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Foreword

In our busy and ultracompetitive world, it is easy to feel stressed and overwhelmed. Our sense of self-worth can so often go up and down on a daily basis, rising and falling in step with our latest success or failure. This emotional turmoil, if left unchecked, can so often lead to more serious psychological problems, drug and alcohol addictions, and sometimes even mental illness.

Fortunately, there is an alternative. By understanding these problems and gaining skills to recognise and care for yourself, you can become more emotionally resilient and experience greater levels of joy and contentment in your life.

MindShift to a Better Place is a wonderful resource for anyone wanting guidance on how to go about creating positive change in a practical and long-lasting way.

I hope the resources in this book and the clinical resources on The MindShift Foundation website (mindshift.org.au) can improve your life.

Dr Lars Bang Madsen

Forensic and clinical psychologist

Lead clinical advisor, The MindShift Foundation




A message from Elizabeth

In writing about my passion and dedication to promoting preventative mental health, I wanted to share something about myself and what led to the creation of the book you’re holding. It’s important for me to be open, so I want to share with you that I’ve experienced debilitating anxiety as both a teenager and young mother, and I have suffered from bouts of depression throughout my life. I went through childhood with a mentally abusive father, and my life experiences haven’t always been happy.

My father was a Holocaust survivor who left Hungary after the Second World War and came to Australia via Israel. My mother was from London and also came to Australia after the war. Both my parents suffered terribly during the conflict and in subsequent years. However, in my father’s case, the abused became the abuser. My parents met and married in Australia, and over the years that followed my mother lost all her self-worth because of the effects of his behaviour, which was mostly characterised by dishonesty, control and infidelity. Their marriage seemed to have had more bad times than good, and when I think back to my teenage years, my memories of my mother all too often revolve around her being numbed out on Valium. The advice given by her doctor was that she needed the medication to keep herself ‘calm’. By this time, I’d also experienced years of emotional abuse from my father. I understood why my mother felt the need to numb herself to the realities of her life. By the time I became a teenager, my anxiety had manifested in the form of panic attacks.

As I became an adult, there were periods when I was emotionally strong and able to achieve what seemed to be a ‘normal’ life. I travelled as often as I could to discover the world, and one thing I always succeeded at was my professional career. By the age of thirty, I had married and had two children. Yet below the surface, life was becoming difficult for me again.

I was a young mother struggling with what had become a painful marriage. I lost myself somewhere along the way. I had neglected myself and my own needs, and I felt as though I had no voice in my own life. After 20 years of marriage our relationship ended, and it was followed by another relationship which lasted nearly 10 years. I had such high hopes for both of these major relationships. The work put into making them a success was important to me, but my mental and emotional health suffered along the way. At the end of both failed relationships I just felt worthless.

I struggled as I went through my relationship issues, and with the anxiety that followed. It was difficult to talk about mental health when I was a young woman – I had no idea where to go or even how to understand the issues that confronted me. I had no awareness of what strong mental health was supposed to be. By the time my marriage ended, I had a basic understanding of what mental health encompassed. It was just starting to become a topic that was openly spoken about. When my second major relationship ended, I had a much deeper understanding of what I needed to maintain my mental health. However, when I look back, I wish there was a book like the one you’re reading now that could have helped me through those painful times. I am extremely saddened by the fact that mental health was such a taboo subject in years gone by. You suffered alone.

Despite the knowledge I gained, the sad reflection I have is that it took me way too many years to gain the strength to walk away from my troubled relationships, and more years still to learn how to best look after my mental health and value my own self-worth. I didn’t even really know what self-worth was, at least not in the way that I understand the concept now. If only I had realised then that my self-worth was a central pillar of my own mental health.

I often say to myself, ‘If only I knew then what I know now.’ I know it’s a saying that we use all too often, and usually with the benefit of hindsight, but I truly believe that my painful life choices as an adult could have been prevented if I had only understood how my self-worth factored into the relationship choices I made. If someone had explained to me why my self-worth mattered, I know I would have made better and healthier choices for myself.

That’s why I now passionately believe that prevention education and awareness is important in all aspects of health. Knowing how to take care of ourselves, from our physical health to our mental and emotional health, is vital. Mental health education was sadly not a part of my upbringing, but times have changed. Nowadays, we can all have an understanding of our mental health and self-worth, and with education and knowledge learn how to become stronger and more resilient.

Over the years, I have learned that it’s not events external to us that have the most profound effect on who we are, but how we view our life and the inner belief we have in ourselves. This is what guides our journey. It has taken me many years to come to this important realisation. I had to experience a difficult childhood, two unsettled long-term relationships, and the effects of both depression and anxiety to finally understand how to best manage my mental health. It’s been a difficult burden at times, but my experiences have made me realise how important it is to understand how self-worth affects quality of life.

This was one of the reasons why, many years later, I established The MindShift Foundation. We have a clear vision to help individuals, families, communities and workplaces recognise the importance of healthy self-worth; encourage preventative mental health intervention; and offer support to the community through awareness campaigns, resources and public discussions.

It’s also because of our vision to help others that we offer evidence-based information on self-worth, healthy wellbeing and positive mental health. Our website (mindshift.org.au) is full of resources, as is this book. My role as the CEO of a preventative mental health charity has given me access to some of the most respected professionals in the mental health community. The knowledge gained from these psychologists, doctors, policy-makers and academics, supported by evidence-based research into self-worth and preventative mental health, has led to the book you’re reading.

We all know that life is full of challenges and triumphs, of ups and downs, and if you’re just starting to discover your true self there are challenges ahead. I certainly had these challenges and still do. In today’s world there are many stressors that can cause us to doubt ourselves and, as doubt creeps into the mind, ‘I can’t do that’ or ‘I will never overcome this’ become mantras that are harder and harder to dismiss. How often do you think, ‘If only I believed in myself’? How often do you act on that question and show yourself that you’re worthy?

Any negative life event can cause us to doubt ourselves. We all have times when things don’t go as we hoped. The world can feel like a lonely place when we’re going through these trying periods. Everything can seem daunting and even confusing, especially when you consider how easy it is to believe that the negativity around us is the voice of reason. This can stop us from asking for help or listening to the voice of common sense.

In the end, it’s how we feel about ourselves that has the most profound effect on our sense of self and inner worth. We’re constantly faced with challenges and changes, but when you believe in yourself, you will discover that although you cannot change your past experiences, you can change how you think about them. As a result, you can change how you think about yourself and find a way to identify a better future. Ultimately, this is what matters the most.

I hope that, in reading this book, you find your path to a better future, and in some small way discover peace of mind, personal empowerment and belief in yourself. I offer you my best wishes.

Elizabeth Venzin

Founder and CEO, The MindShift Foundation




Introduction

The MindShift Foundation began life as an organisation dedicated to championing healthy self-worth in individuals. Over time, our message has grown to a more holistic preventative mental health stance. We take pride in being an ‘awareness to action’ organisation, which means that we offer information on mental health issues that expand an individual’s awareness, and from there we encourage people to follow up with action to improve their situation, whether it be asking for help from healthcare professionals, talking to family or friends, or implementing new routines. We run campaigns for better preventative mental health services for the general public at state and federal levels, while remaining passionate about self-worth. We believe that healthy self-worth is an important ingredient for a healthy life – indeed, it’s at the centre of positive mental health.

There might be those who wonder why we prefer the term ‘self-worth’ over ‘self-esteem’. In 1969, an American psychologist, Nathaniel Branden, wrote a pioneering book called The Psychology of Self-Esteem. Branden’s main premise was that high self-esteem was the most valuable gift we could give our children. Parenting and education models began to change, focusing on praise and encouragement. Even now, there are schools who’ll hand out medals to every child in a race, so as not to hurt the feelings of the children who are unable to win a place. With good intentions, children are shielded from challenging situations to avoid damaging their self-esteem. It’s a parent’s instinct to want to protect their child, but it does mean that children are insulated from interactive experiences that encourage growth and self-respect.

Self-worth goes beyond how we interact with others in our social environment, to how we perceive ourselves and how we value our inherent worth as a person. American psychotherapist Michael J. Formica says that ‘. . . self-esteem largely does not acknowledge the transactional nature of human culture, society and relationship’.1 Self-esteem may allow us to measure up to external challenges of self, enabling us to work with and adapt to the behaviour of others, but it doesn’t necessarily help us deal with challenges within ourselves. As we react to the world around us, how we think and feel becomes important. Self-perception, or how we see ourselves, depends on the value we place on ourselves. Our self-worth, therefore, is more about who we are and how we value who we are, not what we do. Reframing conversations about self-esteem into conversations about self-worth look to combine the effect of a confident and socially capable exterior with a self-perceptive and inherently knowing interior. Someone with healthy self-worth is someone who knows and values themselves and their abilities.

You won’t see me using the words ‘self-esteem’ again in this book; however, some of the research we’ve used does use that term. Where those works have strength is in the overall context they provide. For instance, on page 35, where I’ve quoted US speaker Josh Shipp talking about how a few affirmations every now and then don’t necessarily help the self-esteem of a child, I’m more interested in the deeper implications of those words, because they’re equally relevant to a child’s self-worth and the context can be read as such.

Our long-term ‘MindShift to a Better Place’ health campaign focuses on raising an individual’s awareness of how low self-worth can affect mental health. We offer information and resources through our website, assisting people to better utilise their healthcare providers and ask for help. We also have a large presence in GP reception rooms across Australia that encourages patients visiting their doctor to speak to them about their mental health. Our campaign encourages people to be proactive in the management of their own mental and emotional state by taking the first step and asking for help. We collaborate with GPs, psychologists, the media, schools and workplaces to spread our message.

If there’s any message to take out of this book, it’s to take responsibility for your mental health and ask for help if you feel you’re struggling with the challenges of life. Whether that help comes from a healthcare professional or from talking to a trusted and true friend, what’s important is that you’re reaching out.

I believe that with the right knowledge and resources we can be proactive in looking after our mental health and self-worth. When using words like ‘preventative’ or ‘early intervention’ in a mental health context, what we’re talking about is preventing or addressing mental health issues before they cause a problem, or even better, avoiding them entirely. The idea is that if we can find and identify a problem earlier rather than later, then the solution, treatment and subsequent maintenance will be less of a burden on us, our family and, on a broader level, the healthcare system. I believe this is a more sustainable approach to good mental health, rather than what we do at the moment, which is react after the fact to a situation when it’s too far gone. ‘Early intervention’ is about understanding what constitutes good mental health and seeking help before things get bad.

Education and awareness is a big part of early intervention. If we have an understanding and are aware of what we face, then we minimise our risk of danger. For instance, in addressing an issue like low self-worth there’s a chance that we can subsequently avoid the development of other mental health conditions. Developing healthy self-worth can lead to better coping skills and the resilience to forestall conditions like anxiety and even depression. We can all learn skills and techniques to help us manage our state of mind and our emotions. In fact, I hope to see these skills taught in schools, something that we’ve campaigned for at The MindShift Foundation.

Humans have complex mental, emotional and physical systems that don’t always work well together. Our moods fluctuate, our bodies can break down and our hormone systems can be unstable. It doesn’t help when life’s challenges get in the way. We may think we’re healthy and on top of things by eating well and exercising, yet despair might seem just a step away. It can be confronting and confusing. The world can feel like a lonely place if you don’t know where to turn for help.

This book aims to help with that. I know all too well how hard it can be to change a mindset, to get out of patterns that no longer serve us, so the first part of this book will help you understand more about the nature of self-worth, and why developing healthy self-worth can help us maintain good mental health. We’ll look at how low self-worth can stem from childhood, how it interacts with conditions such as depression and anxiety, and how it affects things like trust, body image, relationships and workplaces. We’ll also look at how certain exterior factors such as social media, the digital world and bullying can exacerbate low self-worth. We’ll examine how thoughts and feelings can inform behaviour.

This is also a book about action. When we understand our own personal state of mental health, we can then recognise risk factors and put ourselves in the powerful position of being able to shift to a better mindset with that knowledge. Asking for help is the best way to move to better health, so I’ll show you how to navigate the healthcare landscape; how to talk to a GP, psychologist or other healthcare provider; and what kind of support or treatment you can expect. I’ll explain Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), and how that can be an effective therapeutic treatment option and part of ongoing health management with some self-care awareness.

I will also discuss what tools and resources you have right at your fingertips that can help you manage and maintain your mental health at home, such as taking positive steps to improve diet, exercise and living a balanced lifestyle. I hope this book will offer fresh insight into how to approach these aspects of life and give you a way to modify unhelpful thoughts and behaviours that stem from low self-worth.

In short, this book will share an insight into self-worth, an understanding of how to work with your self-worth to assist in the maintenance of your mental health, where and how to ask for help, and what long-term maintenance and treatment solutions are possible.

However, if you suffer from or are already receiving treatment for a condition such as depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder or any other major mental health condition, please seek professional assistance or follow the advice and treatment plan provided by your healthcare professional. A book is no substitute for professional intervention, which is why I strongly encourage you to ask for professional help if you need it. In this case, you might find this book is more effective as a support resource – a way to further your understanding and raise your awareness about self-worth and how it can affect your life.

Viktor Frankl, a psychiatrist and holocaust survivor, famously said, ‘Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.’2

Understanding why we think and act the way we do can help us all choose ‘one’s own way’, because it is our choice. How we view our life and ourselves is in our control. Negativity, doubt and loneliness all cloud clear thinking and self-worth. How we feel about ourselves is what has the most profound effect on our actions. Australian psychologist Dr Sarah Edelman says that ‘the way we think determines the way we feel’.3 Asking for help to manage negative thoughts is a positive self-care action, and action is the best way to create lasting change in life. We can’t change the past, but in looking at how we think and feel and act, we can identify a way to create a better future.

About prevention and health

The definition of health, according to varying governing bodies, is a somewhat holistic concept. The World Health Organization (WHO) determines that ‘Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.’4 The Australian government says, ‘With good health, the state of the body and mind are such that a person feels and functions well and continues to do so for as long as possible.’5

If a broad view is taken, the ‘whole body’ determination of health is based on how we feel and continually act in our everyday life.

We all must manage our individual health. While we have access to professionals who can treat various ailments and illnesses, preventing issues in the first place is more desirable. It’s not an unusual idea – we’re promoted healthy diets, and asked to take exercise and lead a healthy lifestyle, but we also carry out preventative medical treatments such as vaccinations against the threat of contagious diseases and screenings for cancer. Pregnant women may take folate to ensure the health of their child in the womb, and in any chemist or supermarket the shelves full of vitamins attest to the desire for wellness among consumers. In fact, the vitamin and dietary supplement industry in Australia alone is worth over $2 billion a year.6 From this, we can assume that we do in fact aim to do right by ourselves. We are trying to prevent health problems in the best way that each individual knows how. Is it necessarily the right way? That’s not particularly important for our purposes here; what matters is that people are trying to take care of themselves and prevent the onset of problems.

In promoting healthy living habits among ourselves and trying to prevent disease by taking action, we have an active hand in the healthcare process. We should be asked to exert control over our health, especially as every individual has unique health needs. The better we understand diet and exercise, the easier we can adopt a physical management plan that best suits our specific needs. Some people may need a diet rich in fibre; others may require a diet heavy in protein. Some might need regular aerobic exercise; others may require something low impact such as swimming. Health is a lifetime journey of discovery, action and maintenance. The act of prevention through good self-care gives us the opportunity to keep living the life that bests suit us.

This principle also applies to mental health. Prevention awareness and the promotion of healthy living are powerful tools used to determine how to understand, manage and improve mental health on our own terms. There is also a social benefit to this: the more people who take responsibility for their mental health, the less stress there is on underfunded healthcare services and over-burdened qualified professionals. The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners (RACGP) reports that 62 per cent of a GP’s time is spent on psychological matters, with 50 per cent of GPs sharing that mental health gives them the most concern for the future.7 It’s important to note that the next most amount of time spent on an issue was at 45 per cent, on respiratory problems. That’s a big gap.

But what is ‘mental health’?

The Australian Mental Health Act (2001) defines mental health as ‘a dynamic process in which a person’s physical, cognitive, affective, behavioural and social dimensions interact functionally with one another and with the environment.’8 In recognising mental health to be a ‘dynamic process’, the definition allows for the hope that an individual’s mental health is not rigid and can expand and mature over the course of their life – that it can grow in positive ways. This is encouraging as it means that, like any other condition, mental health can be treated, improved, strengthened and conditioned.

That ‘dynamism’ also confirms that prevention and promotion initiatives can be applied to individual mental health management plans, much like it can to physical health management plans. In the same way that we visit the doctor for a check-up, we can monitor our mental health for the same purpose.

So, if mental health is dynamic, and preventative measures can help, then how do we keep on top of mental health?

First, a little history. The National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing was first conducted in 1997 in Australia. Prior to that, there was little data that indicated the prevalence of mental health conditions. The services people accessed for treatment, the type of illnesses treated or the wider societal impact of mental health in the community was not something that was well recorded or understood. The results of the first study prompted greater focus in later studies on the identification and treatment of mental health conditions, better coordination of GPs and psychologists, and funding through Medicare for certain mental health treatments.9

When the study was repeated in 2007, the figures showed that 45 per cent of Australians have experienced a mental health problem at some point in their lives, and determined that one in five Australians (aged 16–85) will in any given year.10 Further to that, the WHO reported that worldwide around 450 million people suffer from mental health conditions, with one in four people likely to be affected over the course of their life,11 with anywhere from 35 to 50 per cent of people in high-income countries (such as Australia) receiving no treatment for severe conditions. That ‘no treatment’ figure reaches as high as 85 per cent in low-income countries.12 These are not small numbers.

