young, he would take things apart and try to fix them. He was
always ask ing how some thing worked. When he was ten, he fixed an 
old record player and gath ered a col lec tion of opera records from
garage sales and junk stores. He built his own radio to lis ten to con -
certs and over the years taught him self about the great operas and a
lot about clas si cal music. But his par ents never knew about these
accom plish ments. His father felt frus trated. He was avail able to help
Mar tin with bat ting prac tice and weight train ing, but since Mar tin
wasn’t inter ested in these things father and son had lit tle con tact.
Despite his abili ties, Mar tin grew up with poor self- esteem because
he felt like a fail ure in that fam ily. Although his par ents didn’t “put
him down,” they never really “put him up.” It took many years for
him to find him self and find oth ers like him self who val ued and
encour aged his natu ral abil ity.

If your child’s strengths are really dif fer ent from the fam ily
norm, it may be dif fi cult for you to even rec og nize them. Martin’s
dad thought he was “mop ing around his room instead of get ting out
in the sun and play ing sports.” He also felt inade quate when Mar tin
asked him ques tions that he couldn’t answer (“How does the radio
work?”). He never had a chance to share his knowl edge about sports
with his son.

Exer cise. If one of your chil dren seems not to fit the fam ily
norm, try this exer cise. Write a brief descrip tion of the “ideal kid,”
the one who would fit the fam ily norm more closely. What does this
child look like? How does he excel? What are his inter ests,
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per son al ity traits, likes and dis likes? List this ideal child’s quali ties
and com pare them to quali ties you listed for your real child. Put an
“A” next to the quali ties that are alike and ”D" next to the quali ties
that are dif fer ent from the ideal child. (Note that “dif fer ent” does not
mean “nega tive.” An attrib ute can still be a posi tive one even though
it is dif fer ent from your ideal.)

1. Look at the items marked and see if you can change your
focus from what your child isn’t into what he is. If your son
doesn’t like things you’d pre fer, record what he does like. If
he’s not good at skills you value, write down what he is good 
at. If your daugh ter is weak in math, find out what sub ject
she excels in. Eng lish? Debate? Track? Music?

2. Do your child’s dif fer ent quali ties have some thing you value
at their root? For instance, both Mar tin and his dad were
very ana lyti cal. Martin’s dad was ana lyti cal in the ways he
observed his stu dents—that’s what made him such a good
coach. He could watch a kid pitch a base ball and tell him
how he needed to change his stance, his arm, or his focus in
order to be a bet ter pitcher. Mar tin expressed his ana lyti cal
abil ity in another way. By the time he was fif teen he could fix 
just about any thing mechani cal and diag nose what was
wrong with a car by lis ten ing to the engine.

3. Revise your child’s posi tive and nega tive lists to include
your new dis cov er ies.

When chil dren are dif fer ent from the fam ily norm, it is
 especially impor tant to rec og nize, rein force, and acknowl edge their
dif fer ences in a posi tive way. To not rec og nize a child’s poten tial can
make him miss an impor tant oppor tu nity for self- esteem and
accom plish ment.

Nan cy’s par ents never val ued her ice skat ing; instead, they
thought of it as baby ish and self- indulgent, a waste of time and
money. Nan cy’s abil ity as a skater won her a schol ar ship, and she
started to com pete in local meets. Nan cy’s par ents never attended the 
meets and resented the time it took from her aca demic work. They
often threat ened to make her quit if she neglected her stud ies. With
her par ents’ sup port and acknow ledge ment, she could have “been a
con tender,” but with out it she was dis cour aged and dropped out
with out ever real iz ing her poten tial.

When you are rein forc ing the posi tive quali ties in a child who is 
dif fer ent, make sure that you include some quali ties or tal ents that
are dif fer ent from the fam ily norm. Tell your child how he is spe cial
in his dif fer ences. “You’re the one who can fix any thing—I’m all
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thumbs.” “You’re the one in the fam ily who can be really crea tive.
What would we do with out you?”

You can also empha size the ways that he is “alike” or simi lar to
the fam ily, even if he expresses that qual ity dif fer ently. It will enable
him to feel less like an out sider even if he is dif fer ent. “We are a
 family of art ists—three musi cians and one dancer.” “We all like to
learn new things—some of us learn bet ter from books, and some
from expe ri ence.”

A Child in Your Own Image
Your child might remind you of your self—either how you are

now or how you used to be. If your child has your nega tive quali ties, 
you might be exces sively sen si tive to them. As a par ent you should
be care ful not to fall into the trap of focus ing on the nega tive behav -
iors that are a mat ter of taste or pref er ence or some thing that your
child has lit tle con trol over.

Ann was a fat child. After years of diet ing, she has finally
 managed to keep her weight down, proudly wear ing a size seven.
When her daugh ter Heather started get ting chubby at eight years old, 
Ann had a hard time not nag ging and remind ing her about food at
every meal. Ann did take steps to elimi nate junk food from the house 
and pro vide good low- cal meals at home, but she real ized that
Heather would deal with her ten dency to gain weight in her own
time.

If your chil dren have your posi tive quali ties, you might have a
strong reac tion when they don’t achieve or apply them selves or
accom plish the things that they are capa ble of. In rein forc ing posi tive
quali ties in chil dren who are very much like you, include the ways
that they are dif fer ent and the ways that they express simi lar
 qualities in a dif fer ent way.

For exam ple, Clara is smart like her mom and does well in
school, but she is more inter ested in sci ence than his tory and bet ter at 
ver bal skills than writ ing skills. These dif fer ences should be noticed
and rein forced. All chil dren want to be seen as unique and feel that
they have per mis sion to grow in their way.

Listening
“I never tell my mom any thing,” says sixteen- year- old Carla. “She’s
hope less. I come home from school, and she’s usu ally read ing the
paper or doing the cross word puz zle. She asks me how my day was,
but I can see she’s not really lis ten ing. She says she can lis ten and
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read at the same time, but I know that’s a load of crap. Some times
I’m tempted to tell her that I was kid napped and stabbed at lunch
just to see if she’ll look up from her paper. Some times she’ll get up
and walk into the kitchen to start din ner right in the mid dle of our
‘co nve rs ation.’ It really turns me off!”

Car la’s mother is not alone. Many well- meaning par ents find
them selves lis ten ing with half an ear. You get home from work, and
there are so many things com pet ing for your atten tion: the other kids, 
the chores, the phone, the dog. You might just be too tired to be a
good lis tener.

Yet it is essen tial for the self- esteem of your child that you do
find the time to lis ten, and to lis ten in a way that com mu ni cates your
inter est and car ing. When you stop and lis ten to some one, you are
say ing to that per son, “You are impor tant. What you say mat ters to
me. You mat ter to me.”

How To Listen to Your Kids
1. Make sure that you are ready to lis ten. You might need a

half hour to catch your breath after com ing in from work in order to
feel cen tered. You might be wor ried about hav ing just chipped a
tooth, or you might be absorbed in the sports page. You might be
watch ing the last few min utes of your favor ite TV pro gram. You
need to be able to take care of some of your own needs before you
can be a good lis tener.

2. Give your child your full atten tion. Even if it’s for five
 minutes of check ing in after school before she runs out to play, put
the paper down, turn off the TV, sit down, and be there.

3. Mini mize dis trac tions. If the phone rings, answer quickly
and arrange to call the per son back. Tell the other kids, “Phil and I
are talk ing now, I’ll help you find your sweater in a lit tle while.”
Your child might need pri vacy, away from the other kids, if he is
 telling you some thing per sonal or embar rass ing. If you can’t elimi -
nate dis trac tions, then tell your child so and plan a time to talk later.
“I’m wor ried about Mindy; she’s an hour late com ing home from
school. I just can’t be a good lis tener now. Let’s find a time after
 dinner when we can talk.”

