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Introduction

As a psychotherapist, I work on a daily basis with people who suffer from low self-esteem. These people may present to me with a variety of different problems, ranging from chronic depression to seeing their lives fall apart after a job loss, bereavement or other trauma. The problems may differ but the common factor is that people are often unable to deal successfully with these issues because of their lack of confidence in their ability to do so. As a therapist, my role is not to resolve my clients’ personal crises but rather to build their self-esteem and resilience so that they can then resolve their own problems, however diverse and difficult these may be. The purpose of this book is to offer the same professional help towards building strong self-esteem in an easy-format, self-help way that will enable a wider audience to benefit from the standard of help that therapists regularly give to their clients.

You may already have heard of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) and this is the therapeutic approach we will be using. CBT is a therapy that focuses on resolving practical problems in the ‘here and now’. We only go back into the past if it is important and relevant to present-day beliefs and actions. In the main, we are working with you to discover exactly what your difficulties are now, to understand what maintains them and then to find solutions to overcome them. CBT is very interested in your thinking about your problems, checking to see if you fall into one of the many negative thinking traps. It is also curious about your behaviours in relation to your difficulties – is what you are doing making things better, maintaining the problem or possibly making it worse? CBT shows you how to restructure both how you think and what you do in order to get the outcome you would like.

To give structure to the book and to help you to feel fully supported as you work through it, it is divided into five sections, each building on the previous section. You might find it best to look through the whole book first, to get your bearings and to give yourself an idea of what to expect, and then go back to the beginning and work through it slowly. Don’t move forward until you feel that you have both really understood what is being suggested and undertaken the tasks that you will find in the text.

CBT bases its help on what we call ‘guided discovery’. Put simply, if how you think, feel and behave now keeps your self-esteem low and other problems activated, we are interested in discovering what would happen if you changed things – tried something new or thought about things differently perhaps. You won’t be asked to take on random ideas, which is why we call this discovery ‘guided’; you will be helped and supported by a safe structure which, although it takes you, necessarily, out of your comfort zone, will also help you to tolerate rather than fear the possibility of failure (which, in most cases, may not happen). You will be helped towards having a greater awareness of your thoughts, feelings and consequent actions. The tasks in the book will be based on this – on getting you to look at things differently and do things differently and then weigh up what you have discovered from these efforts, which will hopefully build up your confidence.


About this book

This book features the STEP Past method for overcoming low self-esteem. STEP Past is a five-step approach, drawing on cognitive behavioural therapy techniques, to give practical and emotional support to anyone affected by self-esteem issues.

S – Support helps you come to terms with the problem, and maps out the road to recovery.

T – Tackle the negative thoughts and behaviour patterns that hold you back.

E – Escape the behaviours and situations that make your life a struggle.

P – Practice provides coping strategies, showing you how to adjust your responses and replace harmful thoughts, when they occur.

P – Progress to a healthier, happier new life – without fear of setbacks or relapse.

In Part 1 of How to Deal with Low Self-esteem, Support, you will learn more about self-esteem and gain confidence in your ability to turn it from low to high. As CBT is a very structured therapy we shall also work together to set some goals for you. It is important to do this early so that you have an idea of what you would like to achieve and feel supported in your efforts. You will also learn more about what may be keeping your self-esteem low at present so that you can begin to identify why your own efforts to escape the low self-esteem trap are not yet working.

Part 2, Tackle, will help you learn about the tools that are available to promote change and will be helped to see how they might work for you. You will be introduced to CBT in more detail and make a start in gaining confidence. You will also be invited to learn something of mindful awareness which, if you wish to incorporate this into your practice, will add enormously to your emerging self-confidence and peace of mind.

Part 3, Escape, will show you how to break free from your difficulties, using both the basic tools you have learned and also developing wider skills to increase your confidence.

In Part 4, Practice, you will learn how to increase your self-esteem in specific situations, such as social situations and close relationships.

Part 5, Progress, will help you to continue your progress towards excellent self-esteem. In addition, there are appendices dealing with specific problems that can hold people back but which are not specifically covered in the main part of this book.

Keeping notes

Make notes as you read. Whether you use pen and paper or an electronic device such as a smartphone or tablet, the important thing is that your notes are easily accessible and meaningful when you look back at what you have written. Jot down anything that particularly strikes you to think about further or to practise, as well as doing the tasks that begin ‘Write down …’. If using pen and paper, it might be a good idea to have a dedicated notebook or folder for your notes so that shopping lists. phone messages, etc. don’t get mixed up with the valuable work you are doing.


PART 1

Support

Understand where you are now and where you want to be
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