From these surveys, and better reporting through national and worldwide studies, have come recommendations for increased funding for preventative measures, which has led to widescale treatment options and the revision of policy frameworks. In fact, because of the increased data that we now have about mental health, the Australian government, through the Department of Health and endorsed by the COAG (Council of Australian Governments) Health Council, periodically releases an updated National Mental Health Plan that addresses how best to manage the mental health of Australian citizens.13 The Fourth National Mental Health Plan report had five main priorities, with priority area 2 indicating that the general public required ‘a better understanding and recognition of mental health problems and mental illness’, and that the development of resilience and coping skills was also an important consideration. They also recommended that people be ‘better prepared to seek help for themselves and to support others to prevent or intervene early in the onset or recurrence of mental illness’.14

This last point is vital. In simple terms, a report focused on the health of Australians recommends that an individual ask for help if they need it. The recommendations also place a heavy emphasis on the need for better preventative and promotional tools for the general public.

When talking about prevention in mental health, we (at The MindShift Foundation) advocate that the public receives a broader education about mindset, as well as emotional and lifestyle risk factors, and have the opportunity to learn the early symptoms of mental health conditions. Understanding why and how a mental health condition develops may lead to its prevention. And even if a condition is professionally diagnosed, it’s possible to reduce its impact and duration by applying preventative measures.

There are certain common risk factors that can impact anyone’s mental health for the worse (some of which may be preventable), including physical illness; weight issues; misuse of drugs and illicit substances; poor relationships with partners, family, friends and colleagues; poverty or financial distress; and a lack of or poor housing. These are situations that can be managed with education and understanding.

There’s little difference between taking preventative mental health action and eating healthily or going for a run for your physical health. It’s just another facet of self-care. We’re just minimising a risk to our long-term overall health when we do what we can to address mental health issues.

Another preventable risk factor that can contribute to poor mental health is the value we place on ourselves. When that valuation is made on the basis of external influences (such as someone saying that we’re ‘useless’), how we process that feedback and apply it to our understanding and vision of ourselves is paramount. The danger in not valuing ourselves is that we may take negative feedback as an accurate reflection of our identity, as ‘a pure statement of truth’, when in reality this is nothing more than a subjective opinion offered by another person.15 Taking the opinions of others as the only truth is something we can stop ourselves from doing with patience and self-awareness.

The value we place on ourselves comes from how we see ourselves. This is your self-worth and it underpins everything in life. If how you think about yourself determines how you feel, then what you think about yourself becomes a big factor in ensuring good mental health.

Therefore, understanding, being aware and working on self-worth becomes a powerful preventative tool in taking care of yourself.

About awareness

I mentioned at the start of the previous section how The MindShift Foundation focuses on raising awareness and encouraging action. I’d like to strongly reiterate that point now. Being aware of your mental health doesn’t just mean having an idea of its presence in your life, but doing everything in your power to understand both it and yourself. It’s more than just ‘what is self-worth’ or ‘what is mental health’, but more a case of ‘what is self-worth and how does it affect my mental health’. This is what we want to encourage when we talk about awareness, especially in conjunction with prevention. When you finish this book, I hope that you’re able to walk away more aware of yourself, more aware of your current relationship with your mental and emotional health, and more aware of avenues to help you make any desired life improvements.

Like other Australian mental health non-profit organisations, The MindShift Foundation’s team of clinical advisors, led by Dr Lars Madsen, have worked hard to provide the best informational resources on The MindShift Foundation’s website that aim to educate and raise personal awareness of what we believe are vitally important topics. We’ve written about self-worth in conjunction with conditions such as depression and anxiety, but also on topics such as children, bullying, relationships, the workplace, and more. Our fact sheets can be viewed online and downloaded for your reference at any time (mindshift.org.au/resources).

Naturally, I’ve used our resources as the basis of this book, for the work we do is a powerful driving force behind my own life’s purpose. The work my clinical team has done since the creation of The MindShift Foundation cannot be overstated, nor can they be thanked enough. Our awareness-raising resources have helped people understand themselves better and take action to improve their lives. Our youth self-worth programs are available to all secondary schools in Australia, and were developed with the assistance of secondary school teachers from Education Queensland and researchers from Queensland University of Technology (QUT). Being able to help young people understand their self-worth and more about mental health is a rewarding experience. This is why our research matters and this is why awareness matters; for without understanding, how can we ever change for the better?




1

Self-worth

Self-worth affects almost every aspect of life, even though we may not recognise it for what it is. Your self-worth can be measured by your overall evaluation of your own worth. It’s a personal judgment of yourself, as well as an attitude (either positive or negative) towards yourself. Your self-worth sits at the core of beliefs such as ‘I am competent’ and ‘I am worthy’, and determines how you apply and feel emotions like triumph, despair, pride and shame.16

People with healthy self-worth seem to value themselves and their achievements more than those who have low self-worth. They are often free of the negative self-talk that drags down those with low self-worth, and they seem to shake off negative influences more easily. And while it’s not unusual to lack confidence on occasion, people with low self-worth tend to feel unhappy or dissatisfied with themselves and their lives most of the time.17

What low self-worth looks like

Individuals with low self-worth may display a number of characteristics, including:

        •  Self-criticism

        •  Self-blame

        •  Doubt

        •  Anxiety

        •  Frustration

        •  Sadness

        •  Hesitation.18

The central characteristics of a person with low self-worth can be seen in the way they behave. A person with low self-worth may hold themselves to a higher standard of blame than they ascribe to others, and they may be overly compliant with a dominant person’s wishes. Hesitation can be a common trait among those with low self-worth. Decisions may seem difficult, especially if a choice involved may impact other people in a way that leads to them being judged for their decision.

The most powerful negative characteristic found in those with low self-worth is self-criticism. Have you ever heard that voice? This voice is the master of negative self-talk. It’s the driving factor behind such phrases like ‘I’m useless’ or ‘I’m not good enough’. This negative way of thinking pushes us to feel emotions like guilt and shame. It may encourage behaviours inconsistent with who we truly are as a person.19

An ingrained self-worth issue may be revealed through behavioural actions such as:

        •  Preoccupation with other people’s opinions

        •  An obsessive need to be perfect

        •  An inability to voice a unique opinion

        •  Being consistently apologetic

        •  Focusing on the negative

        •  Self-blame for any perceived ‘wrong’

        •  An unwillingness to try anything because of a fear of failure

        •  Minimising positive feedback

        •  Attributing success to good luck, despite the evidence

        •  A general lack of confidence.20

Have you ever noticed any of those behaviours in yourself or others? They’re not uncommon – in fact, many of them are ingrained, and it may be that we don’t even realise what we’re saying or doing. Many of the listed behaviours are often considered points of modesty, such as not accepting praise for success or seeming humble for having an apologetic nature. The latter can even be seen as the mark of someone who knows how to admit when they’re wrong. Yet attributing success elsewhere may lead to someone else getting a promotion at work. An unwillingness to try may see us miss opportunities. Constant apologising may only reinforce in ourselves that everything we do is ‘wrong’. It becomes a hard pattern to break.

While we can attribute certain characteristics and behaviours to low self-worth, some people feel distinct sensations in their body when they’re forced to deal with a situation that challenges their self-worth. These are all symptoms of low self-worth and should not be ignored. These include:

        •  Feeling anxious

        •  Sweating

        •  Tightness in the chest

        •  A lump in the throat

        •  Fast heartbeat

        •  Feeling hot

        •  Feeling suffocated

        •  Fidgeting.21

First, if you have any of these symptoms over a prolonged period, please seek medical help to rule out any physical health concerns. Second, the effects of something like feeling anxious because of low self-worth can be likened to a full body effect. That, in itself, comes with additional sensations, such as nausea or tightness in the chest. If the body feels like it’s under attack because of our thoughts and feelings, then how is it possible to get through a day, let alone a life like that? Recognising the symptoms, whether they’re physical or behavioural, is an important aspect of a preventative action, or early intervention. If you think you’re experiencing any of these symptoms and feel unable to cope, please ask for help. Talk to a trusted family member or friend, or seek help from your healthcare provider. We’ll go further into asking for professional help later (see chapter 10 for more information), as well as techniques for building self-worth.

How can you tell if you have low self-worth?

While you may identify with the characteristics, behaviours or physical symptoms already listed, the way we speak can be symptomatic too. The language we choose to use or the thoughts we think may be inherently negative without us even realising it. Here are some statements and thoughts that may indicate low self-worth:

        •  My life experiences have taught me nothing

        •  My past never goes away

        •  Why bother looking after myself?

        •  I’m not good at anything

        •  I have no self-respect

        •  I’m not worthy of someone else’s time

        •  I have high expectations that will never be met

        •  I’m first in line to criticise myself

        •  I have no good qualities

        •  I can’t handle things when I’m not in control

        •  I give up when I don’t get what I need or want

        •  Nothing is possible

        •  Everyone else is better than me.22

The above statements are all negative, and all indicative of low self-worth. Acting on thoughts like these are not conducive to any kind of life satisfaction. Happiness can’t happen if we’re constantly beating ourselves up. I know this firsthand. I used to feel that my past would never leave me be. I felt like it haunted me both day and night and I let it take control of my thinking. My negative thinking affected me so strongly that at times I was incapable of just getting by. I felt I had no quality of life. It wasn’t until I recognised and understood my behaviours and thoughts that I knew I had a problem. Getting help, in particular, learning how to reframe those negative thoughts to find positive ones, was essential to improving my quality of life.

Quality of life

Needless to say, life can be difficult if you’re struggling with low self-worth. Having a good quality of life is important for overall life satisfaction, but people with low self-worth may have personal relationships that suffer. They might feel the extremes of any emotion, such as oversensitivity, self-consciousness or a strong desire to please their partner or family. It’s not uncommon for a person with low self-worth to experience regular conflicts with those close to them.

In a work environment, it’s possible to fall into the trap of avoidance and invisibility, a desire to hide from any scrutiny that will to lead to judgment. The other extreme is that we might be so afraid of failure that a relentless pursuit of perfection is the only way to assure ourselves that we’re performing acceptably. Good results are likely to be attributed to others, as we may not necessarily be able to accept success for ourselves.

A healthy lifestyle may also be affected by low self-worth. We may not think we deserve to enjoy our life. We may fill life with chores, additional working hours, or putting other people first. It’s possible that taking up hobbies is too confronting, with the potential for judgment an obstacle too large to overcome. This can mean that someone with low self-worth gets little proper rest or opportunities for satisfactory downtime.

Self-care is where a person with low self-worth may suffer the most. Doing simple activities, like going to the hairdresser or shopping for clothes, may be fraught with fear. We may spend an inordinate amount of time on our appearance, convinced that unless we look perfect we won’t be fit to be around other people. We may also neglect simple measures to look after our physical health, including eating poorly and not getting enough exercise. There may be a ‘why bother?’ element to this way of thinking, especially if the underlying thought is that we’re not good enough.

At the darker end of the behavioural spectrum, someone with low self-worth may choose to self-medicate by drinking, smoking or using illicit substances, either in an attempt to wash away how they feel, or to make themselves acceptable to their peers.

Some of these quality-of-life issues may be short term, which is surely the desired outcome for any problem that causes dissatisfaction; but, occasionally, a certain way of life can turn into a pattern. A person who takes on a new job may develop perfectionist tendencies to keep up with a colleague, which later becomes a habit that extends to other areas of their life. A teenager might develop an intense obsession with their appearance that later leads to an eating disorder. A person might choose to stay in a relationship following an instance of infidelity, with over-analysis and constant doubt their new normal.

While quality of life is a culmination of ‘small’ things making up a bigger whole, it stretches beyond us to those who share our life. And while there are some people who are alone in the world – not everyone has relationships with family, friends, co-workers, and so on – in some way, alone or not, everyone interacts with their community. Most of us travel to shopping centres or work where we must interact with others, or take our children to school and perhaps bump into neighbours as we come and go. In that sense, we are never alone. We are surrounded by people. We all have the ability to impact the quality of life of other people with our actions.

Impact of low self-worth

A person with low self-worth and poor quality of life may have a wider effect on those around them than they anticipate. For instance, other family members may also suffer stress or a feeling of helplessness just knowing their loved one is suffering, such as a parent worrying after their teenage child who is combatting body image issues or the effects of peer pressure. It can be hard to watch, especially if you know that your child is acting or speaking from a place of low self-worth. The child may not even realise what’s guiding their actions, and from a wider perspective, this is one of the problematic aspects of low self-worth. When we don’t realise how important self-worth is, let alone being aware of its symptoms and behaviours, it’s too easy to try to bury low feelings and let negative thoughts and feelings take control. This can lead to potentially dangerous behaviours. A person may become a danger not just to themselves, but to society as well.

Consider these two ‘worst case’ scenarios.

In the first, someone with low self-worth in a workplace might engage in avoidance behaviours that eventually lead to the loss of a job and consequently the income for a family. This family may be sentenced to financial hardship, but it doesn’t end there. The loss of a worker may lead to work-flow issues at that workplace and impact the other workers who have to take up the slack, all of which may lead to further repercussions. But what about on the home front? If a child falls ill, there’s no income to pay for the treatment they require. Financial distress, added to the frightening prospect of a sick child, can send self-worth on a downward slide and add more stress to an already anxious situation.

In the second scenario, someone who self-medicates to numb their low feelings gets behind the wheel of a car and causes an accident. It’s not out of the realm of possibility to assume that that person’s family may end up mourning the loss of their loved one. And what if they hurt someone else? Moreover, another family may end up grieving the loss of a family member. The influence of such a devastating event can have a ripple effect. An ambulance officer who attends the scene may require counselling. An innocent bystander might never get the image of a terrible accident out of their mind. The list of repercussions goes on.

Of course, not all behaviours induced by low self-worth lead to such devastating consequences, but some can be just as pervasive long-term. Someone with chronic ill-health may not feel capable of keeping up with healthy friends. Have you ever experienced this? If you have, you know that over time it can get harder and harder to immerse yourself in social interactions and maintain relationships. This may lead to loneliness and isolation, with low expectations of any kind of interaction that leads to satisfaction or contentment. It may even lead to simply staying at home.23

The low self-worth of a parent may impact their children. There are certainly consequences of having low self-worth that the children may experience, such as not communicating clearly or as often with their school as required, or interacting and building relationships with the parents of other children in their grade. It’s so hard to get involved if we don’t have the energy or the self-worth to want to be around others. An additional issue like poor body image may also impact a child’s self-worth. A child can be negatively influenced if a parent skips their own meal or disparages their own body, as it sets up a behaviour that a child may think is ‘normal’ and may choose to mimic.24

If we have healthy self-worth, are empowered by our own good health (mental and physical) and have good feelings about ourselves, we’ll function well in society and will go about our life and undertake whatever tasks are necessary for the welfare of our family and community.25

Understanding the potentially far-reaching impact of low self-worth is important. We need to be aware that our actions have consequences that can affect more than just ourselves. Understanding what causes low self-worth is just as vital.

Causes of low self-worth

In a way, we’ve worked backwards. We’ve looked at the actions of those who have low self-worth, the impact of low self-worth, and the behaviours and characteristics that are attributes of low self-worth. But what causes it? What plants the first seed of feeling unworthy in the mind of a person with low self-worth?

The causes of low self-worth can relate to our experiences past and present, but they ultimately come back to how we perceive ourselves.26 While the way others speak to and act towards us may seem to be a defining factor in causing low self-worth, that’s not really the case. The words of others may seem to be the truth in the moment, but it’s only because we, as the person receiving that feedback, accept it as such. So if somebody says, ‘You’re worthless’, that’s patently not true. If we think it is, if we honestly believe that we’re worthless, it’s because we’ve accepted it as the truth. Accepting what others tell you as the only truth is an indicator of low self-worth and it needs addressing. However, how we think about ourselves is also a cause of low self-worth. Here are a few more causes of low self-worth.

Childhood

The time when a person starts to believe in their lack of worth is often when they’re unable to defend against it. Abusive or dysfunctional early years can lead to ongoing self-worth issues.27 And if life experiences are what lead to poor self-worth, then it’s learned, not innate. If a child is treated badly, they may assume that it’s because they’re inherently bad. As a child, I was always told by my father that I wasn’t good enough. The most vivid memory of my childhood was when I was six years old. I was making a chocolate cake for my father. At some point, my fingers got caught in the mixmaster. As you can imagine, that’s a frightening moment for a child. I called out for my father’s help, but rather than receive support, he yelled at me and stormed off. I was left alone with what later turned out to be broken fingers. In his eyes, it was all my fault. And, unfortunately, this was not an isolated incident. I was frequently berated for any number of things, from being ‘stupid’ to my appearance, and so on. Nothing I could ever do was right. That message stayed with me for a long, long time. In reality? I was just a child who wanted to make her father a cake. What’s bad about that?

Continuing reinforcement of a belief in ‘badness’ only increases it. Unless the child has been taught otherwise, they have no way of knowing that it’s not normal to be treated that way, or how to undo the damage that has been done. Neglect, abuse and abandonment leave psychological scars that without treatment will deeply affect the child’s, and later the adult’s, view of themselves.28 If this aligns with your story, then you need to know that whatever you suffered as a child wasn’t your fault. I’ll talk more about childhood in the next chapter, but for now, please talk to someone that you trust if you feel upset by this topic.