4. Be an active lis tener. Ask ques tions, clar ify situa tions,
respond, and look at your child. Give your daugh ter all the cues that
you are inter ested in her story. Remem ber the names of her friends
and the names of their pets. Ask for updates on the pre vi ous day’s
con cerns. She will feel impor tant because you lis ten to her and
remem ber the things that con cern her.
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5. Invite your child to talk. Some kids will pounce on you as
you walk in the door; they are full of news and chat ter. But there
may be at least one child in a larger fam ily who has dif fi culty
 competing for ver bal space. Even if this child doesn’t demand your
atten tion, she may still need it. Make a spe cial time together devoted
to her alone. Start the ball roll ing by ask ing some open- ended ques -
tions, then fol low your child’s lead. This is not the time to dis cuss her 
poor grades, or com plain about her messy room.

What To Listen for
1. Lis ten for the point of the story. As your son is talk ing to

you, ask your self, “What is the rea son this is impor tant to him? What 
is he try ing to tell me?” Is he tell ing you about his plans? Or that he
was suc cess ful in solv ing a prob lem? Is he tell ing you that he was
strong and brave? Or that he was embar rassed, angry, and con fused? 
Give feed back to the point of the story and don’t dis tract your self
with the details.

Fourteen- year- old Suzie tells her mom about the day at school.
She’s very excited and talk ing a mile a minute. “I was late for my
 second period class because I for got my math book in art class. So the 
teacher told me I’d have to make up the quiz dur ing lunch period,
which was really a drag because that meant that I wouldn’t be able to 
find Kim, who owed me lots of money. Now I was stuck with out
lunch money or a lunch period. So I decided to go back to the gym to 
try to find the jacket I left there yes ter day, and I saw this guy prac tic -
ing free throws all alone on the bas ket ball court. I sat and watched
him for a while and he seemed to like hav ing an audi ence. So I
stayed. After a while we started talk ing and I told him how bummed
out I was about miss ing lunch and los ing my jacket. Any way, he had
a coke and he shared it with me. He’s rad, I hope he liked me.”

Lis ten ing to the story, Suzie’s mom might eas ily miss the point.
She might be dis mayed at Suzie’s for get ful ness (for got ten math book, 
lost jacket!). She might be angry at her miss ing a quiz. She might be
irri tated at her los ing her lunch, lend ing money to Kim, going
 hungry, hang ing out in the boys’ gym, and the rest. But the point of
Suzie’s story is that she met a nice guy. She was excited and wanted
to share her excite ment with her mom.

2. Don’t feel that you have to fix things. The hard est chal lenge
in lis ten ing to kids is to keep from mak ing sug ges tions, giv ing
advice, or solv ing the prob lem. You know how annoy ing and
 frustrating it is to talk to some one who inter rupts mid- sentence with
the “solu tion.” You feel cut off. You aren’t able to ven ti late feel ings or 
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share the excru ci at ing details of your prob lem. Besides, you are
robbed of the oppor tu nity to fig ure out your own solu tion. Yet when
kids are relat ing a prob lem, it is all to com mon for par ents to jump in 
too soon with a solu tion. You want to “fix it and make it bet ter,” or
you fear your chil dren are too young, or too inex pe ri enced to gen er -
ate their own answers. The odds are that your child is not so much
ask ing for a solu tion as want ing to share the expe ri ence.

If appro pri ate, after your child has plenty of time to ven ti late,
you can help him explore solu tions to a prob lem. If your child is able
to come up with his own solu tion, it will do more for his self- esteem
than hav ing you fix it. Besides, this prob lem may not have a solu tion, 
or the solu tion may be more obvi ous later, after he is feel ing less
angry or dis ap pointed.

3. Lis ten and respond to the feel ings. When you’re lis ten ing to
your daugh ter, pay atten tion not only to the words, but also to the
feel ings that she is express ing. Watch also for cues in her physi cal
pos ture and tone of voice. Is she excited and happy? Does she sound
dis ap pointed or dejected? Is she sit ting up, pac ing and jump ing, or
lying sul lenly on the couch? Respond to the feel ings you observe as
well as the story you hear. “I can see how excited you are about the
party. You can hardly sit still. Why is it so spe cial to you?”

For a young child, it will often be nec es sary to help her find the
words to describe what she feels. “It sounds like you are angry
because you didn’t get a turn. Angry and sad, is that what you feel?”

Accepting Your Child’s Negative Feelings
It’s very upset ting to hear your child express feel ings that you

wish were not true. Your son hates his brother or his step fa ther or he
is angry at you. Your daugh ter rebels against what you think she
ought to do and rejects what you feel is impor tant. It’s tempt ing to
try to cut your child off when he is express ing any strong nega tive
feel ings, but put ting a lid on a boil ing caul dron of feel ings will not
make them go away.

Chil dren are often afraid of their own strong feel ings. They
some times become over whelmed by anger or frus tra tion, jeal ousy or
fear. If their feel ings are labeled “bad” or if they are made to repress,
deny, or cover up their feel ings, the result can be: (1) low ered self-
 esteem (“I must be bad to feel this way.”), (2) inau then tic behav ior (“I 
have to put on an act to be accept able to my par ents. If they knew
how I felt they might aban don me.”), and (3) los ing touch with all
feel ings—the posi tive as well as the nega tive. Joy, excite ment, affec -
tion, and curi os ity will be muted along with anger, jeal ousy, and fear. 
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Remem ber that feel ings can’t be cre ated on demand or ban ished
when incon ven ient. A child whose strong nega tive feel ings are
acknowl edged and who is given sup port to express them in an
accept able way can even tu ally let go of those feel ings. He doesn’t
have to sulk, hold a grudge, or brood about things. It is only when
bad feel ings have room for expres sion that good feel ings can be fully
enjoyed.

Here are five com mon reac tions that par ents have that make
chil dren deny their feel ings.

1. Deny that the feel ing exists. “Your elbow doesn’t hurt—it
was just a lit tle bump.”

2. Say what the child should feel. “You should love your
brother.”

3. Com pare a child with oth ers. “Jimmy doesn’t act that way at
the den tist. What’s the mat ter with you?”

4. Respond with ridi cule or sar casm. “Are you going to cry
again just because you can’t do it? What a baby!”

5. Use threats and pun ish ment. “If you feel that way every time 
you strike out, then you should just for get lit tle league this
year.”

Here are some ways you can help your child deal with strong
nega tive feel ings.

1. Encour age your chil dren to express their true feel ings in a
safe, accept ing envi ron ment. Pro vide the pri vacy and time to
let them tell you how angry, sad, or frus trated they are. If
your son is angry at you, try not to get defen sive or talk him
out of it. You can acknowl edge feel ings with out apolo giz ing
or giv ing in. “I hear how angry you are at me. I know you
don’t like to be told what to do.” “I hear how much you want 
to sleep over night at Shei la’s house, but you can’t go
tonight.”

2. Help your chil dren find dif fer ent ways to ven ti late. Encour -
age lit tle chil dren to growl, hit a pil low, or stamp their feet to 
express angry feel ings. A child often needs to tell a story over 
and over again for real cathar sis. Older chil dren might draw
a pic ture or write a let ter or tele phone a sym pa thetic friend
to tell them what hap pened. Sports and strenu ous physi cal
activi ties can pro vide another out let for strong feel ings.

3. Encour age your chil dren to use their imagi na tion to express
their feel ings. “What do you wish you could have said or
done to that bully?” “How big will you have to be to run
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faster or jump higher than she can?” “Do you want her to
dis ap pear? Be invisi ble?”

4. Share a story about your self in a simi lar pre dica ment, feel ing 
simi lar things. “I remem ber when I was your age, my sis ter
used to sneak into my draw ers and bor row things. I was so
mad.” Your child can feel that she is not alone in her feel ings
and take com fort that you under stand. (But be care ful when
shar ing a story about your self that you don’t become the
focus of the con ver sa tion, or that you use the story to
 minimize the child’s dis tress.)

