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Praise for Self-Acceptance

A real treat: Dr Barry’s new book challenges the myths associated with self-esteem and focuses instead on achieving real self-acceptance. The reader is taken on a magical journey, from exploring why current ideas of self-esteem are unhelpful to how we can nurture ourselves and challenge our inner pathological critic and move towards true self-acceptance. This book is a joy to read, a real page turner, and incorporates all of the common sense, down-to-earth style that characterises the author. A very useful book for anyone affected by self-doubt and criticism.

Professor Catherine Harmer, Professor of Cognitive Neuroscience, University of Oxford

Harry Barry’s critique of today’s world, where we torture ourselves by comparing and grading ourselves against others, leads on to a humane and practical guide on how to shake off this habit and replace it with a self-acceptance of the utter uniqueness of the individual human life.

Professor Ian Robertson, Professor of Psychology, Trinity College Dublin, and author of Stress Test

This is the most remarkable book you’ll read this year. Surprising, stimulating and guaranteed to change your behaviour. I found myself riveted by its compelling evidence.

Bruce Daisley, European Vice-President for Twitter, and author of the Sunday Times No.1 bestseller The Joy of Work

Have we been brainwashed by the concept of self-esteem? Dr Barry thinks so, and in his latest book sets out to show how damaging boosting self-esteem can be to our mental health. Using real examples from the workplace, education and personal relationships, he shows us the healing power of self-acceptance. This book is different – it will challenge you and transform your thinking.

Dr Muiris Houston, Medical Journalist, The Irish Times, and Adjunct Professor of Narrative Medicine, Trinity College Dublin

Forget the battle for self-esteem. For good mental health, what we need is self-acceptance and Dr Barry’s book does that brilliantly. Scrabbling for self-esteem doesn’t work but self-acceptance – a deeper understanding of ourselves as people – is what can truly give us peace. Once again, with both case studies and analysis, Dr Barry shows us how we can reframe our thought processes to send the vicious inner voice out of our heads, and to accept who we truly are.

Cathy Kelly, bestselling author and UNICEF ambassador

Once again Dr Harry Barry has written a most helpful book. His chapter on the ‘dark side’ of self-esteem will strike a chord with many parents, teachers, employers and ordinary readers, and his chapters in the second part of the book on how to accept oneself (warts and all), take responsibility and try to change behaviours when things go wrong, offers a pathway to improvement for everybody in various aspects of daily living. This is practical as well as refreshing. Self-Acceptance will undoubtedly have some critics but the easy style and fresh approach to mental well-being, will ensure that this will be bestseller.

Professor Patricia Casey, Professor of Psychiatry, University College Dublin

This book has the potential to transform the lives of people who read it and use it. It not only explores and explodes the myth of self-esteem and the damage it causes but it reveals the astonishing secret power of unconditional self-acceptance. It guides us through manageable steps in unconditional self-acceptance as the means to gently change our lives.

Sr Stanislaus Kennedy, social campaigner, author and founder of Focus Ireland and the Sanctuary Meditation Centre

Dr Barry’s suggestion to us is to embark on a journey that entails a revolution! This is to leave behind the concept of ‘self-esteem’ and instead embrace and live a true form of ‘self-acceptance’. After reading this book, I can only encourage readers to embark on this journey of self-inquiry to find out what is true for them: self-esteem or self-acceptance. As a mental health professional and as a private person, the answer is obvious to me.

Professor Bernhard Baune, Cato Chair and Head of Department of Psychiatry, University of Melbourne

Self-Acceptance is a wonderfully refreshing examination of the ‘dark side’ of society’s obsession with self-esteem. Dr Harry Barry has put mental health and our understanding of it on a more solid footing by defining the myth around self-esteem and by asking us what we really mean by a term which is often banded around and held in great reverence by many. I hope it will be the start of many constructive debates around commonly used and mis-used mental health terminology.

Julia O’Hegarty, Consultant Senior Content Editor, Financial Times

Once again Dr Barry has provided a highly readable yet provocative book. By explaining the origins and current promotion of the ‘self-esteem movement,’ demystifying it, and showing its deep and unhealthy flaws, he makes way for a healthy alternative: self-acceptance.

Professor Larry Culpepper, Professor of Family Medicine, Boston University School of Medicine

Happiness is a natural state we revert to when we stop doing things that take it from us. Through a misguided ideal, we have robbed generations of ever finding happiness by sending them off on a wild goose chase searching for a myth called self-esteem. Harry so brilliantly exposes this myth and leads the reader to understand the real path to happiness.