Physical health issues

Medical problems, such as a physical disability, chronic pain or serious illness, can also cause low self-worth. Feeling sick for a long time or having a disability can make it hard to see ourselves as a person first, especially when a disability might seem to take the focus away from who we truly are. We become ‘Julie, the woman with MS’, instead of just ‘Julie’. Those who suffer discrimination because of their health issues might have found it hard to find their value when people fixate on one aspect of who they are.

Mental health conditions

If you’ve already been diagnosed with a mental health condition, that can also lower your low self-worth. Depression and low self-worth align in symptoms and behaviour, and it’s been noted that low self-worth can actually increase the likelihood of developing depression if not already present.29 For instance, someone suffering from depression may see themselves as worthless, especially if they feel they should be able to control their low feelings.

Ongoing stress

Everyone experiences ongoing stress at some time in their lives. Issues such as a relationship breakdown, a work redundancy or a terminally-ill family member can lead to a great amount of time being spent in a stressful situation. A traumatic life event usually ends in a life-changing situation, too: the end of a relationship may leave you living alone with just one income to cover a mortgage or other bills; the loss of a job might mean a period of unemployment; the death of a loved one may lead to a period of grieving. Extended periods of stress can often deplete internal resilience and coping mechanisms, leaving us open to negative influences. Fatigue can easily morph into exhaustion. If we have low self-worth, it might be easy to construe that tiredness as weakness, when in reality we’re stressed beyond our limits.

Interactions with other people

Being on the receiving end of someone else’s attitude can lower self-worth too. Have you ever been in a relationship where your partner constantly nags at you over unimportant things? Your cooking isn’t quite good enough? Your clothes aren’t ‘nice’ enough? Do the silences seem a little more passive-aggressive with each petty fight? It’s easy for self-worth to plummet as we second-guess every interaction with other people.

In a work situation, all it takes is one disrespectful, aggressive or jealous colleague for this to happen. Poor treatment in a workplace can ruin lives. We start to wonder why our colleague is treating us a certain way, and then we have to deal with it on a daily basis. We start to question ourselves, our performance, and if we think about leaving, then we need to consider our future job prospects and finances. It can turn a whole life upside down.

And we can’t forget family and friends. If you have siblings, then you might have grown up with teasing and taunts. When we add to the mix our peer group, who may have things to say about our appearance, it then throws body image into the conversation. Our self-worth is extremely vulnerable in this situation.

*

The distressing fact is that not all people are raised in loving homes or have happy relationships. Life’s experiences find a way to affect everyone, and although we might look at someone’s situation from the outside and know that they are a good person and have no cause to feel bad about themselves, the negative experiences that a person has gone or is going through informs their perception of their worth. Self-criticism might be the natural response to a relationship breakdown, with guilt and anger being typical emotions that follow such an event. But a person doesn’t have to live in that space permanently.

It’s easy to get caught up in our feelings, in letting our self-worth determine how we act. Sometimes those with low self-worth will act in ways that are self-soothing, such as comfort eating or retreating from family and friends, and start to think that’s the best way to deal with low feelings. If we do this often enough, then our brain and emotions will start to tell us this is the only way to deal with a problem. It starts a vicious cycle that embeds a pattern of low self-worth.30 Feeling sad because someone we cared about passed away is a normal emotion, and one to explore as we work through grief. A deceptive emotion would be guilt from a thought like ‘I’m a horrible person because I wasn’t there enough’. That can in turn lead to self-defeating behaviour as we believe that we’re unworthy. The cause of the feelings of low self-worth might seem innocuous in this case, but words have way more power than we give them credit for. When we look at Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) later, we’ll examine how words and mindset play a powerful role in creating change for the better.

There’s a bit of work involved, but with an awareness of how self-worth is formed we can better understand how we think and feel, and find a way to shift to a place of healthier self-worth.

What does healthy self-worth look like?

A person with healthy self-worth has a good opinion of themselves, their achievements and their life. They are resilient, cope well with stress and don’t seem to let events get them down. They feel deserving and worthy as a person, and are ready for life’s challenges.31

People with healthy self-worth tend to be:

        •  Confident

        •  Honest

        •  Realistic but optimistic

        •  Generally cheerful

        •  Resilient.

When facing adversity, a person with healthy self-worth is usually resilient enough to withstand the challenges of life. While low self-worth may force a person back into established patterns of negative behaviour, someone with healthy self-worth will have an open mind when confronting challenges. Their self-critical urges are silenced in their desire to solve a problem. In turn, they become good role models for others. Life may seem easy for someone with healthy self-worth, when in truth they face the same issues as everyone else. The difference is they function from a place of worthiness. Their thoughts and emotions work together to act in a way that best serves themselves and those around them.32

People with healthy self-worth display many positive behaviours:

        •  They have an appreciation for other people and themselves

        •  They have an ability to be creative and find solutions to troublesome situations

        •  They make empowered choices, but are flexible when needed

        •  They accept people for who they are, but will push themselves to be better

        •  They encourage loving and respectful relationships

        •  They know their values and don’t compromise them

        •  They make themselves heard, but not at the expense of others

        •  They don’t fear rejection

        •  They can separate feelings from words

        •  They don’t fear their emotions

        •  They are accountable

        •  They know they can’t change the past, but the present is theirs for the taking.33

A person with healthy self-worth is in a powerful position to get the best out of life. They handle setbacks better and have greater control over their mind and emotions. They don’t let the events of their past dictate how their future is to play out.

This doesn’t mean, however, that they aren’t susceptible to mental health conditions. It’s important to note this. Even with healthy self-worth, a person may still feel low feelings from time to time. Everyone has bad days or goes through difficult life events. It’s how you pick yourself up that matters.

If you have healthy self-worth and are living through a challenge in your life, you may find yourself experiencing symptoms more in alignment with someone who has low self-worth. This isn’t unusual, and is likely to be temporary. For instance, you may feel legitimate fear and pain during a medical emergency, or you may feel the disappointment of a career failure if a project or job doesn’t go to plan. With resilience, a willingness to face problems and deal with them, and acceptance of events as they are, you can make an effort to regain control of how you think about those things and you won’t let it have a long-term negative effect on yourself.

Healthy self-worth versus high self-worth

There’s healthy self-worth, as found in a person who’s comfortable with themselves and where they are in life, and then there’s high self-worth, which is magnified to such a point that it may seem to border on arrogance. A person with high self-worth may be prone to boasting, wear superiority and smugness like a shield, put themselves first above all else, be blind to their own faults, and see no reason to reflect on their actions. High self-worth can lead to alienation from family and friends, issues with co-workers and accusations of selfishness. It can also be indicative of something far more serious, such as Narcissistic Personality Disorder, a serious mental health condition (see chapter 4 for more on this subject).

There is another type of self-worth which is called ‘contingent self-worth’. A person is determined to have contingent, or ‘conditional’, self-worth if they base their opinion of themselves solely on their successes and achievements.34 As we can see from the earlier list of healthy behavioural reactions, contingent self-worth isn’t healthy as it’s dependent on something external to the individual, as opposed to healthy self-worth which comes from within. People who identify with achievement alone can also be preoccupied with their own worth, which someone with healthy self-worth is not. If we have healthy self-worth, we can fail at a task without it impacting our self-worth; or diminishing the ego. People with healthy self-worth tend to accept things as they happen and consider themselves better for the experience.

Someone whose self-worth is conditional on external praise may find themselves aligning with contingent self-worth; but with humility and the willingness to sacrifice the ego for a more balanced state of mind, self-worth can be restored to a healthy state.

Taking responsibility for your self-worth

It might feel hard to create change if you’ve had a little voice at the back of your head telling you for years on end that ‘you’re not worth it’. That’s understandable. Conditioning is a hard thing to break. However, it can be done and it starts by recognising that you may need to address your self-worth to improve your quality of life. This is a powerful preventative thought. The next step from here is action.

Any kind of preventative healthcare starts with being willing to make a change. Even here, right now, you can start with something simple, like positive self-talk. For example: I am worthwhile. I deserve good things in my life.

It might seem like a small thing, but positive self-talk is something you can control. We might hear negative words from other people, but only you have the power to choose what to believe. Sometimes, we need to be our own voice of reason and admit to ourselves that there is a problem within. Consider the experience of an alcoholic, someone who has a deep dependence on alcohol. In taking action and joining a group such as Alcoholics Anonymous, they surround themselves with like-minded people to assist them in rebuilding the parts of their lives that may have fallen down due to their substance dependence. This can lead to better relationships with family, friends and improve their quality of life. How do they come to this point? An alcoholic with low self-worth, who perhaps carries shame because of their substance dependence, may not believe they deserve help because of their actions while under the influence of alcohol. Is this shame caused by the substance itself? Or by the thoughts informing the feelings of guilt and unworthiness? They come to the point of asking for help by admitting to themselves they have a problem that they can’t solve alone. A strong aspect of recovery from substance dependence is the person believing that they’re worthy of help – that they deserve help.

As I’ve already mentioned, low self-worth can also stem from traumatic events in the past or derive from ongoing traumatic events. This is not something we have to face alone. We didn’t deserve any of the trauma we may have suffered, and we deserve help to overcome it. If you think you need the help of a healthcare professional, then please talk to your GP. Your mental health has the capacity to affect other people, so when you’re examining whether you need to take action for yourself, consider those who matter to you as part of the decision-making process because they too deserve the healthiest version of you in their lives. (See chapter 9 for more about communicating with family and friends.)

However, if you’re just going through this book and conducting a self-assessment, be conscious of the other extreme. It’s easy to say that you’re doing fine, that things are going along okay. Consider asking yourself if you’re being honest. Is a sense of self-sufficiency hiding something that you can’t quite see? Self-sufficiency can lead to problems, especially when it contends against pride. An example of this is saying, ‘I’m fine. I can handle this. I don’t need help.’ Have an honest conversation with yourself and ask what’s forming this self-judgment. Do you think you’re weak if you need to ask for help? It’s not unusual for the ego to take over in this instance, but you may suffer infinitely more when you allow your mental health to deteriorate knowing that you could have done something earlier. You’re not weak if you ask for help; you’re brave. I think asking for help is a sign of self-respect.

Your self-worth is a powerful tool for maintaining your mental health. Imagine how much better your future might look. Will you be a more influential parent to your children? Will your relationships improve? Will your work become more productive?

Low self-worth may be a result of how we think about ourselves, but it’s something that’s within our capacity to change. When we know in ourselves that we’re worthy and that we have the resilience to handle whatever life throws at us, we then open the door to a better future. We might still feel anxiety or have low feelings, but with healthy self-worth we can accept those feelings, recognise that they exist, and be capable of doing something about them. Consider that acknowledging the need for a mind shift will lead to a better life.









Points for a mind shift

       1.   Ask for help

       2.   Prevention is an excellent health management tool

       3.   Recognise the indicators of low self-worth

       4.   Understand what constitutes healthy self-worth

       5.   Take the time to examine your own self-worth.
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Self-worth and childhood

If you have children, like I do, then you might find the information in this chapter helpful in better understanding your own child. Personally, I wish I’d understood the significance of self-worth and how it effects our parenting skills and our children’s self-worth, when my own children were young. And although both of my children have become thriving adults, I believe that with a better understanding on the importance of self-worth, I would have been a better equipped parent. I think in addressing our own self-worth, we can improve the childhood of our children and try to avoid some of the mistakes in parenting that we may have experienced in our own youth. I also believe that working on self-worth is a lifetime journey and parenting can constantly challenge self-worth. Being aware of who you are, and of your strengths and limitations, is especially important when we have children under our care.

Causes of low self-worth in children

As noted in the last chapter, the causes of low self-worth can be both current and historical. It’s the historical I want to focus on at the moment – in particular, childhood. This is a subject for a book in its own right, so for now let’s focus on the practicalities of awareness, rather than take an in-depth look at personal experiences – although recognising how our own childhood shapes our experiences in adulthood is important, especially if we have children of our own. There are so many signs of low self-worth that children can display, but there are also plenty of things we can do as a parent to help them build healthy self-worth in practical ways.

When does a child start to show signs of self-worth?

In chapter 1, I shared a list of negative statements and thoughts to give you a way to look at your own self-worth. A list works well for adults because we have fully mature minds that can process the words and apply context, but children are not usually capable of working in that capacity until they are around eight years old. It’s thought that children start to recognise that they have a ‘self’ between the ages of two and three.35 Overseas studies have also shown that slightly older children of preschool age can display measurable self-worth. One study used a test called the Preschool Implicit Association Test (PSIAT) to measure self-worth. Children were not required to describe themselves using words, but they were given two sets of flags, with each set symbolising ‘me’ or ‘not me’. A loudspeaker then asked them to respond to a series of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ words, with the aim of measuring how the children associated the ‘good’ words with the ‘me’ flags. The study found that more than 90 per cent of the children linked themselves with ‘good’ words, indicating positive self-worth. The study concluded that most children develop measurable self-worth by the age of five.36

Another interesting example of a preschool-aged child displaying their self-worth can be seen on a video on YouTube. The video, titled ‘Jessica’s Daily Affirmations’, and uploaded by her father, features a four-year-old girl standing in front of a mirror for nearly a minute, listing everything that is great about her world.37 The video has had more than 20 million views at the time of writing, and is another example of how young children, despite not necessarily understanding what self-worth is, can still display it.

What does a child actually know?

If a child starts to recognise themselves as being a ‘self’ by the age of three, they can then start to understand themselves in terms of age, gender, certain physical characteristics and even binary values such as ‘good’ and ‘bad’, as shown in the PSIAT study. Have you ever been approached by a determined three-year-old who is keen to share their knowledge of themselves and their world? ‘I’m three and a boy and shorter than Daddy, but one day I’ll be bigger!’ Children of this age are also able to describe their moods and can communicate that they are happy or not.

As their long-term memory develops, children establish the capacity to determine how they fit into their life story by developing autobiographical memory. They start to recognise their inner self – the voice in their head that guides their actions – and their own feelings and desires.

They also develop social relationships based on interactions with family, friends and their community groups. They start to understand who is a friend and who is a foe, sometimes by how they feel about a person or by the influence of family and friends.

A child is constantly learning. It doesn’t just happen when someone opens a book and reads ‘A is for apple’, but with every thought and feeling that a child registers in their mind. Every interaction is a piece of evidence that contributes to a child’s picture of themselves. They are susceptible to every personal interaction around them, and while it’s easy to say that external factors alone contribute to a person’s view of themselves, there are also biological factors – such as natural temperament – that can affect that too. Other studies have theorised that a child engages in ‘bi-directional’ learning, where a child uses observation and imitation of those around them to start the internal social cognition process. The research indicates that a child takes cues from external influences and then reflects what they’ve observed.38

As you can imagine, this isn’t necessarily a good thing. If the social cue a child is receiving is negative, how does this impact their self-worth?

A study that focused on mothers’ parental attitudes in conjunction with the self-worth of their three-year-old children found that children have the capacity to recognise and react to their mother’s attitudes. The study also suggested that a child could learn how to read their mother’s moods as a coping strategy, but at the expense of their self-worth.39 And while this behaviour may seem a simple biological factor of survival, it can be implied that a child’s coping mechanism is developed as a reaction to both positive and negative stimulus supplied by their parents.

As children develop their concept of self, a child who has the opportunity to grow in an environment with love, support and protection has a better opportunity of developing healthy self-worth. Having a foundation that supports developing social relationships, encourages supportive feelings and is governed with a sense of consistency can also strengthen the bond and trust between children and parents.

From the day they are born, a child is listening, feeling, experiencing and continually learning. A child often knows more than we think they do, and that includes having a personal vision of who they are.

Treatment of a child stays with them

Think of your own childhood and what things have stayed with you. It can be so hard to look back at the past, especially if you’ve come from a childhood that may have featured neglect or abuse; but your own experiences will confirm that the treatment we receive as a child does indeed stay with us.

The role of parents in the development of self-worth is vital. A study into the effects of inconsistent parenting found that low self-worth was a result of poor parenting, with children who displayed low self-worth being more vulnerable to serious disorders, such as depression.40

Teenagers themselves can say with total certainty that their early years can affect their behaviour. In an interview Josh Shipp, also known as the Teen Whisperer, shared that it wasn’t until he was taken in by a stable foster family as a young teen that he understood why he exhibited poor behaviours around food as a young child. He had been exposed to negative comments about his size on a regular basis and was bullied at school, and so he retreated into comfort eating. His new foster family started to speak positive words to him every day and it changed his life. Based in the US, Shipp now works with parents, mental health groups and other advocacies, but he had a poignant message for parents when he says that ‘. . . no kid’s self-esteem is going to survive on quarterly or yearly affirmations.’41 I think this an important message. We can’t expect to say nice things to our children only once a year and expect them to be okay. Every moment matters to a child.

It’s an important reminder for parents that children never stop learning. Being a parent is difficult, but taking the time to understand that a child’s memories stay with them is vital. We might forget that we were disappointed in their grades one year, but the child might not. They might start to drive themselves with a perfectionism that isn’t ambitious but derived from their need for approval. They might not feel worthy of love unless they do better.