5. Be a good role model in how you deal with your own strong
feel ings. Share some of your own cop ing skills.

6. Help your chil dren feel good about them selves even in the
face of defeat or dis ap point ment. “You didn’t win the race,
but your but ter fly stroke has really improved. Once you get
more speed you will be unstop pa ble.” “Even though you
were lost and scared, you had the good sense to ask the
sales lady for help. How did you think of that?”

The Language of Self-Esteem
The most pow er ful tool you have as a par ent to build good self-
 esteem is the lan guage you use. Every day, in the hun dreds of inter -
ac tions you have with your chil dren, you mir ror back to them who
they are. Like a sculp tor’s tools on soft clay, your words and tone of
voice shape their sense of self. For this rea son, it is vital that the
 feedback you give, both praise and cor rec tion, is couched in the
 language of self- esteem.

Feed back that enhances self- esteem has three com po nents.
1. A descrip tion of the behav ior. The lan guage of self- esteem is 

a lan guage of descrip tion. You describe the behav ior with out judg ing
the child. In this way, you dis tin guish between the child’s worth and
his behav ior. This is an impor tant dis tinc tion. Your son is not a good
boy because he shares his toys. He is not a bad boy because he hits
his brother. He is good because he exists, because you love and care
for him, because he is spe cial to you. Some times he is able to do good 
(help ing or shar ing or achiev ing). Describ ing behav ior (what you see, 
what you hear, what hap pened) gives chil dren accu rate feed back
about how they act and how their actions affect oth ers. But by not
label ing chil dren bad or good, you uncou ple such apprais als of their
behav ior from their basic value and worth.
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2. Your reac tion to the behav ior. The lan guage of self- esteem is
a lan guage that shares some thing about your self. You share your
appre cia tion, enjoy ment, and delight, or your dis ap proval, annoy -
ance, or anger. You com mu ni cate your rea sons for want ing some -
thing done or your reac tion to a situa tion. It is eas ier for chil dren to
meet expec ta tions and avoid con flict when they know why peo ple
around them react as they do.

3. Acknow ledge ment of the child’s feel ings. The lan guage of
self- esteem vali dates your child’s expe ri ence. Your daugh ter’s efforts
are appre ci ated, whether suc cess ful or not. You’ve acknowl edged her 
pre dica ment and motives, her con fu sion or care ful ness. She feels seen 
and under stood even when being cor rected.

In the sec tions that fol low, these three com po nents of feed back
are applied to the process of prais ing and cor rect ing your child.

Praise
Your approval is what shapes behav ior. Pleas ing you is what

moti vates your chil dren to learn eve ry thing from lan guage to table
man ners. When you praise your kids, they get the mes sage that
they’re OK and that what they do is accept able and appre ci ated.

But using the lan guage of self- esteem in prais ing chil dren does
far more than com mu ni cate approval. It gives your chil dren some -
thing to take away with them. Your chil dren learn to rec og nize what
is spe cial, what they did that they can take pride in. They can learn to 
praise them selves and to rec og nize and value their own efforts and
tal ents.

Con sider the case of Joey. He proudly shows his dad a paint ing
that he made in school. His dad is effu sive. “What a gor geous paint -
ing. I love it. You’re ter ri fic.” But Joey never learns what his dad likes 
about the paint ing. As a result Joey can’t later remem ber and say to
him self what was good about his accom plish ment. Using the
 language of self- esteem, Joey’s dad might have said some thing like
this: “This is ter ri fic. I see a house and a boy in bright flow ers
(descrip tion). I like the col ors you chose and those swirl ing clouds,
and I see how care fully you drew the pock ets on the boy’s pants
(reac tion). You must have worked very hard on it (acknow ledge ment).
Let’s hang it up and show mommy.”

Share feel ings when you praise. If you share some thing about
your self with your chil dren, they begin to learn what is impor tant to
you. They know more about your needs and moods, and they know
how to please you, or avoid you when you’re on the war path. For
instance, you appre ci ate that your son makes his bed in the
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morn ing—you like a neat room. You are glad when your daugh ter is
able to occupy her self when you are on the phone—you hate being
inter rupted. Shar ing reac tions such as these with your child makes
you under stand able, rather than arbi trary. You cease to be an
 unpredictable per son blow ing hot and cold with out rea son.

Arlene is wait ing for David, her fourteen- year- old, to get home
from school. She needs him to babysit so that she can leave for a
 dental appoint ment. As David walks in the door, Arlene speaks
sharply: “Glad you’re home in time. I was sure you’d for get. I’ve got
to go now, bye.” David can see that his mother is nerv ous, and he
won ders why. He didn’t for get and he got home on time, so what’s
bug ging her? If Arlene had remem bered to use the lan guage of self-
 esteem, she would have shared more of her feel ings. “Thanks for
 getting back in time (descrip tion). I was so afraid you’d for got ten
(reac tion). I know you’d rather hang out with your friends after
school (acknow ledge ment). I espe cially appre ci ate it today because I
have a den tal appoint ment and I always get so nerv ous (reac tion).”

This form of praise enables David to learn some thing about his
mom and him self. Mom was nerv ous and edgy this morn ing because 
of her den tal appoint ment. His suc cess in remem ber ing to get home
and the sac ri fice of leav ing his friends was rec og nized. He also gets
to see him self as a depend able per son who comes through as needed.

Be gen er ous with your praise. Find as many oppor tu ni ties to
sin cerely praise your chil dren as you can. Praise helps kids see them -
selves in a most posi tive way, not just how they are, but how you
believe they could be. They get vali da tion for their best selves.

Over praise makes chil dren uncom fort able. Your daugh ter
knows that she is not the “smart est kid in the class, a real gen ius.”
She may have been able to do well in the math test today, but your
over praise makes her feel pres sure to shine every day. When she
even tu ally gets a B or C on a test, will that make her “stu pid, a real
dunce?”

Some par ents report they resist prais ing their chil dren for some -
thing good because as soon as they draw atten tion to what the child
 did well, she will do the oppo site. This phe nome non is due to over -
prais ing. The ten sion of being over praised is too much to bear. Your
daugh ter is more com fort able being “her self’ than the ”best lit tle girl
in the world.”

Con sider the case of Suzie. Molly and her mom are vis it ing
Suzie’s house. When Molly walks in, Suzie hands her a doll. Suzie’s
mom is delighted. “What a gen er ous girl you are! You’re the most
gen er ous girl I’ve ever seen. You’re an angel.” This form of praise can 
make Suzie anx ious. Suzie knows she isn’t the most gen er ous girl in
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the world. Maybe she was feel ing gen er ous, or just dis tract ing Molly
from a more pre cious toy, or maybe sof ten ing her mother up so that
she will let Suzie buy ice cream later. In any case, when Suzie doesn’t 
share, does that make her the most self ish lit tle girl in the world? If
Suzie were praised using the lan guage of self- esteem, it might sound
like this: “How nice. I appre ci ate your let ting her play with your doll
(descrip tion, reac tion). Some times it’s hard to share spe cial toys
(acknowl edgen tent).” This kind of praise allows Suzie to feel good
about shar ing with out feel ing that her iden tity is at risk if she doesn’t 
share.

Avoid back handed praise. A back handed com pli ment mixes
praise with insult. It gives chil dren praise for what they did well, but
at the same time reminds them of ear lier fail ures. No won der it
doesn’t make them feel good to receive it.

Back handed praise: “Your hair cer tainly looks bet ter than it did
this morn ing.”

Real praise: “I like the way you’ve combed your hair.”

Back handed praise: “That’s pretty good con sid er ing how you
waited to the last minute.”

Real praise: “You did a good job, and you did it very quickly.”

Back handed praise: “It’s about time.”

Real praise: “I’m glad you got it done.”

Back handed praise: “You did it, boy was I sur prised.”

Real praise: “Con gratu la tions, I knew you had it in you. Good
job!”

