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Anna Mathur is a mother of three and an experienced psychotherapist accredited by the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy. She is passionate about taking therapy out of the therapy room and empowering people to utilise simple techniques that will help them reframe the way that they think. She is the author of Mind Over Mother.
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For my children, Oscar, Charlie and Florence.
I will for ever work on my self-esteem so that I may always believe I am worthy of you.
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Introduction

Let me start with two observations that are not open to negotiation. Sure, I may not know you in person, but here are a couple of things that I know about you with absolute certainty:


• You are worthy of good things.

• You deserve rest, laughter, support, good relationships and opportunities.



How might your life be different if you were actually to believe this too, within your core? If it were only straightforward to believe the truth sometimes! My hope is that this book will help you to find these non-negotiable truths more believable.

I will be totally honest with you from the outset. This isn’t another self-development book in which I’m going to tell you how to be a better person. I don’t know about you, but my shelf is already groaning with those. Nor am I going to tell you how to change yourself in order to be better, live better or do better. Instead, we’re going to do quite the opposite: this is a self-undevelopment book.

Let me explain. As a therapist, a lot of people come to speak with me because they want to be ‘more’. They want to be happier, more confident around others and more comfortable being themselves. Many of them are seeking to have more control over anxiety, or find an end to self-sabotaging and feelings of imposter syndrome. They come to me hungering for more meaningful relationships and clarity.

When we peel away the onion layers of our thoughts, experiences and different ways of coping, and when we take the time to examine the hurdles that make it hard for us to develop good habits, we discover that the biggest hurdle of them all is this: we don’t believe we are worthy of good things. Instead, we believe that our worth is the result of what we do, how well we do it and what others think of us. This has been the story of generations before us and it is constantly being reinforced throughout our lives.

The truth is, you are not the sum of what you do. As a baby, you didn’t question your worth. You had no shame in crying out for milk, warmth or comfort. You didn’t worry about being a burden on the arms that carried you, nor did you battle waves of guilt when someone steamed carrots for your lunch. You were comfortable with your worth and you didn’t question it. But as you grew up, you became aware that the world and its people treated you in different ways, wanting different things for you and from you. Your understanding of your worth – and with it, your self-esteem – began to change.

Your self-esteem is the foundation upon which all of your decisions are made, your relationships are formed and you tackle every one of life’s curveballs. It determines where you set the level of your expectations and limits, and whether you respect these. It dictates whether you find it easy to talk about your feelings and needs, and how you let others treat you. It’s the deciding factor in how you relate to yourself and how you deal with both criticism and love.

My words in this book are not going to tell you how to be enough. No, I am going to guide you through the process of stripping away everything that taught you that you are not enough as you are. Sometimes the best and most life-affirming growth occurs through a chipping away, a stripping back to reveal the core that lay hidden there all along. Your real worth never changed, but your awareness of it did.

Why I’ve written this book for you

Shiny ads and social-media streams emit the siren call of: ‘If you buy this or do that, you will become a happier, more likeable version of yourself.’ We are constantly being given the message that we need to change ourselves in order to become more acceptable to the world. Yet like a fast-food meal, nothing satisfies us for long. Compliments lose their clout, shiny new possessions become outdated, and the buzz of a promotion dissipates. Friendship groups ebb and flow. Nothing gives us the long-term sense of validation we are seeking.

The problem is that we’ve been trying to self-improve our way to a sense of self-worth. But if we want to be more confident, we need to explore our authentic and inherent self-worth. If we want to be able to say ‘no’, we need to understand how our worth allows us to assert our boundaries. If failure shakes us, we need to appreciate that our worth means it’s okay to get things wrong. If we fear being a burden, we need to explore why we are worthy of kindness. If we find it hard to ask for help, we need to explore how our worth allows us to be supported. If we find ourselves in toxic relationships, we need to appreciate why we are worthy of healthy ones. If we find ourselves tired and resentful, we need to accept that we are worthy of rest. If we feel like an imposter, we should understand how we are worthy of our success. If we find it hard to share our opinions, we need to consider our worthiness to have these heard. And I could go on . . . !