Negative core beliefs

The big danger here is that negative experiences embed negative core beliefs. A core belief is determined by how a person thinks, and negative core beliefs are long-standing negative beliefs that a person has about themselves. They can be absolute and unbending.42

These might manifest through thoughts such as:

        •  I’m not worth it

        •  I’m not good enough

        •  I’m unlovable

        •  I’m not good at anything

        •  I’m useless

        •  I’m not wanted

        •  I’m not interesting

        •  I never get anything right

        •  It’s all my fault

        •  I’m ugly

        •  I’m a loser

        •  I don’t matter

        •  I’m defective.

This way of thinking, along with having low self-worth, can lead to the onset of serious mental health conditions, including depression, anxiety, substance abuse and eating disorders. A negative core belief is often a generalised judgment about the self and is not easily challenged, as the person holding these negative beliefs will actively seek to support that view of themselves.

A negative core belief can develop in the early years of life, depending on life experience. A child may develop the negative core belief of ‘I’m unworthy’ if a parent never has any time for them. A core belief like ‘I’m not wanted’ may develop if a child is frequently told to go away.43 ‘It’s all my fault’ is a negative core belief which may be developed in the event of family problems, such as a divorce.

It’s important to know that these negative beliefs can enter a child’s mind at an age when they’re too young to reject them for the fallacies that they are.44 Negative beliefs can have a profound effect on a child’s concept of self, and by extension, their self-worth. Re-shaping negative core beliefs to a healthy belief system with therapy can help, but preventing this from happening in the first place is the best way forward.45 For instance, if you and your partner decide to separate, your children might believe that it was their fault. Clear communication from both you and your partner can negate this mistaken belief. In taking the time to reassure your children that it was in no way their fault, you mitigate the damage of that negative thought and instead fortify their self-worth through your love and care.46

Negative experiences that can lead to low self-worth in children

The following negative experiences can contribute to low self-worth in children:

        •  Abuse or neglect

        •  A family history of mental health issues

        •  Illness or a medical issue

        •  Death or loss

        •  Bullying

        •  Discrimination

        •  Rigid thinking patterns

        •  Being on the receiving end of another’s attitude, distress or stress

        •  An absence of positive experiences

        •  Poor family dynamics

        •  Teasing from siblings or other relations

        •  Difficulty fitting in at playgroups, kindergarten or school

        •  Difficulty fitting in with other children

        •  Lack of trusting relationships

        •  Family break-up

        •  Moving house or changing communities

        •  Family stressors, such as homelessness or financial hardship.

As you can see, it’s not a short list. And the worst part about these negative experiences is that even the best-intentioned parents can sometimes make these experiences worse. If a parent is just as affected as the child by what is happening in their lives, their own responses may inadvertently colour what the child sees and feels. This adds another layer of complexity, as a parent may unintentionally be causing the problems or hurting their child through their own behaviour.

For example, moving house can place a lot of stress on a family, as it means moving into a brand new community – or even to a different country – with new jobs and new schools. Not only do we say goodbye to the stable routine and a place we called home, but we then shift into a completely new environment where we may not have the same support structures as we had before. Other family members may not be around to help with the transition, and we may be starting in a new work environment at the same time as our child starts at a new school. Both experiences might come with fears and doubts, and a longing for the familiar. How we choose to work through this situation can affect our child. We might feel the stress of the new job and new house and bring that behaviour home, where our child witnesses it and starts to replicate that behaviour because that’s how they think the ‘new’ should be handled.

Mixed messages

Poor communication can lead to misunderstandings that can damage a child’s sense of self-worth, especially when they start to get older. Dr Justin Coulson recommends genuinely paying attention to children, not by just including them in the decision-making processes in life, but by being available to them.47 The world seems to be running faster and faster, and time is a factor in everything we do. To some, there never seems to be enough time. An unintended side effect of that is the way we attempt to communicate with our children. It goes beyond simply ignoring them, or brushing them off because we’re rushed, to how they’re treated in general.48

Here are some negative behaviours that children may observe:

        •  Not taking an interest in them

        •  Negative facial expressions, such as frowning

        •  Sighing, such as when they ask us for something and we’re too busy or tired

        •  Putting them off because we’re busy

        •  Nagging them to go above and beyond what they normally do

        •  Berating them for being lazy, untidy or a nuisance

        •  Comparing them negatively to siblings

        •  Threatening to abandon them if they don’t follow our rules

        •  Indicating that life was better before they showed up.

While some behaviours on that list are deliberate, such as threatening to leave a child somewhere – maybe at the shops if they don’t get in the car when we’re leaving – some behaviours are a result of a parent’s own need for a break or a rest. This is when it’s hard to do the right thing by our children. We might be utterly exhausted, and the last thing we need is a child misbehaving or being challenging. However, no matter what we’re feeling our child will consume the experience, positive or negative, and add it to their internal list of messaging, or programming even, that tells them who they are.

In another example, a child might approach a parent for help on a project, such as a particular homework assignment, but the parent feels too tired and says, ‘Maybe later.’ Perhaps it’s been a busy week at work and some downtime is needed. On the flip side, a parent may have no interest in the project the child is working on and just doesn’t want to help at all. Either way, the child is registering the response and adds it to the experiences that lead to core memory development. New thoughts are being formed, such as ‘Who’d waste time on me?’ or ‘If Dad doesn’t want to spend time with me, then no one will’ or ‘My mum thinks I’m not worth helping’. Clear communication can avoid any misunderstandings. The parent could share with the child that they’re really tired, but make a commitment to work on it at a specified time once they’ve rested.

If we take this concept further and put together two negative stressors, such as our moving house example from earlier, with a message such as ‘not taking an interest’, this may lead to feelings of abandonment for a child. They may not feel as though they are important in the stress of the move. A parent might be legitimately busy, but all the child feels is neglect or that they’re being ignored. Not communicating to them about why the move was necessary, or excluding the child from the whole process, may make them feel as though they’re both abandoned and unimportant, as they have no way of knowing that the move was not about them. A parent needs to be willing to share things like why they’re moving house, why they’re really busy during the move, and when they’re likely to be less busy. It might even be worthwhile letting the child know what they can do to help the family in this time. You might be surprised how helpful children can be if they are invited to contribute and know what’s expected of them.

Displaying challenging behaviour

Children, especially those who are very young, may lack the communication abilities that most adults possess. They may not be able to articulate why they feel the way they do, but there’s a good chance they’re more than capable of showing it. It’s not unusual to see children behave in challenging ways when they’re under stress, such as throwing temper tantrums, as this may be the only way they have to show their true feelings on an issue. As an aside, the word ‘challenging’ means different things to different people. You might find a withdrawing child more difficult to cope with than a child who has tantrums. The cause of a tantrum may be easy to diagnose, but figuring out why a child is withdrawing could be a much more difficult prospect.49

Challenging behaviour can include:

        •  Becoming short-tempered or having a tantrum

        •  Poor emotional control in general

        •  Refusal to cooperate

        •  Aggression or bullying

        •  Hyperactivity

        •  Withdrawal

        •  Being easily upset, fearful or worried

        •  Loss of appetite

        •  Avoiding new things

        •  Blaming others for their own actions

        •  Being easily influenced by siblings or friends to behave poorly

        •  Putting themselves down.

These forms of behaviour are a type of communication, even though they can appear to be challenging or problematic. As children get older and start to understand what constitutes acceptable behaviour, they will find other ways to share their feelings. Providing support and guidance in this time is crucial as you both try to find the middle ground. For instance, using punishment for behaviours that make you angry doesn’t give your child an understanding of how best to act under similar circumstances, but it does reinforce the message that punishment given in the grip of an emotion such as anger is an acceptable way to solve problems. If you have a child who is naturally fearful or withdrawn, responding with anger to a misdeed can shred their self-worth and reinforce those unhealthy behaviours. Not all punishment comes from anger, but the reason for the punishment needs to be clear to ensure the child understands the discipline or actions taken to rectify their behaviour.

In another example, a young child may not have the capacity to tell their parent how tired they are, so they fling their plate across the kitchen in what looks like a show of petulance. Will an anger response work here, or is it more effective to acknowledge how tired they are and put them down for a rest with a goodnight kiss?

Here’s another one. What if you and your partner had another child? Sometimes jealousy will create disruptive behaviours in older children. This can manifest through poor emotional control as they may feel like they don’t matter any more. Trying to determine what might have caused the child to display challenging behaviour can lead you to the real reason why it’s happening. In this case, it can give you an opportunity to share that you’ll never love them any less than their new sibling. Their self-worth can be replenished by clear communication.

Understanding why a child may be behaving in challenging ways is specific to each child, but there are actions parents can take to encourage better behaviour, communication and healthy self-worth.

Raising a child’s self-worth

Setting up an environment that encourages the growth of healthy self-worth requires parents to be constantly aware of their child and to tend to their emotional needs as best they can. Here’s what you can do to help your child:

        •  Show that they are loved

        •  Show that they are wanted and matter to you

        •  Show that they are accepted for who they are

        •  Allow them to feel they belong at home

        •  Allow them to express themselves

        •  Make them feel protected, safe and secure

        •  Give them your time

        •  Give them your attention

        •  Give them your affection

        •  Be interested in their life

        •  Encourage their interests (even if they seem weird!)

        •  Help them set life goals

        •  Accept they will have difficult life lessons

        •  Accept they might make mistakes

        •  Encourage them to try

        •  Celebrate the little wins

        •  Respect who they are as a person

        •  Allow them to make decisions

        •  Listen to their ideas and give constructive feedback

        •  Encourage friendships

        •  Let them help you

        •  Share big life decisions with them

        •  Have faith in them.50

If we can be a positive parent, the probability is that we’ll have a well-balanced child, even though they’ll make mistakes and frustrate us on occasion. With guidance and acceptance as living, breathing people with measurable self-worth, our children have every opportunity to become the well-functioning, successful members of society that we dream about. Carol Dweck says that ‘Self-esteem is not an internal quality fed by successes and diminished by failures. It is a positive way of experiencing ourselves when we are fully engaged and are using our abilities to the utmost in pursuit of something we value.’51 This can be said for self-worth and parenting as well.

Changing our own behaviour

As you’ve seen, there’s a long list of things we can do to raise the self-worth of our children, but our own behaviour is probably the best place to start. Here are some things you can do that will set a good example for your children.

Be a good role model

The first and most important thing is to be a good role model. If you put effort into everything you do, whether it’s a chore or a passion, your child can see how much effort matters. They may imitate that effort in their own endeavours.

Talk to your child

Regardless of their age, you may be surprised by how insightful your child is. Show them the world from your perspective and let them get to know you. Encourage conversations and take the time to get to know each other.

Establish routines

Most children are dependent on stable routines, so if you need to change something in that routine, such as moving house or schools, or beginning a course of medication, then talk to them about it. Tell them why it matters and involve them in the process of change. Adults can find it difficult enough to change their own routine, so imagine being a child whose routine changes without any forewarning. Change can create anxiety in some children, so be open and inclusive.

Be more than a disciplinarian

Try to avoid the ‘good’ parent / ‘bad’ parent scenario with your partner. Notice when your children are playing well together, long before trouble starts, and praise good behaviour. Get involved in playtime. If your children are having a tea party, ask if you can join in. If they’re playing dress-ups, then why don’t you dress up too?

Treat them as you wish to be treated

It’s an old maxim, and one that most people have drilled into them at some point, but the reason why it’s common advice is because it’s good advice. No one likes to be shouted at or ignored when good communication can solve most issues. Build up the idea that family members listen to one another and stay respectful.

Let them help you

Baking a cake? Show them how to read a recipe or operate the kitchen equipment, and in turn give them valuable life skills. Technology might be considered the bane of some people’s existence, but having a teen at home who can set up all your equipment and troubleshoot issues with your phone or computer is help worth having.

Develop family traditions

Special nicknames and unique family traditions can create a sense of belonging that lasts a lifetime. You might have a special name for your child that no one else uses, a nickname that evokes the joy of everything their childhood is. Nurture those rituals.

Support, but don’t overpraise

Children can sense disingenuous behaviour,52 especially if they know the truth is otherwise. For instance, your son might have had a poor football game at the weekend. Telling him that he was fantastic when he objectively knows that he wasn’t great doesn’t help him. However, listening to his own self-assessment, responding authentically and acknowledging that everyone has bad days shows that you are proud of the effort he exerted. Rather than creating contingent self-worth by over-praising or indicating that because he failed he’s not worthy of support, you want to show him that you support him despite the result. Praise the fact that he trains hard, is getting better with his hard work, and so on. This goes for any activity.

Problem-solve together

Life is full of challenges. Show your child that they aren’t alone and work through issues together. Ask them to clarify what they see as an issue, how they feel about it, and what a potential solution is. Even if it’s incorrect, listen and then gently guide them to the solution that you know is the best option. Evaluate the results together.

Teach them about who they are

This is more than just, ‘Your name is Ben’. You can teach children about their place in society, how to handle their feelings and how to protect themselves from outside influences. This also includes teaching them about self-worth and why their thinking is important in how it affects their feelings. Show them how to challenge thoughts that are dangerous, such as ‘I’m not good enough’. Teach them to reframe thoughts into something positive, like ‘I’m good enough for anything’.

Teach them who you are

Show your child who you are as a person, and who you are to them. Show them that they can trust you and your feelings, and that should they need it, they can come to you at any time. Your child won’t know this to be true unless you teach them and show them by your behaviour. I always tried to show my children that acting with integrity and being honest is important, which means that I’ve tried to always embody that behaviour myself. This can be a challenge when they don’t get the same message from other people in their life, but I feel it’s my responsibility to keep reinforcing this message. My children are now adults and our conversations are always honest, even when they’re hard. And more importantly, they know they can come to me about anything.

Celebrate life together

And finally, celebrate life together. Take photos, get involved in each other’s lives and live positively. Show your child that in good times and bad you are there for them. Cheer them on when things are good and encourage them when things aren’t so good. You are there for each other.

Getting on the same page as your partner

If you’re trying to implement parenting behaviours and have a disagreement with your partner on ideology or methodology, then you need to find a consensus. And yes, it’s simpler in theory than in practice. As Dr Coulson says, parenting is personal, but because you and your partner will want the same thing for your child – a happy, successful life – that is a point of commonality to start from. Look for the good in your partner’s parenting method and try to be patient. You’re parents for the rest of your life. Talk to each other and try to combine approaches to get the best results.

While it’s easy to get frustrated with our partners from time to time, just remember that children are listening, hearing, feeling, experiencing and learning from our interactions. How parents get along can stick with a child and may even impact how they choose to conduct relationships in the future.

Signs of self-worth growth

I’ve talked a lot about the negatives and the ‘do nots’, but when we set up a supportive, safe and loving environment for our child, we should see signs of healthy self-worth, or at the very least, our child growing towards developing healthy self-worth.53

These are the kinds of behaviours that show your child has or is developing healthy self-worth:

        •  They make progress towards a goal and show no sign of quitting

        •  They want to be taught new things at home or school

        •  They get along with friends

        •  They like to help others and be kind to others, and want to give back

        •  They show compassion to people they don’t know

        •  They are willing to help out around the house without (much!) complaint

        •  They put effort into their endeavours

        •  They tolerate frustrations well

        •  They can handle both positive and negative emotions well

        •  They act independently and without shyness

        •  They feel comfortable making decisions

        •  They feel comfortable talking to you about anything

        •  They find reasons to laugh and smile.54

It’s possible that a child with low self-worth will display some of these behaviours too, but they may conduct them cautiously and with the need for clear approval from a parent; whereas a child with healthy self-worth will act on their own accord and will do so with confidence.

When it’s not going well . . .

First, ask for help. There are plenty of parenting specialists out there who can advise you. In our resources section at the end of the book, you’ll also find a list of websites that may be useful.

Have a discussion with your GP if you think there may be a physical issue underlying certain behaviours or low self-worth. In either case, a doctor will be able to refer you to the appropriate help.

Keep notes on your child’s behaviour. There’s nothing wrong with keeping a parenting journal. Parenting is a complex job and you may wish to chart your progress. If you keep accurate notes, you may find certain patterns that keep repeating or glean fresh insight into your child’s behaviour.

Talk to your child’s school or teacher. Not every issue starts in the home. The sad reality of our world is that we can have the safest home environment possible for our children, but we can’t safety-proof every environment they enter. School has the potential to be hard for some children, especially if they’re exposed to bullying.

Bullying and a child’s self-worth

Bullying is a problem that many children experience most commonly at school. Bullying can have serious effects on self-worth that can last beyond childhood and may even contribute to mental health conditions such as anxiety and depression.

Bullying can take several different forms: physical bullying, such as getting into a fight, tripping up another child or spitting; emotional bullying, such as manipulating someone to do another person’s bullying; mental bullying, such as being verbally abusive; and other bullying, such as cyberbullying (see chapter 3 for more on this subject).

A child who is regularly bullied can become consumed by the harassment and may lose confidence in themselves. They may start to display poor or challenging behaviour, based on the nature of the bullying. A child who is getting teased for wearing glasses may stop wearing them. A child bullied for their weight may develop an eating disorder. A child whose family is unable to afford the latest smartphone may resort to stealing one. Bullying can cause a child to act outside of accepted standards, parental guidance and their better judgment. It is crucial for children to understand the nature of bullying and protect against it where possible.

Effects of bullying

A child who is bullied may experience feelings of shame, humiliation, isolation and loneliness and may start to withdraw and stay away from social gatherings. They may spend an uncommon amount of time in their bedroom or watching TV. They may also start to dislike or refuse to go to school. Some children may adopt self-soothing behaviours. This may include things like comfort eating, escaping into the internet or online games, or spending an excessive amount of time on their appearance through self-care acts like frequent bathing or shopping for new clothes.