Correcting Your Child
Nowhere is the care ful use of lan guage more impor tant than

when cor rect ing a child’s prob lem atic behav ior. Chil dren who are
spo ken to abu sively tend to ver bally abuse oth ers, includ ing their
par ents. Chil dren who are given cor rec tions with out rea sons tend to
be less rea son able. Chil dren whose efforts are not rec og nized resent
being “mis un der stood.” Chil dren who are not given clear state ments
of what is expected of them feel defeated and hope less about doing
any thing right. It is very dif fi cult for a child to develop a sense of
worth when his behav ior has inspired anger or annoy ance from
oth ers.

Par ents are teach ers as well as mir rors to their chil dren. They
need to teach their kids to con trol impulses, take respon si bil ity, resist 
pres sure, and be con sid er ate of oth ers. This learn ing process depends 
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on your abil ity to use the lan guage of self- esteem in all your
 feedback. If cor rec tions take place in the form of rejec tion or insult,
your child won’t be open to new infor ma tion or have any desire to
do the behav ior right. Although your child might “obey,” he will feel 
resent ful, defeated, resis tant, and angry.

Giv ing cor rec tion using lan guage of self- esteem allows your
chil dren to get the point of cor rec tion and change their behav ior
with out hav ing to feel like a bad per son. The lan guage used in
 correcting chil dren is very simi lar to the lan guage used in prais ing
chil dren. It involves these four steps.

1. A descrip tion of the behav ior (in non judg men tal lan guage).
“This room is still not straight ened.” “The dishes were still in 
the sink this morn ing.” “The report card indi cated you cut
Eng lish class nine times.”

2. A rea son for behav ior change. Make it sim ple and to the point.
“I’m tired now.” “I worry when you’re late.” “She is expect -
ing us on time.”

3. Acknow ledge ment of the child’s feel ings (or effort, pre dica ment,
or motive). “I see how angry you are.” “Maybe it seemed like 
the only choice you had.” “You must have felt really
 pressured by them.”

4. A clear state ment of what is expected. “I need you to come help
me now.” “Do not take things from your sis ter’s room
 without ask ing.” “I expect you to be home on time.”

The fol low ing exam ples con trast an attack ing feed back style
with the lan guage of self- esteem. Each of the five typi cal angry
 reactions is fol lowed by exam ples of how you can change the state -
ment so that you can get your point across clearly and respect fully,
with out insult, anger, or rejec tion.

 Attack ing com mu ni ca tion: What a mess! You live like a pig.
(Nega tive labels)

 Lan guage of self- esteem: I see clothes, books, and records all
over the room (descrip tion of behav ior). When your room is
straight ened, you’ll have more room to play (rea son for behav ior
change). You proba bly don’t know where to start (acknow ledge -
ment of feel ings). I want the clothes in the ham per, books on the
desk, and records put away in the next half hour (state ment of
expec ta tion).

 Attack ing com mu ni ca tion: Stop bug ging me! Can’t you ever
play by your self? (Rejec tion)
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 Lan guage  of  self-esteem: You’ve been fol low ing me around the 
house (descrip tion of behav ior). There’s a very impor tant call I
have to make (rea son for behav ior change). I know I prom ised
we’d go buy school sup plies today right after work (acknow -
ledge ment of feel ings). I need you to play qui etly while I’m on the
phone, and then we can go shop ping (state ment of expec ta tion).

 Attacking  communication: Stop that, you lit tle mon ster!
( Negative label)

 Language  of  self-esteem: You’re hit ting Suzie (descrip tion of
behav ior). That hurts her (rea son for behav ior change). I see that
you get angry when she takes your toys (acknow ledge ment of
 feelings ). Hit ting is not allowed here (state ment of expec ta tion).

Attack ing  communication: Can’t you be quiet? Keep this up
and we’ll have an acci dent. (Threat)

 Language  of  self-esteem: There’s a lot of jump ing around and
noise in the car (descrip tion of behav ior). I can’t drive safely with
all this dis trac tion (rea son for behav ior change). I know that it’s
hard to sit still for such a long time (acknow ledge ment of feel ings).
I expect you to put on your seat belts and talk qui etly until we
stop for lunch (state ment of expec ta tion).                   

Attack ing  communication: All you ever think about is your self.
(Over gen er ali za tion)

 Language  of  self-esteem: You prom ised you’d babysit tonight,
but now you want to go to Con nie’s party (descrip tion of behav -
ior). Dad and I have tick ets for tonight and we are count ing on
you (rea son for behav ior change). I can see how dis ap pointed you
are about miss ing the party (acknow ledge ment of feel ings). But I
expect you to keep your prom ise and stay home with your
brother (state ment of expec ta tion).

By fol low ing the four steps in giv ing cor rec tions, you’ll often
avoid strug gles and resis tance, and you’ll be dem on strat ing a style of 
clear com mu ni ca tion to your chil dren. Later, when your chil dren are
grown, their inter nal ized paren tal voices will be more sup por tive.
And when you hear your kids using the lan guage of self- esteem to
oth ers, you’ll know they have learned a valu able life skill.

Lan guage styles to avoid. When cor rect ing your child, make
every effort to avoid the fol low ing destruc tive lan guage styles. They
are guar an teed to tear down self- esteem.

1. Over gen er ali za tions. “You always do it wrong.” “You never
think before you act.” “All you care about is your friends.”
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Over gen er ali za tions are untrue because they empha size the
nega tive behav ior—and ignore the posi tive. Even tu ally a
child will believe the nega tive gen er ali za tion and feel
 hopeless about ever doing things right.

2. The silent treat ment. If you’re very angry or dis tracted, it can
be use ful to delay your inter ac tion—but be sure to sched ule a 
time to talk the prob lem out with your child. “I’m so angry
right now I need to be alone for a bit. We’ll talk when I get
back.” Refus ing to talk or even look at a child for mis be hav -
ing makes him feel per son ally rejected, with no way to make
it up or do bet ter.

3. Vague or vio lent threats. “Wait till I get you home.” “Try that
again and you’ll see what will hap pen.” “If I catch you at it
again I’ll break your neck.” “I’ll spank you so hard you won’t 
be able to sit down for a week.” These kinds of threats give
chil dren a sense of dread. Young chil dren take things lit er -
ally, and in their imagi na tions the vio lent act (a bro ken neck,
a bot tom so sore they can not sit down) may be extremely
fright en ing. They must be very bad to deserve such pun ish -
ment. Older chil dren know you don’t really mean it, and
tune you out. Either way the chil dren don’t learn any thing
except that you are angry and they are bad.

Chang ing the way you give chil dren cor rec tion might not come
eas ily at first. You may find your self slip ping into the same old style
of label ing, judg ing, threat en ing, or nag ging. Don’t be dis cour aged.
As you become pro fi cient with the lan guage of self- esteem, your rela -
tion ship with your kids will improve and you’ll feel increas ingly free 
of the old con flicts, impasses, and resis tances of the past.

The fol low ing three exer cises will help you tune in to how you
use lan guage and help you learn new hab its of com mu ni ca tion to
build self- esteem.

1. Lis ten to child- parent inter ac tions wher ever you find them in
the play ground, at the super mar ket, or vis it ing friends or rela tives.
Lis ten not only to the words, but also to the tone. Do you hear
descrip tion or judg ment? Is the adult vali dat ing feel ings or put ting
the child down? Does the adult seem rea son able or arbi trary? Do you 
hear a clear state ment of expec ta tions? Decide if the inter ac tion is
likely to enhance or endan ger the child’s self- esteem.

Make note of three such inter ac tions you have observed. Then
men tally rewrite the scene using the four steps in giv ing cor rec tions
based on the lan guage of self- esteem. (Prac tice using all the steps,
even if the result sounds a lit tle stilted).
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2. Pay atten tion in the same way to your inter ac tions with your
own chil dren. When you suc cess fully use all the steps in giv ing cor -
rec tions, notice the dif fer ence in their response. Is there less con flict,
less argu ing, less resis tance? Notice the dif fer ence in how you feel
when you acknowl edge their feel ings. Are you less angry? When you 
give a rea son able expla na tion for why you want some thing done, do
you feel more jus ti fied? When you make a clear state ment of expec ta -
tion, do you feel more in con trol?