My hope is that after reading this book, you will come to know your self-worth and find it easier to implement helpful coping mechanisms and habits. I also hope that you’ll experience how the relentless desire to ‘be better’ and ‘do more’ diminishes as you realise that perhaps you are actually already far more acceptable than you first thought.

My story

Do you know what has made me feel uncomfortable for much of my life? Love. Love and other good things. Isn’t that a shame? The things that should have made my life enjoyable and most worth living have been the hardest for me to receive. I was always loved; there is no doubt about that. And I’m very privileged to have always had people in my life who have treated me with kindness and respect. However, there have been certain key figures who have loved me but who, due to their own childhood and life experiences, couldn’t love me well. This called my sense of worth into question and set me upon a path in which I felt I had to earn love.

I’ve fought relentlessly to feel worthy of good things. I have tried to be better, stronger, wiser, more confident, clever, resilient and attractive. I’ve given the last scraps of myself and let my boundaries be steamrollered in order to please people. I’ve deprioritised my needs so many times that I’ve often lost sight of what they were. I’ve felt like an imposter in my own life, wearing so many masks in order to be accepted that I began to question who I was behind them. I believed the real me wasn’t good enough, clever enough, likeable enough. I always had to add value. I always had to try harder.


The truth is that your worth doesn’t change. But your understanding of it sure can.



And then I realised that I never felt enough – because I wasn’t. It was incredibly liberating to realise that I am not enough. Nor are you. None of us will ever be enough. We will never be enough to be acceptable to the whole world. You will never have enough energy to fulfil every role you take on, to the standard you want. You will never be enough to please the whole world, because you are an individual with limited resources. But you can certainly go to your grave exhausted through trying; I just don’t want you to! The truth is that your worth doesn’t change. But your understanding of it sure can. And that is what we’re going to do here, in this book. We’re going to unlearn what we’ve been taught about our worth.

Working on my self-esteem has been and continues to be the most worthwhile investment of my time. Because regardless of my fluctuating feelings, I now dare to believe that I am worthy of the good things in my life – from the hugs of my children and the opportunity to write this book, to the dinner I prepared for my family. The belief that I am worthy of them allows me to enjoy them.

So, whether your self-esteem is wavering, it dips and dives like a rollercoaster, or is sitting at rock bottom, there is hope. While I cannot change what you have been through, the way you have been treated or what you have been taught about yourself in the past, I can help you see yourself differently. It is absolutely possible to transform the way you understand your worth. And I tell you, there will not be a corner of your life that will remain untouched and unchanged when you do.

Being the therapist and the client

I gained a master’s degree in psychotherapy and counselling at Regent’s University London. There I began my journey to becoming an accredited psychotherapist. I’ve worked in many contexts – from GP surgeries, to the squishy blue sofa in my living room at my home in Surrey. My clients and I do deep and dynamic work together, as well as ‘tell me about your relationships with your parents’ work.

I now see private clients at home and in clinics. I’ve loved getting back into the swing of it between three maternity leaves. After having my second baby, I experienced awful sleep-deprivation and a dark time of post-natal depression. I felt more of a failure than ever. I’d spent my career supporting others, yet I somehow couldn’t muster the energy to believe there would be light at the end of the tunnel. (Spoiler alert – we all need support from others, and knowledge doesn’t protect you from facing challenges of your own!)

In 2019, whilst my newborn baby slept, I wrote Mind Over Mother: Every Mum’s Guide to Worry and Anxiety in the First Years. I wanted to prevent other mums from having their experience of motherhood warped by anxiety. With the increased openness on social media about mum-guilt and worry, there’s been a collective sigh of relief that nobody is suffering alone. However, as a therapist, I also wanted fellow mothers to know that they can regain the headspace that worry and guilt all too often consume. With the book finally on the shelves, I started working on my other passion: to inspire people to address issues around self-esteem.