Try to be aware of changes in your child’s routine. Be on the lookout for issues with their sleeping and eating habits, as well as erratic general behaviour such as tearfulness, anxiety or mood swings.

What you can do to help

First, recognise that bullying is occurring. Your child may not wish to talk about it, but acknowledging a problem is the first step to solving it. Sometimes a child with low self-worth might believe that they are the cause of the bullying behaviour and may choose to keep it to themselves. As a parent, you can support your children by:

        •  Reporting the bully. If bullying is occurring at school, report the bullying behaviour to the school and follow up on their response. Document the bullying for others (school/parents).

        •  Encouraging your child to stand up to the bully. Show your child how to assert themselves and show the bully that they won’t accept the behaviour. This is often hard to do, particularly if your child has been bullied for a long time, lacks confidence, or if the bully persists despite your child being assertive. Always remind your child to put their safety first. If your child is confronted by a bully who uses physical violence, then immediately report it to the appropriate authorities.

        •  Encouraging your child not to show the hurt. A bully gets enjoyment from seeing their target’s pain, suffering and humiliation. Your child not showing the hurt to the bully can frustrate the bully into relenting, as they aren’t getting the desired reaction. However, don’t encourage them to hide their pain from you. Encourage them to talk to you about their hurt.

        •  Getting support. Although other parents, friends and relatives may not be able to intervene, they can provide support to help your child deal with the stress of being bullied. Remind your child that they matter to you more than anything.

        •  Offering comfort. Bullying in schools is rampant. Your child is not alone. While sourcing help and support, offer comfort and reassurance where you can.55

Prolonged bullying is toxic to the self-worth of a child, especially as they are still forming their own identity through relationships with their peers. Being the target of ridicule or exclusion can lead to the formation of negative core beliefs and carry into adulthood. A common maxim is that ‘sticks and stones might break my bones, but words can never hurt me’. The unfortunate reality is that this is just not true.

Zero tolerance

If bullying is a concern for you, then ask your child’s school about their bullying policies. Most schools take a ‘zero tolerance’ approach and can be quite strict. This policy can even apply to things like ‘humorous’ name-calling, light-hearted banter and other behaviours that are considered a form of bullying. Bullying can thrive in an environment that tolerates it or accepts poor behaviour as somehow inevitable. Responses like ‘children being children’, ‘they didn’t mean it’, and ‘it doesn’t hurt them’ are all unacceptable.

What you can do is remind your children that the ‘zero tolerance’ policy at school applies at home too. Siblings can often find a reason to bully each other, so ensure the behaviour at home and school are aligned with a ‘no bullying’ policy. Bullies thrive when they are not held to account, so ensure that the appropriate people at school are aware of the behaviour that your child is experiencing.

Maintaining self-worth in the face of bullying

The key to maintaining healthy self-worth in the face of bullying is to be prepared. Plan a strategy that accepts the bullying is happening, that holds the bully to account, and provides support to the bullied child. Find your child a safe space and allow them to speak up and express their feelings. Most importantly, make sure they are aware just how much they mean to you. You might also like to go back to my earlier list of how you can raise your child’s self-worth and work through a few of the points together.

The past doesn’t just go away

We’ve been looking at developing the self-worth of our children, but what can we do against the daily pressures of life to prevent the onset of poor mental health in ourselves? The truth is, the hurt from childhood carries through in our behaviour to adulthood. The core beliefs that we form, whether positive or negative, come from meaningful experiences in childhood. In other words, our childhood has a powerful ability to affect our children’s childhood.

The actions we take to build up our children in the here and now don’t really change things from our own childhood. There’s satisfaction in raising our children better than our parents did us, but the truth remains that the past doesn’t just go away. We might even look into the faces of our children and see our own face at their age. What can we do to soothe the hurt from our own childhood experiences to ensure that we’re the best possible parent to our children? Those who have suffered from trauma and abuse in their past might feel more confronted by them than ever before as a parent.

Here’s an interesting passage from Judith Lewis:


Many abused children cling to the hope that growing up will bring escape and freedom. But the personality formed in the environment of coercive control is not well adapted to adult life. The survivor is left with fundamental problems in basic trust, autonomy and initiative. She approaches the task of early adulthood – establishing independence and intimacy – burdened by major impairments in self-care, in cognition and in memory, in identity, and in the capacity to form stable relationships. She is still a prisoner of her childhood; attempting to create a new life, she reencounters the trauma.56



Children who have been abused, whether mentally, emotionally or physically, may never be free of the trauma that informs who they are. The memory will always be there. And, as mentioned earlier, the very first time a person may experience a belief in their lack of worth is often in a time when they are unable to defend against it. How is a child supposed to protect themselves? How can they possibly know that their actions are not to blame for the abuse they suffered? They have no way of knowing if they’re in the wrong if it’s the only normal they are ever exposed to. The past doesn’t just go away, but is accepting it and finding the strength to move on possible?

Forgiving the past

Can it even be done? Some people might say no, which is understandable. Should the events of the past be forgiven? That’s another big question, and one to discuss with those you trust; but what people can do is learn how to reframe their experiences. How do we do that? Ask for help. A healthcare provider can assist in freeing you from any mental and emotional pain that might be affecting your current wellbeing.

What we can do is be aware of who we are and what we went through, then take action to find a way to live with it. Could we have stopped what happened in our past? Probably not. However, we can forgive ourselves for any blame – real or otherwise – assigned to us. We deserve to live a healthy life and there are people who can help make that a reality. Seeking help can help us become a better parent and role model for our children. In looking after ourselves, we are better able to look after them.

Looking after children

We know that children who feel good about themselves often have the confidence to approach life with joy. They are likely to try new things, to try their best and are proud of who they are and what they can do. Children with healthy self-worth can cope with mistakes and are able to get back up with resilience when they fall. They are more likely to do better at school, at home and with friends.

Children with low self-worth may display unsure behaviours. They may feel like they’re not accepted at school or at home, and they may avoid schoolwork and not want to join in activities. They may let others treat them poorly and be subjected to bullying. They may give up easily or just not bother trying in the first place. These children find it hard to cope when they make a mistake, lose or fail at something.

We can feed them, clothe them, love them, teach them values and give them the best possible environment in which to thrive, but any child can experience challenges. They will face broken hearts, failure and the pressures that all humans face when they enter society. They will be confronted by experiences and influences external to those they grew up with. They will be bombarded by messages of inferiority at times and, yes, any child can make poor decisions. They might lose control under the weight of the world. The hope is to have our children reach adulthood with the minimum amount of pain, based on what we taught them.

Your teachings might be what ensures that your children become the happy and successful people that you dreamed of when they were just babies in their cots.

Looking after yourself

There is giving and then there is giving. How many people feel nothing but utter exhaustion at any given moment? If you’re in the position of trying to manage a household while working to keep the roof of said household over your head, try to make sure that you also take care of yourself. Just remember the advice they give parents on aeroplanes – put on your oxygen mask before your child’s. Why do they say this? Because we can’t help our children if we’re dead. It’s the same thing with parenting in general. How can we look after our children if we’re not looking after ourselves?

We set the best example by being a role model of self-care. We can:

        •  Get enough sleep and eat well

        •  Engage in positive self-talk and avoid self-criticism

        •  Show our child how to handle the stress of a busy life

        •  Spend plenty of time with our family and friends

        •  Laugh off our failures

        •  Take pride in our achievements.

Parenting can seem easy on some days, and on others it might seem terrible. That’s what we sign up for when we choose to have a child. What we went through as a child impacts who we become as an adult, and it’s from those lessons that we can best educate our own children.

If you know that you have lingering issues from your own childhood, then please seek help. You don’t deserve to suffer ongoing pain for something that you had no control over. Seek out resilience-building techniques and find a therapist who can help you overcome any negative core beliefs stemming from childhood.









Points for a mind shift

       1.   Be aware of what causes low self-worth in children

       2.   Understand why negative core beliefs are damaging

       3.   Learn how to raise the self-worth of a child

       4.   Accept your past and seek help to overcome it

       5.   Learn resilience techniques for stress.
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Self-worth and body image

An issue which starts to affect us all in childhood and persists for the rest of our life is body image. Our body image is our attitude and feelings towards our body. It’s our vision of how we see ourselves, how we think and feel about the way we look, and how we think other people may perceive us. It’s also about how we feel in our body, not just about the look of our body alone.

As we grow up, we become increasingly aware of how we look, with research suggesting that children as young as three years old have an awareness of their feelings about their body.57 As discussed in the previous chapter, children are constantly learning and absorbing the information that surrounds them. And it’s not just from friends and family, but through the media too. Children are highly susceptible to what they see in television and movies. Without guidance, they can form an understanding of themselves that may not be accurate.

Shifting from childhood into teenage years, body image problems can intensify, especially with the onset of puberty. The natural changes of the human body can make it feel like we’re being opened up to ridicule, regardless of gender. Worse still, body image issues don’t necessarily end when adolescence does. Body image can affect adults just as powerfully as it does young people. It’s important to note that healthy body image is an important factor in having healthy self-worth.

Body image

In the report Insights in Body Esteem, the Butterfly Foundation, a community-based charitable organisation that supports those suffering from an eating disorder and their carers, found that more than one in three Australians were dissatisfied with their appearance, with 73 per cent of their survey respondents wishing they could change how they looked.58 This figure is alarming and highlights one of the biggest factors of low self-worth for the serious problem it is.

The world can seem to glorify the perfect body, with movies, television, social media and advertising showing so much ‘perfection’. Unfortunately, when we only see a minority of body types through the media we consume, it’s easy to believe that every other shape or size is ‘wrong’, which can make it hard to be positive about our own appearance.

Body image affects self-worth negatively when how we want to look doesn’t match reality. We might wish to have a different nose, longer legs or a flatter stomach, and as a consequence feel bad about ourselves because we don’t have those things. Holding on to these thoughts can distort how we feel about ourselves and destroy self-worth.

What is healthy body image?

When we have healthy body image, we know what’s great about ourselves. We know our strengths and are able to accept, appreciate and respect our body. We are happy with ourselves and our appearance just as we are. Healthy body image can improve inner resilience and lessen susceptibility to some mental health conditions. It also makes it easier to lead a happy life when we have healthy attitudes towards our appearance, food and exercise regimes. With healthy body image, we are more attuned to and respond better to our body’s needs.

Behaviours characteristic of people with healthy body image

        •  We feel no need to compare ourselves with or feel jealous of others

        •  We take care of ourselves by focusing on health-related goals that enhance our wellbeing

        •  We know that the media can be unrealistic and doesn’t portray all body types

        •  We don’t feel the need to talk about ourselves in a negative fashion

        •  We don’t allow peer pressure to determine how we look

        •  We focus on the positive

        •  We share the love and don’t allow others to put themselves down.59

Unhealthy body image

Unhealthy body image is when we have a negative or unrealistic view of our body. As mentioned earlier, unhealthy body image usually starts to form in childhood,60 and is not helped when we receive negative feedback on how we look from those around us. We are especially susceptible to influence from family and peers, with negative feedback feeding negative thinking and ingraining incorrect core beliefs. Additionally, ingrained personality traits, such as perfectionism and a tendency to over-analyse, can make the situation worse and add to the negative image that we hold of ourselves.

Behaviours characteristic of those with negative body image

        •  We dislike our appearance for any reason

        •  We obsess over ourselves in the mirror – or we avoid the mirror entirely

        •  We feel inadequate

        •  We compare our appearance with other people or we envy them

        •  We think bad thoughts about ourselves

        •  We believe that how we look determines our overall value

        •  We don’t want to go out or try new things because we are ashamed of how we look

        •  We feel guilt, shame or disgust at the human need to eat

        •  We want to be someone else.61

Do you have healthy body image?

It’s not always easy to tell if you have healthy body image, especially if you’ve never been shown how to understand it. Here are some simple statements that are indicative of healthy body image.

        •  It’s not important that I look my best at all times

        •  I won’t change my clothes if other people criticise my choice

        •  I can look at myself in the mirror, either clothed or naked, and feel okay

        •  I have plenty of attractive features that make me desirable to others

        •  I don’t really have any negative comments about my appearance

        •  I don’t need to check my appearance regularly. I know it’s ‘okay’

        •  I eat healthy foods, without resorting to fad diets or other food crazes

        •  I don’t go without food to lose weight or make myself look better

        •  I can browse social media without feeling like I need to live up to online standards

        •  I have no desire to trade my body with someone else

        •  I’m happy for my partner to see me naked

        •  While my body may not be perfect, I’m okay with it.62

How many of these statements, if you had to apply them to yourself, do you agree with? Personally, I’ve had my issues with nearly all of them at some point. As a child, my father always told me that I was overweight. On one hand, he would take me to the local bakery and buy me the most wonderful continental cakes, but then he would put them on top of the fridge out of my reach and tell me that I had to lose weight. As an adult, I can still remember a ‘well-intentioned’ barrage of comments from a ‘friend’ on everything from my haircut to the clothes I was wearing. While these two examples differ wildly in scope, they had the same effect on my self-worth. These days I know just how shallow words truly can be. I don’t give credence to derogatory comments on my appearance. My self-worth and my body image are healthy.

Healthy self-worth is vital to personal happiness, and your body image is a huge part of that. It’s hard to go from hating parts of your body to suddenly loving yourself, but making an effort to stop negative self-talk is a good place to start. Phrases like ‘I’m ugly’ or ‘I’m too fat’ will never contribute to your personal happiness and will only make your self-worth worse.

You might like to try to improve your body image by offering yourself positive self-talk. Consider starting with one of the statements listed above. Aiming for a mindset that reflects ‘While my body may not be perfect, I’m okay with it’ shows an innate desire to think better of yourself and allows you to give yourself some well-earned self-respect.

Causes of unhealthy body image

What we are shown and what we are told are two of the biggest factors behind unhealthy body image. While how we feel about ourselves is an internal mechanism, our interactions with external factors can influence those feelings. The following factors that cause poor body image can exacerbate the effect on self-worth.

Home environment

Growing up with a parent who has an unhealthy body image can affect our own. Being exposed to excessively high standards of dress or fad dieting can convince us that it’s a normal way of life, when in reality a balanced lifestyle is what leads to good health. If you’ve had an abusive childhood, that can also lead to body image issues. I mentioned in chapter 2 that if a child is treated badly, they may assume that they’re inherently bad. If they receive no other feedback, how are they to know that it’s not true? It’s the same with body image. If a child believes they’re ugly because of their parent’s messages, their primary caregivers (who are all they know), how will they know that they aren’t? And that’s just from parents, but let’s not forget siblings. While brothers and sisters can be fun and supportive, they can also tease incessantly. Negative messages received at home can very easily become ingrained.

Puberty

While puberty is an unescapable rite of passage that charts growth from youth to adulthood, it can also be an incredibly trying time for a young person. Our body changes in seemingly inexplicable ways. Hair starts to grow everywhere, our hormones explode and we become a chemical mass of mood swings and volatility. Add the school environment, the potential for bullying, and the non-stop onslaught of media messages that promote an unattainable perfection, and it can be a terrible time for some people.

Peer pressure

Peer pressure is when we allow ourselves to be influenced by friends, sometimes into doing things we wouldn’t normally contemplate. This may mean doing your hair the way your friends do theirs or wearing the same brand of clothing to fit in. Friends may set the rules of what they determine are acceptable behaviours and standards, and not allow us to act according to our own standards. Peer groups can also tease or take a more insidious route to control through manipulative or bullying behaviour. Peer pressure can lead young people to dangerous behaviours, such as crash dieting or trying drugs that suppress the appetite. In adults with unhealthy body image, it may mean getting cosmetic surgery or following punishing diets deemed acceptable to a friendship group.

Media

Movies, television, magazines, social media, advertising – they all have a lot to answer for when it comes to cultivating poor body image. The media not only determines what ‘attractive’ means, but they then commodify it by demanding that society accept unrealistic bodies as normal. Thinness is promoted as an ideal, as are smooth and unblemished skin and lustrous hair. We’re told that face creams stop the ageing process and drinking diet shakes will slim us down. All any of that does is persuade us that who we are isn’t good enough. Thankfully, the media is starting to become more aware of body-shaming and call it out, but it’s still best to give yourself a break from the unrealistic and distorted imagery the media portrays as ‘normal’.

Ageing

Body dissatisfaction isn’t just the domain of the young; it’s a lifetime
                challenge. It doesn’t help that ageing is seen as unwelcome. The media rarely
                portrays women over 50 with any accuracy, showing us people who look much younger or
                have employed cosmetic solutions to conceal the ageing process. Ageing is a natural
                process portrayed as ‘bad’, with the results of one study noting that women over the
                age of 50 found the ‘devaluation of their bodies by society’ a big factor in poor
                body image.63

Low self-worth or other mental health conditions

If you already have low self-worth or another condition such as anxiety or depression, this can play havoc with your body image. When we’re already down on ourselves or suffering badly, it’s not uncommon to fixate on our appearance. For some people, this feels like the only thing they can control, and so they may try to do so to perfection. Conversely, the other extreme is not even bothering with appearance because ‘it can’t get any worse’.