3. Note the times when you have the most dif fi culty using the
lan guage of self- esteem. It may be when you are espe cially angry or
under a lot of stress. Or your old responses may be trig gered by areas 
of chronic con flict. When you do “blow it,” review the inter ac tion
later and men tally rewrite the scene using the steps you have
learned. You may find it help ful to plan ahead when you antici pate a 
con flict situa tion around late ness, bed time, chores, or home work.
Rehearse your com mu ni ca tion using all four steps you have learned.

Discipline
Dis ci pline is any instruc tion or train ing that cor rects, molds, or
 perfects men tal fac ul ties or moral char ac ter. As a par ent, you are by
defi ni tion an instruc tor and trainer, and you teach your chil dren
most of the skills they need to live in the world—impulse con trol,
social skills, deci sion mak ing. Whether you have many or few rules
mat ters less than how those rules are pre sented and enforced. If rules 
are fair and pre dict able and your chil dren feel accepted as peo ple
even when their behav ior is not accept able, then they can learn and
grow with good self- esteem. If the rules are arbi trary and incon sis -
tently enforced, or if your chil dren feel shamed, blamed, over pow -
ered, or humili ated, then they will learn that they are worth less and
lose con fi dence that they can ever do things right.

It is a mis take to think that chil dren who are never cor rected or
lim ited can grow up with high self- esteem. In fact, the oppo site is
true. Chil dren raised with out dis ci pline have lower self- esteem and
tend to be more depend ent, achieve less, and feel that they have less
con trol over their world. The world is full of unhappy sur prises as
they run into the dis ap proval of their teach ers and the cruel feed back 
of peers. They tend to be more anx ious because they never know
exactly what the lim its are and when they’ll run into trou ble (since
even the most san guine par ents finally reach the end of their
patience). These chil dren often feel unloved because they lack the

300

Self-Esteem



physi cal and emo tional pro tec tion of rules and lim its. “If it doesn’t
mat ter what I do, then they must not care about me.”

Dis ci pline needn’t be an assault on self- esteem. It can be the
means of cre at ing a safe, sup por tive home envi ron ment where learn -
ing takes place. It starts with build ing a good rela tion ship with your
chil dren, a rela tion ship where they know what is expected of them
and the con se quences of mis be hav ing are pre dict able, rea son able,
and fair.

The Case Against Punishment
Pun ish ment is defined as “enforc ing obe di ence or order” and

implies exter nal con trol over a per son by force or coer cion. You have
a lot of power in the rela tion ship with your child. You are physi cally
stronger and more intel li gent and expe ri enced. You con trol the
resources; the chil dren live in your house. Since your chil dren
depend on you for sup port, approval, love, and feel ings of worth,
you have the power to intimi date and force them to obey “Do it
because I said so.” “I’ll make you sorry” “ Don’t you dare.” “You
 better not.”

If the rea son for pun ish ment is to teach chil dren to behave
 differently, then the pun ish ment does not work. In fact, it dis tracts
chil dren from feel ing sorry for what they did or didn’t do. They
become involved in feel ings of defi ance, guilt, and revenge. All they
remem ber is “I’ll get even,” “she’ll be sorry,” “next time I won’t tell
her and she’ll never find out.” To the child who is pun ished, the
 parent is seen as unfair. You are the bully, and he is the vic tim. At
the same time the effect on self- esteem can be dev as tat ing. The child
feels humili ated, belit tled, pow er less, and bad. He gets the mes sage
that to be accepted, he has to do it your way and for get his needs.
“My needs are unim por tant and so am I.”

Finally, it is very unpleas ant to be the pun ish ing par ent. You
never get the good fam ily feel ing of coop era tion and sup port, and the 
nega tive feel ings drain the joy from your rela tion ship. Pun ish ment
starts a nega tive cycle of mis be hav ior, pun ish ment, anger, revenge,
and mis be hav ior again. You are as trapped as your child.

There is an alter na tive to pun ish ment in han dling dis ci pline
prob lems. It entails more thought and plan ning than pun ish ment, but 
the rewards are great for both you and your fam ily. It starts before
any mis be hav ior occurs, before there is any need for dis ci pline. You
begin by cre at ing and pre serv ing a good rela tion ship with your child. 
This rela tion ship is the most pow er ful tool that you have to moti vate
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your child to change his behav ior. If kids want to please you, if they
want your approval, they are less likely to mis be have.

But how do you keep a good rela tion ship when you are cor rect -
ing them, lim it ing them, and dis ci plin ing them? You do that by using 
the same com mu ni ca tion skills that you use when deal ing with any
other per son around con flict.

! Don’t let old resent ments build up.

! Don’t mar tyr your self or over ex tend beyond what you feel
com fort able doing for another.

! Com mu ni cate clearly using the lan guage of self- esteem, with -
out accus ing or attack ing.

! Avoid mind read ing—guess ing another’s moti va tions or
needs.

! Deal with one prob lem at a time—avoid throw ing in the
kitchen sink.

! Acknowl edge the other per son’s feel ings, prob lems, or needs.

Make It Easy To Do It Right
When you make it easy for chil dren to behave well, their

self-esteem grows. They learn to see them selves in a posi tive light, as
coop era tive and help ful, and they feel suc cess ful in being able to
please you. Here are some sug ges tions to help your child meet your
expec ta tions.

1. Be sure that your expec ta tions are rea son able and appro pri ate for
your child’s age. It is not rea son able to expect that your three-
 year- old daugh ter won’t spill her drink. Her coor di na tion is
sim ply not that well devel oped. Nor would you leave your
twelve- year- old son alone in the house all week end; it’s not
rea son able that he would be able to han dle that kind of
respon si bil ity. Hav ing rea son able expec ta tions for the child’s
level of matur ity avoids con flicts and dis ap point ments.

2. Plan ahead. When you know that a situa tion will be dif fi cult
for your chil dren, do what you can to help them cope. A long 
car ride can be made more bear able for eve ry one if you take
along some toys and a snack. Chil dren are less likely to be
patient, pleas ant, or flexi ble when they are tired or hun gry. If 
you plan ahead and antici pate their needs, you make it more
likely that they will be coop era tive.

3. Be clear about your expec ta tions. Your daugh ter is more likely
to meet your expec ta tions if you define clearly what you
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mean by “be good at grand ma’s house.” Be sure to tell her
spe cifi cally not to jump on the fur ni ture, touch the
knick-knacks, or fight with her brother.

4. Focus on the posi tive. Use every oppor tu nity to praise and
rein force “good behav ior” and effort. When cor rect ing a
child, point out the good as well as the bad. Acknowl edge
what your son did right as well as what still needs doing. If
he feels that he is par tially suc cess ful already, it will be eas ier 
for him to try harder to get it right. “I really liked your short
story about our trip, but your hand writ ing makes it hard to
read. I want you to copy it over in your very best hand writ -
ing so that your teacher will enjoy read ing it tomor row.”

5. Pro vide choices when pos si ble. Pro vid ing choices gives chil dren
a sense of con trol. As a con se quence, they resist less. “We
have enough time to go on one more ride before we go home. 
You decide which one it will be.”

6. Pro vide rewards. Get ting to stay up a lit tle later or going out
for a spe cial des sert can be just the added incen tive to help a
child change an old habit. “If you wake up on time for a
whole week we can go out for sun daes after school on
 Friday.” “If you can keep a B aver age this quar ter, I’ll pay for 
half of your ski trip at Christ mas.” The goal that the child is
work ing towards should be achiev able with rea son able
effort. The reward needn’t be extrava gant. Even a gold star
or a deco ra tive decal on the top of a good sci ence quiz can be 
an effec tive incen tive.