Over the last few years, I have spoken to hundreds of women on a one-to-one basis. I’ve spoken to mums as they’ve sought solace while sitting in the car on the driveway, and to CEOs whispering on their phones from the boardroom. Most of my clients know full well what steps might help them, such as implementing new habits and boundaries, or seeking clarity in certain aspects of their life. However, they’ve all hit an invisible hurdle, which stops them from doing the things they know will benefit them. This hurdle may take different forms – such as a lack of confidence, imposter syndrome, chronic busyness, exhaustion, overwhelm, fear or anxiety – but fundamentally they all have their roots firmly in the same place: low self-esteem.

We can have all the tools and resources, books, podcasts and techniques we like at our fingertips, but unless we dare to believe we are worthy of the kindness, patience, gentleness and support required both from others and – here’s the challenge – from ourselves, to allow change to occur, we’ll struggle to make it far down that road. Many of my clients try so hard to change things and end up criticising themselves when they don’t progress as quickly as they’d like, or find it as easy to implement new habits as they’d hoped. But I discovered that when all of the ‘trying’ was put aside for a while, so that they could focus instead on the relationship they actually did have with themselves (rather than on the one they wanted), everything else began to shift naturally too.

For many years I’d been working on the symptoms rather than the cause – both in myself and with clients. Now, I believe I’ve found the missing link. A root cause of low self-esteem was the reason why so many of my clients’ efforts to change seemed to work for a while, before another kind of anxiety would pop up in the place of their original problem, or a new wave of overwhelm would roll in. We can relentlessly throw water at the flames of a fire, but only when we address the source of the fire itself will the flames be extinguished. In this book, I want to help you tackle the source of your fires. To lessen the waves of overwhelm rather than to fear them. And to soften that sense of imposter syndrome rather than just offer you tips that help to shut it down momentarily.

There is a little, yet potentially life-changing, tick-box requirement when training to be a therapist. It’s the need to appoint a therapist of your own. I have had therapy myself, on and off, for over ten years now, because I often end up hitting challenges that reveal another layer that I need to work on. It’s hard work, but it’s worthwhile. And the topic I always end up touching on, within my therapy sessions, is that of self-worth and self-esteem. The fact is that every friend, client and family member benefits from my healthier self-esteem. So, I am a therapist in therapy, and I will continue to do this sort of inner work so that I can make good decisions, hold my boundaries, revel in the love from my family, enjoy the good times and recognise I’m worthy of support in the tough ones. I know this road from experience and I am not here to point you towards some distant panacea, but to invite you on the journey with me.

How to get the most out of this book

We are about to begin the journey towards building your confidence and finding some much-deserved freedom from your fear of what others think about you. In chapter 1, I’m going to begin by guiding you through a self-esteem MOT, which will be an opportunity for you to check where your self-esteem is currently at. Then, in the chapter that follows, we will journey through the whys and the whats of low self-esteem to help you understand why you feel the way you do, what perpetuates your issues around self-worth and what low self-esteem has cost you.

Knowing the ‘whys’ will give us a good foundation from which to move into the ‘well, what now?’ stage. Understanding more about how you tick will shine a gentle light on those areas of your life that would benefit from a little more care and encouragement. I’m going to be sharing lots of insights that you can implement over time to take your self-esteem on a healthy and fulfilling upwards spiral.

When we address issues of self-worth, we are looking at the habits of a lifetime – so take the journey at your own pace. If you feel you’d benefit from further support, turn to Helpful Contacts, page 265, to find some recommendations. In this book, you will also find the following sections:

Journal points

At the end of each chapter, you will find questions to contemplate and answer in a journal. They are designed to help you reflect on the insights in this book, and to make these relevant to your own life. Writing things down helps the brain process them in a different way, but if you don’t enjoy writing, you can simply think about your answers. Respond to the questions in whichever way you like.

Mantras

I love a good mantra! These are small takeaway sentences that you can memorise and recall whenever you need encouragement or grounding.

Quotes

The voices of my social-media community are peppered throughout this book, as I asked for their comments on various topics. All names have been changed and everyone shared their responses knowing they might be included in the following chapters.
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