Social media and body image

While magazines and other visual media were once the most powerful external factor affecting body image, social media has rapidly climbed the ladder to join them. In the Insights in Body Esteem report, more than 40 per cent of people admitted comparing themselves with others on social media, with nearly 40 per cent wishing they looked just like the people they saw there.64

Social media can be a great tool when used responsibly. It allows us to stay connected with the people who matter to us and can open up our world to new thoughts, ideas and people. Through social media we can meet new people and follow our favourite celebrities, causes or other people who interest us. We can stay informed about world news and share things that matter to us on our own social media platforms.

Unfortunately, not everyone is capable of managing the never-ending flow of information. Social media has been found to have addictive properties for some people and personality types,65 and it can be a manipulative environment. Some people choose to share a vision of their life on social media that doesn’t necessarily reflect reality. As Dr Madsen notes, ‘Social media – such as Facebook and Instagram – allows for easy social comparisons that can result in people feeling envious and less than positive about themselves.’66 When faced with a lifestyle that we can’t compete with, social media can damage self-worth and play havoc with our body image.67

There are signs that can indicate that social media may be damaging our body image:

        •  We feel envious of other people’s lives

        •  We measure our own worth depending on what we see on social media

        •  We try to recreate ‘looks’ we’ve seen online

        •  We feel bad when we’re unable to afford what we see online

        •  We can’t put our phone down for fear of missing out on the next new thing

        •  Our moods are affected after being on social media

        •  Being alone and off a device is difficult.

Have you ever wondered if you’re addicted to your social media feeds? If you think you might be, then try asking yourself these questions:

        •  Do you spend a lot of time on social media?

        •  Do you think about social media when you’re not on it?

        •  Do you become anxious if you don’t have an opportunity to check your social media?

        •  Do you have to check your social media every day without fail?

        •  Do you check social media when you’re supposed to be doing other things, like work or school?68

If you answered ‘yes’ to all these questions, then it might be worthwhile thinking about how much time you devote to social media. If you know that your body image is suffering because of what you’ve seen on social media, then perhaps it’s time to think about reducing your online presence.

Social media also comes with other issues. Some online interactions are fuelled by drama, which can become addictive. Being caught up in this can fast-track a person into a narcissism-fuelled habit which can change how they see themselves and others. Social media can also lead to an especially dangerous problem – cyberbullying.

Cyberbullying

The use of technology to menace or harass is a crime in Australia, yet it doesn’t stop many from doing just that. More than one in three internet users have experienced some form of online bullying.69 Cyberbullying is when someone uses technology with the intent to hurt a person socially and psychologically. It comes in many forms, such as abusive texts and emails, but it’s most prevalent on social media where the culture of ‘liking’ and ‘friending’ can lead to exclusion and humiliation. For a young person, it means that they can’t necessarily escape bullying at school because when they get home all they have to do is go online and social media is right there waiting for them. Bullying behaviour online has even led to young people taking their own lives.

Ginger Gorman, a journalist and author, has been looking at the cyberbullying phenomenon of ‘trolling’, also known as ‘cyber-abuse’, for some time now. Trolling is when someone posts an inflammatory message with the intent of provoking negative emotions in the reader. A troll may incite people to hurt themselves or blame themselves for events that might be outside their control. Trolls can be organised with their subversive activities, with Gorman noting that some trolls belong to large groups who target people as a collective. Gorman recounts an experience of meeting a troll face-to-face when he agreed to an interview. When she asked him why he liked to troll people, he told her it was because it was ‘funny’.70 While it can be assumed that some cyberbullies and trolls aim to hurt people for entertainment, it can run deeper than that. I believe that the general desensitised nature of society and a perceived lack of consequences make it easy for people to lash out without care for whom they hurt. The anonymity of the internet can allow a cyberbully to use a pseudonym or remain nameless, adding extra distress to a person seeking to protect themselves. It can lead a target to feel like they’re exposed to danger at all times.

Some people have taken their lives because of cyberhate. One example covered extensively in the media is Amy ‘Dolly’ Everett, who was just 14 years old when she took her life. She had been subjected to an extended period of physical and online bullying. Television presenter and model Charlotte Dawson is another tragic example. She was open about her experiences with trolling, indicating that it had led to a prior suicide attempt (she also suffered from depression). She was 47 years old. There are plenty more victims who don’t make the news or who continue to suffer in silence. The age or gender of a person who suffers from cyberbullying doesn’t matter, the real point of note here is that cyberhate destroys peace of mind and self-worth.

Being attacked for who you are or what you look like is unacceptable, whether it’s in person or online. Knowing how and where to take action is important. Here’s what you can do if it’s happening to you or your children:

        •  Don’t retaliate or respond to online bullying behaviour – bullies like it and can use it against you

        •  Block the bully and update your privacy settings

        •  Stop any auto-feeds and turn off notifications

        •  Report abuse. All social media services provide this option

        •  Keep your child’s school updated if the cyberbully is someone from school

        •  Contact the police if you feel it’s gone too far or includes threats of violence

        •  Collect evidence – take screenshots, print your emails and save conversations

        •  Talk to someone, especially if you’re a young person – you don’t have to suffer alone

        •  Minimise your social media time – the real world can be far more interesting

        •  Do an offline activity to relax.71

No one deserves to be bullied. Social media shouldn’t make us feel bad about our lives – it should enhance it. Social media does have the power to be inclusive, but if it doesn’t feel that way to you then take the low feelings it elicits seriously. Consider reducing your time on social media and talking to someone you trust about how you feel. Turn off notifications and don’t engage with inflammatory posts. Consider curating your ‘friends’ list so that it only contains actual friends. Besides, you know who your true friends are – they’re the people who are there for you at any time of the day or night, regardless of how you look and regardless of your online status.

Health effects of unhealthy body image

Let’s leave the cyberworld and come back to our bodies. Poor body image can turn dangerous when a person concludes that they need to take drastic action to change their appearance, often under the misguided idea that it will make them feel better about their bodies. This can lead to a range of conditions and behaviours.72

Eating disorders

Weight is one of the biggest contributors to body dissatisfaction, which can lead to health problems with big consequences. An eating disorder is a recognised psychiatric condition in which someone becomes obsessed by eating and exercise habits, body weight or shape.

Anorexia nervosa

People who suffer from this serious condition have an obsessive fear of gaining weight, which can manifest through limiting or depriving themselves of food. They may also perform high levels of exercise. They often follow restrictive diets and may resort to refusing meals to stick to their weight goals. Anorexia can develop in adolescence, and while there is no one single cause, poor body image and low self-worth are noted as risk factors.

Bulimia nervosa

This serious condition can display as ongoing and recurrent binge-eating episodes. A person with bulimia is often regretful and ashamed of their binge-eating and may react with immediate compensating behaviours like purging, fasting, over-exercising or abusing drugs such as diuretics. Bulimia is harder to recognise than anorexia, as there are usually no obvious outwards signs. However, people with bulimia are often starving to death. The binge-and-purge cycles don’t allow the body adequate nutrition and can ultimately cause a person to be even hungrier. Like anorexia, poor body image and low self-worth are high risk factors in the development of this condition.

Binge eating disorder (BED)

This is considered to be the most common eating disorder in Australia.73 It’s not dissimilar to bulimia, in that it’s characterised by regular episodes of binge eating; but unlike bulimia, people who suffer from BED won’t engage in compensating behaviours like purging or over-exercising. People suffering from this condition will often eat when they don’t feel hungry. They may also eat to avoid dealing with problems in their lives. This can lead to the condition being dismissed as ‘comfort eating’, when it’s actually indicative of something more serious. However, the condition is not the same as overeating. BED often induces guilt and shame, and can lead to depression. Low self-worth is considered a symptom of this condition.

Other specified feeding and eating disorders (OSFED)

Not all eating disorders are formally recognised by professionals. People who have been classified as suffering from OSFED often display symptoms of other conditions like anorexia or bulimia, for instance, but don’t meet the full criteria for a diagnosis of those particular conditions. It doesn’t mean their condition is any less dangerous, nor the symptoms any less severe. A diagnosis of OSFED can also be given to those who suffer from night eating syndrome, other purging disorders, or variations of anorexia or bulimia. A person’s body image is generally very poor with a condition under the OSFED banner.

Body dysmorphic disorder (BDD)

This is a mental health condition in which a person suffers constant worry about how they look. They can believe that a minor or non-existent physical attribute is a major defect. The severity of the condition varies from those who are aware that their feelings aren’t rational but can’t stop feeling them, to those who believe their feelings without question. This condition is not based on vanity. It’s an obsessive condition that can interrupt school or work, and can make social situations very difficult. Someone with BDD can spend hours agitating over their appearance every day. They are unable to control their negative thoughts and often don’t believe people who compliment them. Any body part may become a focus of scrutiny for someone with BDD. Needless to say, poor body image is a risk factor at the core of this condition.

Cosmetic surgery

While cosmetic surgery may carry the promise of a ‘new you’, there are significant health risks should the surgery go wrong. Infections and incorrect administering of anaesthesia by unqualified practitioners are some of the biggest problems facing those who opt for surgery. The Australian Society of Plastic Surgeons state on their website that all procedures carry serious risks.74 In a 2017 article about the risk of plastic surgery, Dr George Marcells, the president of industry body Australasian Academy of Facial Plastic Surgery, said that about 50 per cent of his patients are those who need a prior procedure fixed.75 A failed procedure can even lead to death in the worst-case scenario. Studies have found that self-worth doesn’t necessarily increase or diminish after a successful surgery, but it can highlight a deeper psychological issue, such as body dysmorphic disorder.76 Interestingly, those studies indicate that people are generally satisfied with the surgical nature of their procedure, but – and this is important – the intervention didn’t have the desired effect on their mental health.

Cosmetic surgery is a personal decision. No one should pressure anyone else one way or the other about the choice to get it done, but getting educated on the procedures that interest you and talking to someone you trust or a mental health professional is highly recommended. Just as a surgeon checks that a patient is physically healthy enough to undergo surgery, so too should we check with a psychologist to make sure that we’re mentally and emotionally healthy to undergo cosmetic surgery. It’s important to know what’s really driving us towards implants or fillers or whatever is planned.

Concealment

Hiding that which embarrasses us is a common occurrence. Some people might try to hide what they perceive to be a large stomach by dressing in loose tops. People who suffer from acne might try to cover their skin in layers of makeup. Concealment is a behaviour which aims to protect supposed vulnerabilities, however, it doesn’t come without a cost. Some attempts at concealing a body can be dangerous, especially in a hot country like Australia. Covering up from head to toe during summer to hide body shape, supposed ‘bad’ skin, or a physical deformity or disability can potentially lead to heatstroke and heat exhaustion.

Heightened vigilance

The smallest imperfection can cause panic attacks in some people. From perceived flaws in body parts, such as noses or lips, to how we dress or do our make-up, heightened vigilance causes a sensitivity that can be exhausting. Obsessively fixating on a body part can affect decision-making and induce things like eating disorders, increase the desire for cosmetic adjustment or be a symptom of body dysmorphic disorder.

Depressive symptoms

Some people don’t respond with anxiety or food-based behaviours when they don’t like their body image but instead exhibit depressive symptoms. They are aware of what they look like, but rather than obsess about how they can fix themselves, they accept their poor self-image as fact and don’t bother to work on it. The ‘it is what it is’ attitude might seem healthy and indicate self-acceptance, but if ‘it is what it is’ is based on their acceptance of negative ideas about their appearance as their core state of being, then it’s not healthy. This can lead to neglectful behaviours that minimise general self-care and only reinforce a lack of self-worth.

Isolation

Some people with poor body image and low self-worth may seek isolation rather than socialise with others. This form of behaviour often goes along with other anxiety and depressive symptoms, and it’s certainly one that can become habit-forming. Saying ‘no’ to social engagements on a regular basis may also have a knock-on effect of friends and acquaintances no longer asking us out to socialise, knowing that the answer will always be negative.

Treatment for unhealthy body image

Most people require some form of treatment to assist in the alleviation of conditions associated with unhealthy body image. Treatment for eating and obsessive disorders may require psychiatric intervention. Here’s a brief guide to obtaining assistance. For more detailed information about what help is available from healthcare professionals, see chapter 10.

General practitioner (GP)

As unhealthy body image affects both physical and emotional health, starting with your GP for treatment is a good start. They can look after your physical health, explore your mental health and emotional needs, and refer you to the next stage of treatment.

Professional psychological intervention

If someone you know has faced similar issues, you might like to find out where they received help or who treated them. They might know a good psychologist or program. Otherwise, your GP should be able to refer you to the appropriate services.

Phone counselling services

There are plenty of helpline counselling services that can provide support. We have a resource guide at the back for your reference. However, The Butterfly Foundation, which deals exclusively with body image and eating disorders, has a national helpline: 1800 334 673.

Talking to friends and family

It’s important to keep your friends and family in the loop. Most will do anything to help if they learn that you are suffering, and the love and support they can provide is instrumental in building self-worth and getting back on track.

Finding a positive role model

It doesn’t necessarily have to be a celebrity body-positive role model; it can be a friend or family member. Sometimes, seeing someone overcome challenges can be inspiring. Who knows? It might lead to you becoming a role model for someone else.

What can you do for yourself?

Asking for help is one of the best things we can do for ourselves, but it’s a route that asks for courage and commitment. It asks us to be willing to fully engage with a treatment path and not shy away from effort. Saying to someone else, ‘make me better’ won’t lead to positive results. We have to want to be healthy. There are things we can do to support that desire and nurture ourselves in the process.

Reclaim your body

Nobody else has the right to your body but you. Only you can make changes for the good, so be an ally to it, rather than an enemy. If you know that your body is tired, then rest. If you think it needs a new haircut, then get one. It’s the only body you’ve got, so take care of it.

Get educated about health

Everything is easier when we understand it. The same goes for our health. Learn how your body works, and remember, one size doesn’t fit all. Every one of us has unique health needs, and what works for one might not work for another. Why do some people lose weight quickly? Why does it take longer for others? It’s because each body is different, with unique metabolisms. When you understand how our bodies work, it might answer some of those ‘why’ questions that plague your body image.

Have a healthy living plan

A plan for healthy living is something that you can use in conjunction with other forms of treatment. If you need routine or structure, then working to a plan is a great way to hit targets and reach your healthy living goals. Your plan doesn’t have to be complex. It could be as simple as starting by eating three balanced meals a day.

Get media-literate

Understand how and why the media does what it does. Mostly, they do what they do for money. In showing us an image of a ‘perfect’ person, they’re trying to sell us something. It might be clothing or some other product, or even a lifestyle. Irresponsible media will try to lure you into a fantasy world. Understand that this portrays a minority experience, so question what you see and remind yourself that you’re unlikely to find such fantasies in reality.

Understand and accept genetics

We might not want our mum’s legs or dad’s nose, but we don’t really have much of a say in the matter. Cosmetic surgery may seem the answer for some, but at what cost? Making changes to your physical form might not necessarily change how you feel on the inside. It’s worthwhile asking if we really think that surgery will improve our self-worth, or if there’s a deeper problem within that needs attention.

Avoid negative self-talk

What you think determines how you feel. Catch those negative thoughts before they take hold and replace them with something positive. This can also be extended to how we talk to others – try not to judge friends or family on their appearance.

Dress for how you feel

If you feel light and bright and want to wear rainbow colours, then that’s up to you. If you’re feeling dark and moody and want to wear a shapeless black dress, that’s your choice too. It shouldn’t matter to others what you wear, and if it does that’s their problem, not yours. Dress for comfort, dress for your mood, dress to impress . . . yourself.

Surround yourself with good people

Move on from people who think you need a makeover and instead surround yourself with trusted family and friends as allies. Good people don’t diminish your self-worth – they enhance it.

Understand how self-worth and body image affect one another

When you like yourself as a whole person, you become more than a collection of bits and pieces. The uniqueness of you is something that can’t be replicated in another living being on this planet. What you physically look like on the outside doesn’t really have much of a bearing on your character, so when you accept yourself as you are, you build resilience and strength in the form of self-acceptance. When you accept yourself as you are, there’s very little negativity that the world can throw at you that will stick.

Occasional bouts of self-doubt aren’t unusual. Nearly everyone has trouble with their appearance on occasion, but constantly feeling unhappy with our appearance can lead to low self-worth and potentially serious mental health conditions. Unhealthy body image can contribute to feelings of anxiety, shame and anger, and lead to low self-confidence.

Understanding how we treat ourselves and our appearance will show us if we’re harbouring negative feelings about our self-image. In overcoming body dissatisfaction, we’re looking to change our thoughts and beliefs about our body and develop body acceptance. Focusing on the positive and setting health-focused goals, as opposed to appearance-focused goals, is better for ongoing wellbeing.

Challenge your pre-conceived ideas about your appearance, disconnect from damaging media and talk to someone you trust if you need help. Trust is a big factor here, and in everything we do with our self-worth. When it comes to body image, self-acceptance and trust in yourself make a big difference to your self-worth.









Points for a mind shift

Understand what constitutes healthy body image:

       1.   Rid yourself of negative self-talk

       2.   Disconnect from social media and other damaging body image messages

       3.   Take a zero-tolerance approach to body-shaming and bullying

       4.   Seek treatment for serious body image conditions

       5.   Develop a healthy living plan.
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Self-worth and trust

As we grow from a child to a teen and learn about people, how we understand ‘trust’ becomes a key factor in how we approach the world. As we become an adult, we start to understand that trust can be a spectrum, from those who we can’t trust, like strangers, to those we can. We might like and trust our work colleagues to an extent, but we don’t necessarily entrust them with our most important secrets. However, with family and friends, there is an expected level of implicit trust. We like to believe that it should be a key element of every healthy relationship. Not just with family and friends, not just with our partner, but with ourselves as well. Trust is the basis on which all relationships are formed. Trust in another gives us support, eases loneliness and can offer opportunities for shared growth.