Involve Your Child in Solving Problems
What are the chronic behav ior prob lems or con flicts in your

fam ily? For some fami lies bed time is a prob lem, and for oth ers the
morn ing rou tine of get ting the kids up, dressed, fed, and out the door 
is a strug gle. Some fami lies have dif fi culty get ting their chil dren to
fin ish their home work. Oth ers strug gle with sib lings who bor row
from each other and don’t return the pos ses sions. There might be
con flicts of use of the fam ily car, phone, or ste reo equip ment.

Some times you can sim ply ask your chil dren if they have any
sug ges tions about how a prob lem could be solved. You might be
 surprised at the crea tiv ity of their solu tions. By just mak ing your
 children part of the process, you will change their per spec tive about
the prob lem and make them more inter ested in resolv ing it.
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Another way to involve a child in the problem- solving process
is through a fam ily “brain storm ing” meet ing. The goal of the meet ing 
should be to find a solu tion that eve ry one can live with, so the
 session should not become a gath er ing where you lay down the law.
Even young chil dren can be suc cess fully engaged in this process with 
good results.

First notify eve ry one in the fam ily ahead of time that you want
to dis cuss the prob lem, and then set a time where eve ry one can be
pres ent. Sug gest that they think about the prob lem before the meet -
ing so that they can be ready to find a solu tion. At the meet ing, take
lots of time to pres ent eve ry body’s needs, includ ing your own. Don’t
jump to a solu tion too fast. Make sure that eve ry one gets a turn to
talk. Write down all sug ges tions with out mak ing judg ments. You can 
elimi nate the unrea son able sug ges tions later. If kids have trou ble get -
ting started, give a few sug ges tions first and write them down. Con -
tinue by giv ing the chil dren lots of time to par tici pate and add to the
list. Next, help them nar row the list down to rea son able sug ges tions
until eve ry one is in agree ment. Be sure that eve ry thing is spelled out
in the final plan—the what, when, where, how, and who of the solu -
tion. This includes what to do if some one does not fol low the plan.
Before you end the meet ing, plan to get together again within a set
time (one week, one month) to evalu ate how the plan is work ing and
to make any nec es sary changes.

Julia had a ter ri ble time try ing to get her two sons (ages eight
and eleven) out the door in the morn ing. It took a half hour just to
get the boys out of bed, and then they argued about what clothes
they wanted to wear. They com plained about the lunches she packed
and then would often for get to bring them to school. Julia felt that
she met with resis tance at every step and found her self nag ging,
threat en ing, and finally scream ing. All three were emo tion ally dis -
traught by the time they piled into the car. Their fam ily meet ing
resulted in the fol low ing agree ment.

1. The boys would make a list of the kinds of foods they liked
for lunch.

2. The boys would select and lay out the clothes they would
wear the night before.

3. The boys would pack up their school bags and leave them by 
the front door the night before.

4. Julia would buy them their own clock radio.

5. The boys would set their own clock radio to wake them up at 
seven. If they were out of bed in fif teen min utes, Julia would
pack a des sert with their lunch.
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6. Julia would make their lunches and leave them on top of
their school bags by the front door.

This solu tion solved many of the prob lems of their morn ing
rou tine. The chil dren enjoyed the use of their own clock radio, tuned
to their favor ite sta tion. They were moti vated to get out of bed by the 
prom ise of a treat for lunch. Julia no longer was the one who nagged
and reminded them. The clock woke them at seven. The clock told
them that it was 7:15 and they had bet ter be out of bed if they wanted 
a treat for lunch. The boys enjoyed the increased inde pend ence of
mak ing deci sions about what they wanted for lunch and what they
wanted to wear. Julia made it eas ier for them to remem ber their
lunches by leav ing them by the front door with their books.

The Facts of Life—Consequences
Teach your chil dren the real facts of life. Every act has its con se -

quences. If you speed up in your new sports car, you will get a ticket. 
If you insult some one, they will not want to be your friend. If you’re
late at the bus stop, you miss your bus.

Natu ral con se quences are those that are not imposed by any
author ity. There are many instances when allow ing the natu ral
 consequences of your child’s behav ior to occur is the best method of
learn ing. If your son doesn’t eat his lunch now, he’ll be hun gry later.
If your daugh ter doesn’t study, she won’t pass the test. If your
young est doesn’t keep a C aver age, the coach won’t allow him on the 
team.

By allow ing con se quences to occur, you make your child
respon si ble for his own actions. You are not the bad guy who nags,
pun ishes, and berates. You can even be sym pa thetic and sup por tive.
But your child gets the point: bad things hap pen when he acts in
 certain ways. By pre vent ing the con se quences from occur ring, you
keep your child from learn ing and remove all incen tive for behav -
ioral change.

Some times it is not rea son able to allow cer tain con se quences to
occur. You can’t risk that your child will learn by natu ral con se -
quences to stay out of the street or not to play with matches. The
 lesson might be fatal! For these and other situa tions where natu ral
con se quences should not occur, you need to cre ate con se quences for
mis be hav ior. The fol low ing rules will help you cre ate effec tive and
fair con se quences.

1. Con se quences should be rea son able. Match the sever ity of the
con se quence to the impor tance of the offense. If your child is
a half hour late com ing home, a rea son able con se quence is

305

Building Self-Esteem in Children



that he has to be a half hour early tomor row. It is not rea son -
able that he be grounded for a week.

2. The con se quences should be related to the event. If your son
leaves his bike out in the rain, the con se quence will be more
effec tive if it relates to his use of the bike, rather than to his
use of the phone. When Dave did the dishes, he did them so
poorly they had to be rewashed. His mom reacted by no
longer ask ing him to do the dishes at all. Dave learned that
the con se quence of doing a poor job was to get out of doing
it alto gether. Why should he ever improve his dish wash ing
skill? When his mom made him rewash the dishes him self,
Dave’s dish wash ing tech nique quickly became flaw less.

3. Con se quences should occur close in time to the events. Limit
TV on the same night your child loses his jacket, not a week
later. By then the con se quence will seem too arbi trary and
unfair.

4. Con se quences should be enforced con sis tently. This is proba -
bly the hard est rule, but the most essen tial. If your chil dren
know that you are not con sis tent, they won’t be moti vated to
change their behav ior. If your son is run ning around in a
 restaurant, be clear that you will leave. Then do it! You’ll
proba bly only have to go through this incon ven ience once
before the behav ior ceases to be a prob lem. Resolve to be
con sis tent even when you are tired, even when grand par ents
are vis it ing, even when you are on the phone. Choos ing
 reasonable con se quences in advance, when you are calm and
not angry, will make it eas ier to be con sis tent.

5. Con se quences should be under stood in advance by both you
and your chil dren. They can then take respon si bil ity for their
actions, and you are relieved of the pres sure to cre ate rea son -
able con se quences when you are stressed or angry. Eight-
 year- old Len had been told many times not to play ball close
to the house lest he break a win dow. When his mother heard
the unmis tak able sound of bro ken glass, she was furi ous. If
she had had to cre ate a con se quence on the spot, she might
have threat ened to “take that bat away for good!” But Len
had been told in advance that if he broke a win dow he
would be expected to pay for it from his allow ance; if his
allow ance was not suf fi cient, he would have to “earn” the
extra money by doing chores on the week end. Len didn’t
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have to argue or explain, and his mother didn’t have to nag
or threaten.

Allow ing your chil dren to expe ri ence the con se quences of their
acts teaches them to take respon si bil ity for what they do. Tak ing that
respon si bil ity builds self- esteem because it gives them con trol. They
are not attacked or berated, and they don’t have to feel guilty. Their
rela tion ship with you is not on the line. You accept them and care
about them even though they have made a mis take.

Autonomy
Nancy was talk ing about how she felt when leav ing the hos pi tal with 
her new baby. “I remem ber feel ing over whelmed with the respon si -
bil ity. The baby seemed so vul ner able, and there were so many dan -
gers. Even the sound of the cars on the street seemed too loud, too
close. How were we going to pro vide for his needs—keep him safe,
keep him alive. He was totally depend ent on us.”