Enda Murphy, author of Five Steps to Happiness

I highly recommend Self-Acceptance to parents, educators and healthcare professionals responsible for the well-being of young people. This is an invaluable book, in that it questions the oft accepted truism that building a young person’s self-esteem is important to their well-being. Drawing on the best scientific evidence he makes a convincing case that it has the contrary effect: increasing stress and anxiety. He especially makes a strong case for self-acceptance, it’s an argument that I wish I had heard a long time ago, as a young parent and educator.

Professor Cathal Kelly, CEO, Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland

This is a book that challenges decades of a certain way of thinking and an ingrained set of beliefs. We live in a world where social media not only dominates our belief system but tries to destroy the concept of unconditional love. I just want to say, well done to Dr Harry Barry for your courage and trailblazing way in peeling back the very true essence of who we are and who we could be.

Senator Joan Freeman, founder of suicide-prevention charities, Pieta House and Solace House

Through promoting self-acceptance as a means of improving mental health in every area of life, Dr Harry Barry’s book succeeds both in offering a practical guide in how to do so and in raising awareness of this self-inflicted stress.

Dr Fiona O’Doherty, Clinical Psychologist


I would like to dedicate this book to three very special children in my life – Ciaran, Sean and Saoirse. May they encounter a world of unconditional self-acceptance, free of the shackles of self-esteem!
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INTRODUCTION

How much are you ‘really’ worth as a person?

Just what is self-esteem?

Why is it a myth?

Is this myth damaging our mental health?

Why are our children in pain? Why are we not listening?

What is unconditional self-acceptance?

Why is it the secret to mental health?

These are the questions that this book sets out to answer. It is going to bring you on a journey of discovery; an odyssey that has the power to completely transform all our lives and the lives of our most precious assets – our children. It will hopefully open a badly needed discussion on the whole topic of self-esteem and self-rating and how both, in my opinion, are destroying the fabric of our society.

I fear especially for our young people as they become increasingly drawn into the world of technology and social media. The toxic cocktail of both, combined with an obsession with self-esteem and rating, is poisoning the lives of children and us adults, too. We owe it both to ourselves and them to honestly face up to the questions outlined above and, as a society, endeavour to answer them. Most of all, we need to enter and embrace the transformative world of unconditional self-acceptance, which we will be exploring later. How it can transform our relationships, workplaces, body image, schools and colleges and especially our mental health.

Self-acceptance is about more than just banishing the myth of self-esteem or challenging self-rating. It is about learning to be truly comfortable in our own skins while taking real responsibility for our behaviour. It challenges us to become mature, emotionally resilient human beings; teaching us to be both kind but also firm with ourselves. It is the very essence of good mental health.

It is also about who we are as a people. Where are we going? Do we truly value our mental health? Can we transform the lives of our children for the future? I truly believe we can. I hope you will join me on this journey of discovery.

Let’s open our discussion by exploring the current understanding of how to best improve and safeguard our mental health.

After decades lagging in the wake of physical health, we are finally recognising the importance of looking after our mental health. To reduce the risks of anxiety, depression, toxic stress, eating disorders and, above all, self-harm and suicide, we must nourish this fragile component of our lives. It is like trying to protect and nurture a delicate plant in a hostile environment. It involves hard work and dedication, combined with a steely determination to grow a plant that will survive and mature even when exposed to adverse conditions.

But when asked how best to achieve this objective of positive mental health, most of us struggle to reply. The most common suggestions will usually involve making sensible changes to lifestyle and increasing our self-esteem. The first suggestion has much merit. Few can argue that working on diet, exercise, stress-reduction measures, meditation/mindfulness, sleep and reducing alcohol limits will not bear fruit.

Then there is the other strand to the suggestions: that we develop techniques to boost our self-esteem. Most assume that this is a sensible, scientifically and academically proven measure that will provide major benefits to our mental health. Tragically, as this book sets out to prove, nothing could be further from the truth. For this is a road that leads to nowhere. Even worse, a road that may damage our mental health, achieving the opposite effect of what it purports to do.

I can already hear the protests! Am I not flying in the face of every major academic and scientific institution that has for aeons embraced the importance of self-esteem?

But what if self-esteem was indeed a myth? A delusion? What if those respected bodies are basing their approaches on unsafe foundations? What if the concept of pursuing or boosting this myth or delusion of self-esteem is creating rather than solving mental-health difficulties?

Our children are our greatest treasure. Never has there been such an emphasis on the mental health and well-being of our children and adolescents. Never has this age group experienced such a level of mental-health challenges and difficulties. Suppose our obsession with self-esteem and how to boost it in this population was making them less emotionally resilient, increasing their risks of mental health difficulties?