As a species, we put our trust in others from the moment we are born. We rely on parents or guardians for many years before we are considered mature enough to leave their care. We trust our peers to support and protect one another. We trust protective figures in the community without personally knowing them, such as police or paramedics. We also trust certain systems. We trust that when we go to an ATM or bank we can get immediate access to our money.

But, sadly, trust is a fragile concept and too easily broken by those we expect to trust the most.

How often have we questioned the trust we place in other people? How often have we questioned our own judgment when we feel betrayed or we’ve been lied to? The loss of trust in any kind of relationship can lead to thinking clouded by paranoia, over-analysis and ongoing suspicion in an attempt to unravel what really is the truth.

Added to that is the impact on our own self-worth. Blame can often spread beyond the one who broke the trust and shift back to ourselves. We start to wonder why we are so gullible, or why we believed the lie, or even why this sort of thing keeps happening to us. These feelings are often compounded if we come from a childhood of broken trust or have experienced a bad relationship. We may to start to wonder if we can even have any kind of respectful relationship at all.

These are some factors which erode trust, destroy personal and intimate relationships, and harm self-worth.

Do you trust yourself?

This is not an easy question for some people. Trust isn’t just about believing what other people say, it’s also about having confidence in yourself, in your decision-making abilities and your overall ability to take care of yourself. The following statements are symptomatic of someone who trusts themselves.

        •  I know I’m a worthy person

        •  I know I make good and reasonable decisions

        •  I know I’ve made mistakes, but I’ve learned from them

        •  I try to keep every confidence that’s shared with me

        •  I prefer to make my own choices, rather than go with the flow

        •  I understand that I can do little to change my past

        •  My self-talk is mostly positive

        •  I don’t feel I have to prove myself to others

        •  I know when to speak up

        •  I don’t self-sabotage or catastrophise

        •  I keep commitments to myself and others

        •  I can process my hurt when I’ve been wronged and find a way to move on.77

It’s not ‘wrong’ to not know how to trust yourself (or others), but learning to trust may make your life easier and more fulfilling. I started by learning how to trust my intuition. If I felt that something wasn’t right, I gave myself time to walk away and think things through until I felt comfortable. Now, trusting my intuition is second nature. If I intuitively feel that something’s not right, I trust that instinct and act accordingly. I may not automatically trust everyone I meet, but I do trust myself to open up when the situation is right.

If you know that trust is a big issue for you, then you may like to ask for professional help. Trust is vital to how we interact with others, and ongoing mistrust of everyone or everything can harm our everyday life. If you have issues with trust because of a familial or intimate relationship that went bad, then talking to someone about that will help too. Bottling up emotions won’t improve things.

Expectations of trust in any relationship

When we trust someone and someone trusts us, we can be assured of certain mutual behaviours and attitudes that we expect to protect each other.78 In an intimate relationship, trusting another person means allowing ourselves to be emotionally vulnerable and believing that they won’t take advantage of us. When we trust someone, we often give them our friendship and love. We feel safe with them both emotionally and physically. Trust is something that two people share through mutual agreement. We can’t demand another’s trust; it must be freely given. It’s the same in other types of relationships too. Every positive relationship is built on trust.

If we’ve ever lost trust in someone, some kind of deception is often at the core. They either told us a lie or they weren’t the person we thought they were.79 When trust is broken, it can often cause the end of a relationship. People with low self-worth can find it difficult to trust others, so when trust is broken it can take a long time to repair it.

People with low self-worth can sometimes project their prior bad experiences with trust onto others. For example, if we’ve had an unhealthy relationship in the past, it can colour how we approach trusting a new partner. We may think that they’ll act the same way as our previous partner. While it’s understandable to have that thought, we do ourselves and our new partner a disservice and automatically put our relationship on the back foot. While handing someone the keys to our trust without spending the time to build a relationship is perhaps naive or misguided, holding back or harbouring fears of committing again can be equally harmful. This may imply that we don’t just have a lack of trust in our new partner, but that we also lack trust in ourselves. This is perfectly understandable, but it’s also something that could be overcome with the help of a healthcare professional.

The same principle applies to other types of relationships. People might harbour fears of committing to a business partner or of letting friends get close. We all expect trust, but fear of losing it can stop us from moving forward.

What is it that makes us so apprehensive? If you’ve ever experienced a loss of trust, there’s probably been one key behaviour at the core of it – lying.

Lying

This is one of the biggest relationship killers, no matter what the situation. Once someone has been caught in a lie, everything changes – and not for the better. It can be difficult to believe anything a person says again after a lie. For people with low self-worth, it can cause them to question everything they know about their friend or partner and even themselves. Have you ever experienced this? It may feel like you’re going down in a spiral of paranoia and over-analysis, trying to figure out why you were lied to and what other lies you may have accepted as truth. Does a lie in a relationship hide infidelity? Does a lie in business hide fraud? Lying is such a destructive habit and a true relationship-killer. But first, let’s look at whether it’s ever okay to lie.

Is it ever okay to lie?

The general answer to this question is no. It’s never okay to lie, but that is a contentious point. People are often guilty of lying to themselves without even realising it, but does it make it okay? These may be lies we tell ourselves to help maintain our self-worth. These types of lies can also manifest when we put up with a dysfunctional relationship, which isn’t good. We might think that we’re not good enough to be with anyone else, so we put up with the situation we’re in despite knowing that it’s not right for us.

One type of lie deemed acceptable is lying for moral reasons or to protect someone from physical harm. We might be harbouring a friend who has been abused by their partner. Their partner may come looking for them, but will we give up our friend to an abuser? Or will we lie and say they’re not at our house? Imagine the experience of previous generations and let’s reimagine this scenario in another time and place. Instead of an abused partner, it’s 1941 and a Nazi knocks on your door.80 He’s looking for your lifelong Jewish friend and their family whom you’ve safely hidden away. What then? Do you give them up knowing that it means their certain death? Lying to protect another from harm is considered an acceptable lie.

There are lies that aim to protect someone by building up their self-worth around their body image. We might tell our partner they look great when we actually think that perhaps they don’t. This is another form of protection, and while we may be protecting someone’s feelings, if we know they want an honest answer then lying only serves to enhance the untruth they believe.

What about the lies we tell children? Why do we encourage young children to believe in the myth of Santa Claus? What are we trying to protect here? Some might argue that the magic of childhood is important and that Santa adds to the mythos, but do they need that kind of make-believe? Or is Santa a myth that parents use to encourage good behaviour? There are benefits in make-believe, but is there more work in appeasing the disappointment when a child learns that Santa isn’t real? And is it healthy to ask a child to suspend their critical thinking to encourage the Santa myth? The Santa lie can also lead to value judgments. Do only good children get presents? What about poor families with good children? This kind of narrative can damage the self-worth of children who come from a family with few resources.81

And then we have the lies that people tell themselves to keep going every day, to sometimes even get out of bed. We might say to ourselves that ‘things will get better soon’ in a dysfunctional relationship, when we know in reality that unless we make significant life changes that this is not true. Yet the lie persists because it’s the reality that we wish were true. We work hard to make it real and so lie to ourselves to obscure a hard truth.

The true question is what lies are acceptable to you? If we accept a lie as ‘okay’, does it negate the impact of other lying? It can be argued that this depends entirely on the lie told and the trust broken in telling the lie.

Why do people lie?

If you’ve ever been hurt by a lie, this is probably a question that has come up. Being lied to is a form of betrayal that not only damages a relationship, but deeply hurts the person who’s been lied to. It can ruin self-worth and lead to feelings of inadequacy. Researchers have found that people lie at least once a day82 and for a variety of reasons. US psychologist Bella DePaulo thought that people mostly lie about five things:

        •  Their feelings and opinions

        •  Their actions, plans and whereabouts

        •  Their knowledge, achievements and failings

        •  Their behaviour

        •  Facts and personal possessions.83

This list doesn’t necessarily explain ‘why’ people feel the need to lie. If you are the recipient of a lie, the ‘why’ may help you understand why another person felt that lying was necessary. What is it that drives the need to lie? Avoiding consequences is a big factor in lying, as is retaining or creating a good opinion of themselves to the person they lied to. There are a few different motivators, some of which you may recognise in the list below.84

Avoiding humiliation or shame

Embarrassment is one of the worst things about being human. Feeling self-conscious, awkward or ashamed has a powerful effect on self-worth. It’s also a somewhat ‘public’ emotion, in that it incites exposure and elicits feelings of wrongdoing. Embarrassment can lead to feelings of failure and can be caused by both accidental and intentional behaviours.

People can lie to cover up personal humiliation. It might be something simple, such as denying you broke the new china cup to avoid a confrontation with your partner, or it might be something much larger and more serious, such as hiding the fact that you lost your job.

In a personal relationship, lies that cover humiliation can have consequences. In the case of losing a job, this can lead to more serious issues. Has the person who lost their job been trying to replace that lost income by gambling? Have they been chasing their losses and put themselves in a position of financial distress? These lies must be unravelled as soon as possible, as the consequences can be harmful.

Avoiding punishment

Some lies come from a straightforward desire to avoid consequences. For example, if you go into a store that sells glass homewares, you’ll often find signs that indicate something along the lines of ‘you break it, you buy it’. Essentially, every action has a consequence. A prime example is if you are witnessed committing a crime, you will be arrested and potentially sent to jail.

In a relationship, lies that are told to avoid consequences may indicate a deeper problem. For example, if you discover that your partner lied about visiting their ex-partner with whom they share a child, then you’re forced to consider the reasons why you weren’t told. Did your partner need to discuss a legitimate matter pertaining to their child with their ex? Or did your partner get up to something else instead? Has your partner not said anything because he did something wrong? If you’re a parent, you may have experienced this with broken knick-knacks or other rule-breaking that your child is not inclined to own up to because they know it might mean a punishment is forthcoming.

Protecting someone from perceived harm

I mentioned earlier that protecting someone from harm may be acceptable, but can this ideal get twisted? We see it a lot in movies and television shows these days. Our protagonist won’t share a problem with their significant other in order to protect them. While the thought might be noble, it does a massive disservice to those they are claiming to protect. For a start, it undermines their intelligence and their ability to take care of their own interests.

If we have healthy relationships with people, we should be able to talk to them about anything, even things that may seem hurtful. For instance, if you and your partner work at the same company, you might have heard that your partner isn’t getting a promotion because management deems that aspects of his personality don’t suit the role. Rather than give him the insight from management, when he asks you about it you seek to protect him and keep your knowledge about his ‘perceived’ personality flaws secret because you don’t want to hurt his feelings. You might have been in a position to help him overcome the issues that management saw, but instead he doesn’t advance in his career and he doesn’t know why. Arguably, if you had had an honest conversation with him, he may have been able to do something about his situation to continue competing for the promotion. While one partner in that example may feel like they did the right thing by protecting their partner, the other one may feel betrayed or insulted that their partner didn’t think he could handle the insight.

To protect someone’s feelings

In some ways, this is an extension of the previous ‘why people lie’ reason. It may take the form of saying that we’re busy on the weekend to spare the feelings of someone who asked us out for the day, when in reality we don’t like that person very much and wish to avoid them.

To obtain benefit

This sort of lie is far more insidious, yet it’s a lie that many people admit to. People tell lies like this to move up the corporate ladder, to advance their path to wealth, or to obtain the confidence of another. It may involve lying on a resumé, padding out life experience or claiming that fictional events really happened. These are also the seeming ‘white’ lies, little lies of convenience that don’t ‘seem’ to harm people. ‘The light was orange’ or ‘I was just overtaking’ are common excuses that police officers hear from traffic violators. ‘I was just talking to your competitor who is willing to match your price’ is a common business lie.

In a relationship, a common lie from a cheating partner is ‘I was working late’. The benefit the liar is searching for here is to have two relationships. They want the benefits of their established relationship and the thrill of their illicit relationship.

It’s important to note that these lies, while perhaps succeeding for a while, have the potential to come crashing down with disastrous outcomes. Lying for personal benefit only highlights the selfish nature of the liar. It’s a true relationship-killer.

To win admiration

This is a sad reason to lie, but it’s also tightly linked to self-worth. Some people feel that lying about their accomplishments will boost their standing in the eyes of others. This type of person can sometimes seem too good to be true, and that’s because they are. They need to lie to receive validation from others about their life. If you’re looking for real-life examples of this, then explore any social media outlet. You’ll see carefully curated Instagram and Facebook profiles of people living their ‘best life’. It’s worthwhile asking yourself how much of it is real.

In a relationship, we shouldn’t have to lie about our life to secure the admiration, love, trust and affection of our partner. Lies of this nature can lead to a relationship collapsing. Our partner will eventually figure out who we really are and that we don’t match the image we present. What happens then? In being honest about our life and our true self we avoid potential heartache.

The thrill of it

Some people just enjoy lying. They like to test the boundaries of what they can get away with and exercise power over others. This can involve something like a teenager seeing how far they can push their parents, or a person spinning wild tales to their peer group to test the limits. If the latter has any sense, they’ll use that skill wisely and become a fiction writer.

In a relationship, lying for thrills is arrogant and disrespectful. If we lie to our partner just because we can, we may need to consider why we think lying for thrills is an acceptable behaviour. In fact, it may be a symptom of something far more serious.

Because they can’t stop

Pathological lying (or pseudologia fantastica in clinical terms) is when a person is unable to stop lying. In this case, lies may seem to come easier to the liar than telling the truth. In fact, their whole life story might be a lie. People who lie can be insecure people who need more validation than what they feel they receive. The lying can be symptomatic of not feeling loved or worthy.

Lying at this level can also be a symptom of a greater issue. This could be a personality disorder, such as narcissistic personality disorder or antisocial personality disorder, or an even deeper psychopathy.

Researchers believe that lying at this level may have neurological sources. A study released in 2005 found that the prefrontal cortex of pathological liars had distinct structural differences from people who don’t lie.85

Pathological lying will destroy any relationship. Sharing a life with a liar can make a person feel like their whole world is built on nothing but air. If you share a relationship with a pathological liar, you need to have a good, hard think about what you get out of the relationship. Look at what constitutes a healthy relationship in chapter 5 (see pages 104–107) and then make a determination about what comes next. Remember, you are not alone. Ask for help and discuss your concerns with your partner if you’re able to. However, it’s important to be aware that not all pathological liars want treatment or change of any kind.

We’re socialised to tell the truth from the time we’re children, but we’re also allowed the freedom to act as we choose. Rather than admit we overslept, it’s more acceptable to lie and say that traffic was the cause of our lateness for a meeting. DePaulo indicates that not all lies are told to be self-serving, but are told, as the liar supposes, to spare the target’s feelings. However, in any kind of relationship there are consequences to lying. Not all lies remain a secret, and what happens then? Does the ‘why’ of a lie even matter once it’s been exposed? Surely the biggest question here is how trust will ever be restored.

The cost of lying to the liar

A healthy relationship is built on honesty, so what happens when someone tells a lie? We’ll look at the effects on the person who’s been the target of the lies in a moment, but I want to look at the cost to the liar because why people lie and the cost of lying are linked. As soon as someone starts lying – for whatever reason – they enter a loop of deception where the only way to support their original lie is to keep lying. Lying to friends, family and business associates can have life-changing repercussions. The cost has the potential to be severe, when all they need to do to relieve the burden on themselves is be honest. Let’s take the example of a mostly good person telling a lie.

Intimacy feels forced or uncomfortable

Once a lie has been told, intimacy in a personal relationship may become more difficult if the liar carries the burden of guilt or shame. They may feel unable to give authentically of themselves knowing that they’re carrying a lie. Outside of a relationship, a friendship may be strained or no longer what it once was.

The lie can lead to more lies

Lies can sometimes beget lies. These can build up over time and eventually reach critical mass. The longer the truth remains hidden, the worse the eventual revelation may be. While one lie is bad, a mountain of them is worse.

Developing anxiety and stress-related conditions

Not all liars are horrible people. Some might lie in a moment of weakness and be so racked by guilt and shame that they develop anxiety or stress. This can lead to the development of mental and associated physical conditions through their obsessive worry over the lie.86

Deception can destroy self-worth

If an essentially good person lies, the guilt can destroy self-worth. Where guilt can be reversed or alleviated by honesty, a prolonged lie can turn guilt to shame and undermine how the liar feels about their own worthiness.

Wider behavioural changes

When a lie is told, the effort to cover it up can lead to significant behavioural changes, such as withdrawal, heightened temper or evasiveness. If the liar’s partner, friend or business associate is attentive, it’s likely this change will be noted, potentially leading to a confrontation.

The effects of revelation

This is what a liar dreads the most. If the reason a lie was told was to avoid consequences, then it’s likely the revelation of the lie will lead exactly to those negative consequences. The liar can expect feelings of anger, surprise, disbelief, betrayal and so on from their target, especially if the truth is traumatic in its nature.

But what if the liar doesn’t care?

It’s important to note that not everyone feels bad about lying. There are some people out there who really don’t care how much they hurt other people with their lies. They probably won’t experience any of the points listed above, and are highly unlikely to truly care about the person they lie to. Worse still, if you’re in a relationship with a serial liar, they may have perfected the art of talking their way out of their lie with more lies to placate any anger directed their way.