Frank talks about his eighteen- year- old daugh ter going away to
col lege for the first time. “I look at her and see a young woman start -
ing out in life. Sure, for the past eight een years she’s had the secu rity
and sup port of a father who loves her, but the les sons she needs to
learn now are the ones I can’t teach her. She needs to learn to get
along with oth ers, sched ule her time, budget her money, take care of
her self. I know she’s capa ble of liv ing on her own, but she needs to
do it in order to prove it. I’ll be the safety net for the next few years,
but she’s the one on the high wire.”

Teach ing kids the skills and knowl edge they need to leave the
nest is the basic task of par ent ing. You want them to be capa ble of
car ing for them selves and suf fi ciently con fi dent to meet chal lenges.
You want them to fit in socially, but not lose their sense of iden tity; to 
be gen er ous enough to give and trust ing enough to take in rela tion -
ships. Some how, dur ing the inter ven ing years between first hold ing
your frag ile infant and watch ing him pack up to move away, your
child achieves auton omy. And a sense of auton omy is essen tial for
good self- esteem.

If you spend some time with tod dlers, you see the innate drive
to achieve auton omy in its raw est form. You see their incredi ble
drive to learn and mas ter skills both physi cal and intel lec tual. They’ll 
climb, reach, touch, and taste any new object in their envi ron ment.
They’ll strug gle to acquire lan guage, and then use their first words
(“no” being most impor tant) to begin affect ing their world.
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The process of pro mot ing a child’s auton omy is con tinu ous.
You pro vide a bal ance between the oppor tu nity to explore and the
secu rity of your pro tec tion. This bal ance between safety and growth
is con stantly chang ing. But despite the fluc tua tions, the trend is
always toward auton omy. It’s like watch ing the tide come in. Not
every wave comes closer to you than the last, but in an hour’s time
you can see that there is less beach and more ocean and it’s time to
move the blan ket or you’ll soon be wet. As your chil dren grow, by
pro vid ing more chal lenges, allow ing more choices, and expect ing
more respon si bil ity, you func tion as a posi tive mir ror in build ing
their self- esteem. You trust them, you believe them capa ble. Your
approval of their drive toward auton omy assures them that it is safe
to grow up and grow away.

Promoting Confidence

1. Teach skills nec es sary for inde pend ence. From tying their shoes
and dress ing them selves to help ing fix the car and cook a
din ner, eve ry thing your chil dren learn that helps them func -
tion inde pend ently will increase their con fi dence that they
are com pe tent and can make it in the world.

2. Keep track of their his tory. Just as you meas ure your daugh ter’s 
physi cal stat ure on a growth chart on the wall, keep track of
her prog ress in other areas. Remind her how much more
capa ble, more skill ful, more under stand ing, more adven tur -
ous she is com pared to last year (or last month). That’s how
she learns to rec og nize and trust her devel op ing skills.

3. Give your child respon si bili ties in the fam ily. No mat ter how
young a child is, it is a great boost to self- esteem to feel that
he can make a con tri bu tion to the fam ily. Young chil dren can 
set the table, pick up toys, turn on the gar den hose, or put
water out for the dog. Older chil dren can assume respon -
sibility for a whole proj ect, from assess ing what is needed to
tak ing charge of how it is to be done. Of course, in the begin -
ning it is often eas ier (and faster and neater) to do things
your self. But your chil dren will never learn impor tant skills.
More impor tantly, they’ll be cheated out of the self- esteem-
 enhancing expe ri ence of being needed and hav ing their
efforts rec og nized and appre ci ated.
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Promoting a Feeling of Success
When a child tries some thing new and faces a chal lenge suc -

cess fully, his self- esteem grows. You can help your chil dren have the
cour age to try new expe ri ences by pro vid ing these four con di tions.

1. Let a child know what to expect. A young child’s first trip to the 
den tist can go more smoothly if he knows what the office
looks like, what the den tist does, what it might feel like, how
long it will take, where you will be, and so on. You might
prac tice at home by sit ting the child on a high chair and
hold ing a pre tend mir ror on a stick. A child pre pared in this
way can look for ward to a new expe ri ence. Many poten tially
scary or intimi dat ing events can be turned into adven tures
by mak ing sure your child knows what will hap pen.

2. Let your child prac tice the nec es sary skills. Ten- year- old Ethan
wanted to help his dad paint a dresser, but in a few min utes
Ethan and the brushes were swim ming in paint. His dad felt
irri tated and started bark ing com mands and sug ges tions at
Ethan. “Don’t dip the brush so deeply in the paint. Use the
drop cloth. Watch your shoes. Don’t touch that.” Hurt and
defeated, Ethan tried to clean up in the bath room, where he
man aged to smear paint on the sink, rug, and tow els. Now
both his par ents were dis gusted with him. What started out
as an adven ture ended up as a dis as ter. The chance that
Ethan could have suc cess fully helped his dad would have
been greater if he had first prac ticed such nec es sary skills as
put ting just the tip of the brush in the can, wip ing off the
excess, mov ing the drop cloth, and brush ing smoothly to
avoid splat ter ing.

3. Be patient. When pos si ble, allow suf fi cient time for a child to
go slowly while try ing some thing new. Your son might need
time to check out the new envi ron ment and peo ple before he
feels com fort able enough to join the kids in a karate class. He 
might need to get the feel of a new bike before he takes off
down the street. Pres sure to per form before he’s ready will
make him shy away from new chal lenges.

4. Make it safe to fail. The fact that your child is try ing some thing 
new means that he is already suc cess ful. He has suc ceeded in 
accept ing a chal lenge. If a child doesn’t feel pres sure to do
some thing well the very first time that he tries it, then he is
more likely to accept a chal lenge or try again until he mas ters 
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it. By prais ing your child’s will ing ness to try, rather than the
result of a first attempt, his self- esteem will be nour ished.

Promoting Success in School
The les sons learned at school are not just read ing and math

skills or knowl edge of his tory and sci ence. When chil dren are able to
fin ish assign ments on time, with rea son able neat ness and care, they
learn some very impor tant life skills. They learn to organ ize, plan
ahead, fol low through, and exer cise some self- control. Rea son able
grades also sup port self- esteem. Your son sees stars and smil ing faces 
at the top of his home work papers, that his teacher is pleased and
friendly towards him, and that other chil dren see him as com pe tent.

The child who is allowed to con tinue to do poorly in school
faces daily assaults on his self- esteem. Poor grades, dis ap proval from 
the teacher, and even social ostra cism are the pain ful bur dens that he
bears. A child’s self- esteem can take a beat ing as he falls fur ther and
fur ther behind.

Of course, there are many rea sons why chil dren do poorly in
school. Your son may have dif fi culty see ing or hear ing the teacher.
Or he may have a learn ing dis abil ity (apha sia, dys lexia, hyper ac tiv -
ity). Your daugh ter may be bored because she’s not chal lenged or
frus trated because she can’t keep up. Or she may be dis tracted by
friends who sit nearby.

What ever the prob lem, you need to deal with it early in a child’s
school career—before he begins to think of him self as a fail ure, and
before he suf fers years of dis ap proval from frus trated teach ers.

Check it out. Check with your child first. Have your son tell
you what he sees as the prob lem and what he thinks is needed to
solve it. Check with his teach ers. From them you’ll learn about any
prob lems before they get out of hand, and you’ll also let the teach ers
know that you’re an inter ested par ent and your child is try ing. Look
at parent- teacher con fer ences as an exchange of infor ma tion. The
teacher needs to know if there is some situa tion at home that’s affect -
ing your child: the birth of a sib ling, a recent move, the death of a
grand par ent or a pet, a fam ily ill ness or a mari tal prob lem. You need
to know what is expected of your child and how well he is meet ing
those expec ta tions.