Researching this subject led me to explore how, ever so subtly, the myth of self-esteem has inserted itself into many areas of modern life, specifically in areas such as education, the workplace, relationships and social media. How the self-esteem delusion is becoming increasingly embedded into our twenty-first-century culture, with potentially significant negative consequences, and how this myth must be exposed and challenged. For nothing has been allowed to get in the way of the self-esteem movement tsunami, which goes from strength to strength. A worrying aspect that we will also explore is the financial clout of the self-esteem industry, which has become big business, especially in the USA.

If one doubts their power, an article in the Cut online magazine of the New York Times (2018) titled ‘How the Self-esteem Craze Took Over America – and why the hype was irresistible’ reveals just how embedded the concept remains in American culture. It discusses the history of the movement, the many false claims made about self-esteem, how many of these have been debunked by academics and how boosting self-esteem has become a billion-dollar industry, with many ‘vested interests’ intent on keeping the concept alive and well. It appears as if there are ‘big bucks’ to be made in perpetuating the self-worth delusion!

A potent mixture of governments, academic and professional bodies, a powerful self-esteem movement, especially in the USA, and a multi-billion-dollar/pound self-esteem self-help industry, have all succeeded in convincing us of the necessity of expanding and boosting our self-esteem. Their core message: that boosting self-esteem is the answer to preventing most of our mental-health ills. Hopefully this book will trigger the beginning of a conversation that we in society need to have, and quickly, before further damage ensues.

I am aware that there will be many opposing voices to the main thrust of this book. Other voices have gone before me, that have also expressed their concern about our obsession with self-esteem and self-worth. Some of these I uncovered while writing this book; others I was already familiar with. We will be meeting many of them later. These dissenting voices – often eminent academics expressing their deep reservations on the subject – have had their views swept aside.

This book has been brewing in my mind for several years. I have been concerned for some time with how self-esteem has become a stumbling block in teaching us (especially our adolescents) how to cope with the harsh environment in which we exist. In Emotional ­Resilience, we explored many of the necessary skills to assist us in adapting and surviving the storms of life.

But everywhere I looked, when researching that book, self-esteem was put forward as the only real path to improving our mental health. My primary concern is therefore to demonstrate how our obsession with self-esteem is obstructing rather than ­assisting us in achieving this objective.

We will also be asking the question: if so much time, effort, research and resources have been put into understanding and improving the self-esteem of our citizens, why are our current child and adult mental-health services crumbling under the avalanche of an exponentially increasing workload? Could it be that we need to review again the world of self-esteem and the irrational beliefs underlying this mythical trait?

As a pragmatist, I have always argued the pointlessness of tearing down an institution or set of beliefs unless you can propose a decent alternative. And that is the real purpose of this book. I have worked for years with wonderful people seeking assistance with various mental-health difficulties. I would like to share with you a revolutionary new approach which has assisted many of them in transforming their mental health, with significant benefits for themselves and those they love. We will explore the origins of this approach, and how you, too, by learning how to apply it, can nurture and really grow your personal mental health. We will then demonstrate how this approach plays out in real life, through a series of clinical cases.

It is my hope that by the end of this book you will never think about self-esteem in the same way. You will become increasingly cynical and agnostic about its usage and the mixed, often confusing messages emanating from the ‘experts’ about what it means. It is also my wish that you will join those of us who have discovered another revolutionary path to nurturing and growing our mental health.


HOW DO I USE THIS BOOK?

The book is broken down into two parts. The first section explores why self-esteem is a myth, a delusion. It will challenge every aspect of this concept, demonstrating how it has been debunked by leading experts. We discuss myths that have grown up around it, the dark side of self-esteem and how much damage its pursuit is causing. It will also focus on the differences between self-esteem, self-rating and self-acceptance and the challenge facing us in how to introduce this self-acceptance into our everyday lives. The second section will explore the concept of unconditional self-acceptance and how to develop it and put it into practice in our lives. It will then explore – using clinical cases – how many people who were struggling with various issues relating to the workplace, relationships, education, body image and mental health learned to banish self-esteem and, through self-acceptance, to nurture and grow their mental health.

You may wish to go straight to part two for the more practical element. It is important, however, to understand why this obsession with self-esteem is causing so much potential damage, especially to our adolescents.

There is a wealth of academic and other references backing up the first part. This is important as there is a significant amount of solid academic information out there, challenging self-esteem and the myths associated with it, but a dearth of discussion about their contents. Hopefully this will base the premise that self-esteem is a myth in a solid academic framework, shedding light on areas that the self-esteem movement would prefer us to ignore. Those interested in following up on some of these references can do so by visiting the bibliography.


PART ONE



The Myth of Self-esteem
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