Lis ten to how the teacher per ceives the prob lem. Does her per -
cep tion sound rea son able? Is your son rest less or dis trac ti ble? Does
he fail to fin ish assign ments? Does he for get his books? Does he work 
too slowly or freeze up dur ing exams? Look at his tests, his art work,
his desk, and his notes. Ask about his friend ships and par tici pa tion
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in class. Try to get a sense of what your child’s expe ri ence in school
is. Don’t leave until you have a good idea about what the prob lem is
and have agreed on a plan to solve it. Fol low up by check ing back in
a few weeks to see if there is any improve ment.

Marco was a bright but often bored fourth grader. When his
math grades fell from his usual A’s to C’s, Mar co’s father asked him
what he thought the prob lem was. Marco claimed that he under stood 
the math, but thought it was stu pid and bor ing. His father had a
 conference with the teacher. Once his father saw his son’s math tests
and work sheets, he could see where the prob lem was. Mar co’s hand -
writ ing was so sloppy that his sev ens looked like nines and his fives
looked like eights. Some mis takes were clearly due to tran scrib ing the 
num bers incor rectly. The teacher pointed out that in work ing word
prob lems Marco seemed to under stand how the prob lems were done, 
but would skip cer tain steps. They agreed that the father would
check Mar co’s home work each night for accu racy and legi bil ity. He
would also check that Marco didn’t skip steps when solv ing word
prob lems. Mar co’s teacher agreed with the father that Marco might
be bored in math. She there fore began sav ing some fun math games
for him to work on after he fin ished his regu lar assign ments. This
sim ple inter ven tion got Marco back on track, and his math grades
improved. More impor tantly, his self- esteem improved as well. He
was get ting posi tive feed back from his teacher for improved hand -
writ ing, plus he was given extra atten tion and the chal lenge of math
games.

You and the teacher should be part ners in help ing your child do
well, feel good about him self, and be suc cess ful in school. If you feel
that the teacher has labeled and dis missed your child (as a “slow
learner, hope less, a wall climber, a trou ble maker” and the like) and
that she is not will ing to work with you in a posi tive way, try to have 
your child moved to another class.

Promoting Social Skills
Let your chil dren spend time with other chil dren. Social skills

are only learned through prac tice. Kids need to learn to share, take
turns, coop er ate and nego ti ate. They learn how to get along and pre -
dict how oth ers will react to them. They need other kids to prac tice
how to han dle their anger, how to com pro mise, how to get their own
way. Get ting along with peers is a very dif fer ent skill from get ting
along with adults, and the social les sons of child hood are essen tial
for a child to be suc cess ful socially, as a teen and as an adult.
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For very young chil dren, play groups or nurs ery school, even
for a few morn ings a week, are valu able. Encour age after- school
activi ties where kids learn to enjoy team spirit and com pan ion ship.
Encour age their friends to visit your home and let your child visit
oth ers after school. Take a friend along on an out ing. Exclu sive one-
 on- one con tact dur ing a trip can cement a friend ship which might
carry over to the school envi ron ment. This is an espe cially help ful
oppor tu nity for shy chil dren.

Be aware of the tre men dous pres sure your chil dren are under to 
be like other kids. From rid ing their bike in the street to dat ing and
cur few restric tions, kids are going to want to do what “eve ry body
else is doing.” What eve ry body else is doing will be dif fer ent in
 different com mu ni ties, and will almost cer tainly be dif fer ent from
your expec ta tions. Hair style, dress style, and music are clas sic bat tle -
grounds for fam ily con flict dur ing ado les cence. But being part of a
group iden ti fied by dis tinc tive style and phi loso phy gives teens a
ready- made iden tity and the safety of the group while they strug gle
to find out who they are and what they want. As a par ent, you are
faced with a deli cate bal ance between accept ing their need to estab -
lish an inde pend ent iden tity and firmly set ting lim its in areas that
relate to your child’s physi cal and psy cho logi cal safety. If your child
has enough expe ri ence and feels com pe tent socially, he will have a
bet ter chance to resist the pres sures to “go along” with the crowd
when going along exposes him to dan ger.

Modeling Self-Esteem
Chil dren learn to value them selves by the exam ple you set. When
you have the self- esteem to for give your self, they learn to for give
them selves. When you talk about your appear ance and behav ior with 
accep tance, they learn to do the same. When you have the self- esteem 
to set lim its and pro tect your self, kids model on your exam ple. They
learn to set lim its and pro tect them selves as well.

Mod el ing self- esteem means valu ing your self enough to take
care of your own basic needs. When you put your self last, when you
chroni cally sac ri fice for your kids, you teach them that a per son is
only wor thy inso far as he or she is of serv ice to oth ers. You teach
them to use you and make it likely that later on they will be used.
Set ting con sis tent, sup por tive lim its and pro tect ing your self from
over bear ing demands sends a mes sage to your child that both of you
are impor tant and both of you have legiti mate needs. You show your
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son or daugh ter that each per son in a rela tion ship has value and that
a bal ance must be struck to meet the impor tant needs of each one.

The Martyr Myth
The image of the self- sacrificing par ent is often held up as an

ideal. The good father gives all for the chil dren no mat ter what the
cost. The good mother never takes a break and has no out side friend -
ships or activi ties. The good par ents have needs that can be ignored,
delayed, and for got ten. Is this the ideal?

In fact the oppo site is true. Over stressed and over ex tended
 parents are often irri ta ble, resent ful, and depressed. Just as you can’t
keep driv ing a car with out ever step ping on the gas, you can’t keep
giv ing to kids with out ever refu el ing emo tion ally. Tak ing care of
your self pro vides you with the capac ity for tak ing care of your
 children. An after noon out with friends for lunch, an even ing din ner
out with your hus band or wife, a weekly exer cise class, or even an
hour alone in the tub with a good book can enable you to return to
your par ent ing job with more energy, inter est, and patience.
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More New Har bin ger Titles
THE SELF- ESTEEM COM PAN ION

Over 60 sim ple exer cises to help you unmask a pun ish ing inner critic and 
begin to cele brate your per sonal strengths.

Item SECO $10.95

THE GAY AND LES BIAN SELF- ESTEEM BOOK
This unique guide sug gests a vari ety of heal ing strate gies to help read ers 

deal with feel ings of shame or per sonal inade quacy and chal lenge the per -
sis tent stereo types they face in their lives.

Item GLSE $13.95

CLAIM ING YOUR CREA TIVE SELF
The inspir ing sto ries of thir teen women who were able to keep in touch

with their own crea tive spirit opens the door to new defi ni tions of crea tiv ity,
and to the kinds of trans form ing ideas that will change your life.

Item CYCS $15.95

SIX KEYS TO CRE AT ING THE LIFE YOU DESIRE
Helps you learn how to build a sense of trust, acknowl edge your accom -

plish ments, stop com par ing your self to oth ers, achieve close ness, stop
doubt ing your com pe tence, and iden tify a core pur pose that will let you fol -
low through on your dreams. 

Item KEY6 $19.95

THE SECRET MES SAGE OF SHAME
Psy cho thera pists Pat and Ron Potter- Efron explore what feel ings of

shame really tell us about our hid den yearn ings and con cept of our selves.

Item SHME Paper back, $13.95

DON’T TAKE IT PER SON ALLY
The Art of Deal ing with Rejec tion

Reveals the power of nega tive child hood mes sages and shows how to
deper son al ize responses, estab lish bounda ries, and develop a new sense
of self- acceptance and self- confidence. 

Item DOTA Paper back, $12.95

Call toll- free 1-800- 748- 6273 to order. Have your Visa or Mas ter card number 

ready. Or send a check for the titles you want to New Har bin ger Pub li ca tions,

5674 Shat tuck Ave nue, Oak land, CA 94609. Include $3.80 for the first book and

75¢ for each addi tional book to cover ship ping and han dling. (Cali for nia resi -

dents please include appro pri ate sales tax.) Allow four to six weeks for deliv ery.

Prices sub ject to change with out notice.