In many ways, a person who lies relentlessly is irredeemable. They will break your trust again and again for no other reason than it suits their needs. Your feelings probably have no bearing in their decision-making process, nor do they care about the impact of their actions. In their mind, consequences happen to other people, not them.

We’ll look more at rebuilding relationships in the next chapter, but for now, know that the cost of lying can be more damaging than the truth, and all it does is lead to more lies. Lies don’t protect the ones we care about, nor do they enhance self-worth. In fact, they can damage it irreparably.

For those who happen to be in a relationship with a serial liar, it’s worthwhile thinking about whether you’re doing the best thing by yourself by staying with that person. It’s especially worthwhile examining your self-worth in conjunction with the lies you’ve been told over the years. Every lie will chip away at your self-worth until there’s not much left. If this is you, please consider talking to someone you do trust or a healthcare professional and look at your options for a healthier, happier future. The long-term effects of being the target of ongoing lying is just too toxic to put up with.

The effect on those who have been lied to

Chapter 5 examines how lies and infidelity can affect you and your family unit, but in terms of this discussion of trust, a broken bond of trust with anyone can provoke feelings of betrayal. To put it simply, a lie is an act of betrayal. The connection we shared with that person wasn’t what we thought it was, with reality now clouded by doubt. We might feel as though the liar has no regard for us whatsoever, and the betrayal can damage our relationship irreparably.

When we don’t know that we’ve been lied to, we essentially lose control over our own autonomy. Someone else is controlling our life with their own selfish whims. We don’t make informed decisions when we’re under their illusion of what is ‘true’. As a consequence, we can end up suffering terribly because of someone else’s lies.

When the truth is finally revealed, it’s a horrible, disgusting and painful hurt that can cause a myriad of feelings from confusion through to utter betrayal. We might feel foolish for not having seen the lie, and the loss of trust can affect not just other relationships but our own mood and health. Everything is tainted with suspicion as our brain kicks into overdrive, trying to figure out the ‘why’ behind the lies and whether there are more we are yet to discover. Here are some other situations that can arise when a lie is exposed.

Intimacy feels forced or uncomfortable

Any kind of close relationship can become uncomfortable or just impossible after a lie. We may decide to minimise contact with a friend or not want to be touched by our partner. We might feel a number of emotions, such as disgust, anger, betrayal, bewilderment or even regret that things are never going to be what they once were.

The confusing web of untruths

Sometimes when we find one lie, we end up discovering a myriad. Unravelling the web of lies can be confusing, exhausting and painful. A critical mass of lies can lead to the collapse of a relationship in its entirety as we try to figure out what’s real and what’s not. ‘Why’ is a big question that pops up here, especially when there isn’t likely to be an answer that gives us any satisfaction or comfort.

Developing anxiety and stress-related conditions

Questioning what’s real and what’s not can lead to the development of a mental health condition, such as anxiety. If the person who lied is our partner, we might wonder what they’re doing whenever they’re away from us. This is nerve-racking and can heighten anxiety over any behaviour that appears suspicious.

Deception can destroy self-worth

It’s easy for self-worth to shatter under these circumstances. We might feel like we aren’t good enough to know the truth, or that the person who lied to us thinks we’re stupid. It’s easy to feel disaffected with life in general, especially if the person who broke our trust plays a big part in our concept of self. If a manager at work lied, it can change how we see our job. If a partner lied, it can ruin the harmony of a relationship. Lies erode trust. They show a lack of respect and they can break a person.

Other trust-damaging behaviours

I’ve focused primarily on lying here, but there are other behaviours that can damage the trust we share with others. Disrespect is one, as is aggression. It’s fair to say that resentment is another trust-killer. Holding onto resentment is like a poison. When we hold onto pain, hurt or anger from a loss of trust, there is often little room for much else, including the love and friendship that initially connected us to the person who we feel betrayed us.

However, we also need to be aware that some behaviours that accompany a loss of trust may be symptomatic of something more serious. It’s easy to think the worst of people when we’ve lost the ability to trust them, but how they act may in fact hide a deeper issue.

Gaslighting

Humans are capable of some truly reprehensible behaviours. While lying is something that causes distaste and distrust, other acts, like rumourmongering or backstabbing, can cause just as much damage. There are also some behaviours out there that are insidious and need to be spoken of because they’re important and we must have an awareness of them.

Gaslighting is something that falls into that category. The term comes from a play, Gas Light (later a movie of the same name), and is when one person tries to convince another that the other is crazy. In recent years, as the #MeToo movement has started to call out toxic masculinity and other damaging behaviours, reported incidences of gaslighting have surged as people start to recognise it for what it is. Gaslighters don’t restrict themselves to intimate relationships; they can be dangerous no matter where they’re encountered. According to Dr Stephanie Sarkis, a gaslighter may:


. . . use your own words against you; plot against you, lie to your face, deny your needs, show excessive displays of power, try to convince you of ‘alternative facts’, turn family and friends against you – all with the goal of watching you suffer, consolidating their power, and increasing your dependence on them.87



Manipulation is a key tool in the gaslighter’s arsenal and words are their weapon. If you have been the victim of infidelity, the gaslighter might say, ‘If you were a better partner, I wouldn’t have cheated.’ They convince us that what we see and know is wrong. A gaslighter will say ‘No, you didn’t see me at the shops with another woman. It was someone else.’ We might argue against this and they will point out, mostly in a kind and yet somehow sinister way, that we’re losing our mind. After a while, we start to distrust our own thoughts. They make us believe that everything is our fault.

Gaslighters present their knowledge as superior to make us feel inferior. This in turn puts us in a position where we are forced to rely on them. Over time, this wears a person down. And worse, if we don’t know what’s happening, it completely erodes our self-worth. A gaslighter will leave us feeling like we’re nothing without them. Worse than that, their trust is something they expect us to keep, but ours is nowhere near as valuable. A gaslighter will break our trust many times over, and every time we’ll think it’s our fault.

But why do people act this way? Dr Sarkis believes that many gaslighters have a narcissistic injury, which is a perceived threat to their self-worth. Gaslighting isn’t presently listed in the DSM, the guide that lists official psychiatric disorders, but it does share common characteristics with anti-social personality disorder, borderline personality disorder and narcissistic personality disorder.

Narcissism

In some ways, ‘narcissism’ is a misunderstood word that carries a scope of meaning from ‘mostly harmless’ to ‘extremely dangerous’. ‘Narcissist’ is often used to describe someone who is obsessed by their appearance, giving it a general meaning akin to ‘vanity’. Countless celebrities could fall into this trap, as we are a selfie-obsessed culture that seems to thrive on artificial self-love. This form of narcissism is generally considered ‘mostly harmless’.

People with narcissistic personality disorder, or the more ‘dangerous’ form of narcissism, are different in that they have no true or honest picture of themselves. They are obsessed by an idealised and grandiose image of themselves. They can display self-centred, arrogant and selfish behaviour, and often lack true empathy. They thrive on how others see them and will manipulate whoever necessary to maintain that image. This goes well beyond a few selfies. A true narcissist could be described as ‘ego-syntonic’ – a term that means they believe that everyone around them has a problem and not them. A true narcissist can be charming and delightful, but they are also demanding, patronising and highly resistant to changing their behaviour. Worse still, they are highly sensitive to criticism. They can perceive the smallest thing as a slight.

A relationship of any kind with a narcissist is extremely difficult, with healthcare professionals noting that it’s hard to treat. Some people find it easier to go with the flow in a relationship with a true narcissist, but at what cost? A narcissist will drag down your self-worth as much as a liar or a gaslighter, with your trust being a key tool in their ability to manipulate you.

Here are some behaviours which are characteristic of a narcissist:

        •  They have a sense of entitlement

        •  They have a constant need for praise and admiration

        •  They create an image of life that is different from reality

        •  They live in their own fantasy world

        •  They are exploitative of others

        •  They are controlling and manipulative

        •  They expect favours without question

        •  They deflect blame

        •  They have no empathy

        •  They have no understanding of or respect for boundaries

        •  They have skewed emotional reasoning

        •  Only one true perspective matters – theirs

        •  They have a fear of real intimacy

        •  They can’t work as part of a team

        •  Others are useful in that they’re an extension of themselves

        •  They are easily slighted

        •  They can’t see two sides of an argument

        •  They experience mood shifts when results go awry

        •  They are secretly insecure, vulnerable and afraid of humiliation.

In the beginning of a relationship, narcissists can be hard to spot as they can be alluring and they know how to turn on the charm. Their confidence can seem attractive, especially to those with low self-worth. Narcissists immediately engender trust and can make us forget that healthy relationships are built on mutual respect and caring. When it comes to a narcissist, we need to take off the rose-coloured glasses and see them for what they truly are. Ignoring or excusing their behaviour won’t help us, nor will it go away. Narcissists are often resistant to change, so we need to ask ourselves if our relationship with them attends to our needs not just now, but in the future too. A gaslighter or a narcissist will break our trust many times over, with little chance of ever respecting it or us in the manner we deserve.

Trusting the untrustworthy

How do you trust someone when you know they can’t be trusted? Will we accept being in a relationship with someone who continually breaks our trust? Will we keep going knowing that our business partner is continually lying? Can we hold onto a friendship with someone who doesn’t respect us enough to be truthful? How do we even decide what to do?

First, it’s worthwhile trying to understand what element of our trust is being damaged. Is their dependability in question? Have we been let down once too often? Or is it in their treatment of us? Do they treat us in a way that engenders trust? Or have they deceived us? Has a lie taken away the trust?

Once we know this, then we can figure out how our trust was damaged. Was the deception about an affair? Was their dependability ruined when they failed to show up for an important meeting?

What then? This can be hard for people, as resolving a trust issue takes communication. Consider sharing with the person in question that you’re finding it difficult to cope with the lack of trust. Most people don’t enjoy confrontation, but rebuilding trust shouldn’t be an argument. However, it does take two people willing to enter into a reasonable conversation. The really big issue you need to resolve is whether you want to continue a relationship with someone who has broken your trust. If you think it’s going to be a continual struggle, why would you put yourself through the ongoing damage to your self-worth? You deserve to have healthy relationships. And yes, you can care about someone you don’t trust, but ask yourself what the cost of that care really is. Are you willing to let yourself be taken advantage of and manipulated time and again? For the sake of your self-worth and personal wellbeing, I hope the answer is no.

Regaining trust

Losing trust in someone because of their behaviour or their actions, or losing trust in ourselves, is one of the most damaging experiences a person can go through. It might feel like they can’t trust another person ever again after going through such a confusing time. Learning to have faith in themselves and their decisions after a loss of trust may seem impossible, and it often requires a lot of work to get it back.

There is no quick fix when trust has been broken. Whether it’s a child who’s suffered at the hands of an abusive parent, or someone whose partner has committed infidelity, these aren’t situations that can be fixed with ‘I’m sorry’, although that may be a start (when the apology is authentic). Acting in a trustworthy manner, treating others as we wish to be treated, and allowing time to prove that one is trustworthy are what go towards creating trust.

Regaining trust when you’re at fault

If you’re someone who has broken the trust of another, and are aware and regretful of your behaviour, then it’s likely you’re suffering too. An honest apology is a good place to start, but just be aware that forgiveness and an automatic return of trust may not happen. For some people it takes time to detach the emotional hooks of a betrayal that caused pain. It’s important to not have any illusions here, because an event that causes a loss of trust is a betrayal. Not only does the act which caused the loss of trust need to be resolved, but it’s likely the person who was harmed by the loss of trust is also going through a process of rebuilding their self-worth after such an event. They might feel used and foolish and doubt themselves. Having you around in those early days might not make it easier. They may need time and space to figure things out in their own mind and heart.

Engendering trust

There are things we can do to show people that we are trustworthy, and we should expect the same behaviour in return from other people. We can encourage trust by:88

        •  Being a good listener

        •  Supporting the people around us

        •  Respecting boundaries

        •  Keeping confidences

        •  Being dependable

        •  Doing as we say we’ll do

        •  Sharing and encouraging a tight bond

In an ideal world, trust shouldn’t be an option – it should be a given. However, that’s not the world we live in. Once trust is lost, it can be rare to regain it. It is earned and requires time to cultivate. We have little to bargain with when we have no trust.

Trust in yourself

Have faith in yourself and your decisions. You deserve the respect of those you trust, as they deserve yours. However, it’s just as common to mistrust yourself as it is to mistrust other people. We might lie to ourselves, break promises to ourselves and offer ourselves nothing but negative self-talk. With healthy self-worth, trust in ourselves is a given. We naturally avoid situations which take control away from our decision-making abilities, we look after ourselves and don’t engage in negative self-talk. We know that we’ll make the right decision for ourselves every time, no matter what the situation. Here are some points to keep in mind.

You know yourself best

Only you can determine what works best for you. You are the one who knows you best. If you’re struggling with that big ‘who am I?’ question, then step back and determine what it is you want and need for yourself. How can you trust yourself if you don’t know yourself?

Claim your power

Don’t hand your decisions off to other people. Make the decisions that affect you, and don’t just go with the flow if you know that it doesn’t work for you. Trust yourself and speak up. Be decisive and play to your strengths.

Protect your inner core

If you’ve had your trust broken, there’s nothing wrong with retreating inside for a while to mend some wounds. Take the time to heal where needed and build up some protective walls. Ask yourself how much you’re willing to take, and re-establish your boundaries.

Purpose

Know what your future looks like. Trust becomes easier when you have a purpose, as you instinctively know who and what you need to get through life. If you know that someone is going to break your trust again and again, and force you to not trust yourself in the process, then why keep them around?









Points for a mind shift

       1.   Understand that trust once broken may never be repaired

       2.   Trust-damaging behaviours can produce insurmountable challenges

       3.   Learn how to engender trust

       4.   Trust in yourself.
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Self-worth and relationships

People need to be close to other people. We are social animals who usually thrive in the presence of others. People with good relationships may handle stress better and adopt healthier habits. According to some research, our lives last longer too.89 Basically, the quality of a relationship can affect our mental, emotional and physical health. Our self-worth can sometimes feel tied to those who matter most to us.

A relationship is a state of connection by blood, marriage, friendship or business. At a much deeper level, a relationship is a mutually beneficial connection between two or more people that involves trust, honesty, openness and other shared behaviours. In personal relationships, connections are often based on love. In relationships outside of family or romantic partners, the connection is likely to be friendship, shared experience or an identified kinship, such as aligned business goals. Good relationships can complement self-worth and give meaning to life.

Why do we need relationships?

In a study of what matters to people, researchers across a number of studies have found that for most people family comes first, followed by their own health.90 Good personal and business relationships can bring us fulfilment. The most important relationship in my life is the one I have with my children. It’s been challenging, on occasion, but overall it’s the most rewarding.

Close relationships have a weighty say in personal happiness. As Dr Sarah Edelman notes in her work on cognitive behavioural therapy, ‘One of the strongest predictors of happiness is the quality of our relationships.’ She notes that committed and enduring relationships are connected to higher levels of happiness.91

Happiness is a big life aim for most people. As a society we seem geared to constantly strive for it. In fact, there’s a whole consumer industry around the search for happiness. We’ve commodified happiness, and by extension wellness, into a ‘thing’ to have or not to have (see chapter 9 for more on wellness), with happiness reminiscent of a big pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

We probably know from our own personal experiences that happiness can’t simply be wished into being. We can desire it, but reaching a state of contentment, at the very least, requires hard work and the cooperation of other people in our life.

It’s fair to say that relationships are central to the human experience. As such, they have a powerful ability to impact a person’s self-worth. What we’re going to look at in this chapter is primarily intimate relationships and how they can affect self-worth.

The role of self-worth in relationships

The health of our relationships can reflect the condition of our self-worth. Our partner can affect how we see ourselves and the world around us. All relationships in our life can do this: a friend can build us up or tear us down just as effectively as a partner.

If we have low self-worth before entering a relationship with a new partner, we’re more susceptible to beginning a relationship in which we can be taken advantage of or manipulated. There’s also a good chance that we’ve attracted the wrong sort of person to start with.

Having an authentic, honest and trusting relationship can be difficult with low self-worth. If we don’t place any value on our own worth, how can our partner? We may find that we’re treated in such a way that reflects everything we think about ourselves. We might set the bar much lower than we deserve. Sadly, it’s not uncommon for people with low self-worth to find themselves in unhealthy relationships.

If someone has healthy self-worth, they’re unlikely to stay in an unhealthy relationship for long. They simply won’t tolerate the toxicity. They’re likely to be aware of the consequences of low self-worth, how it negatively affects their quality of life, and will move on before they allow themselves to be hurt.

The aim of any relationship is to feel safe, supported and respected. In an intimate relationship we can add other attributes to the list, including being wanted, unconditionally accepted and loved for being just who we are. We want to feel special and not alone in the world. A healthy relationship encourages personal growth, supports individuality and never diminishes the self-worth of either party.

What is a healthy relationship?

We know that healthy self-worth is critical to our mental and emotional wellbeing (remember, our thoughts determine how we feel), and by extension, it also matters to those we share our life with, even if they don’t realise it. If you’re in a relationship, the self-worth of your partner matters, as does the self-worth of your children (should you have them). While you have to take time to work on your self-worth – and there are times when it has to be about you – if you’re a member of a family unit the wellbeing of your loved ones must come into account as well. It is important to be aware of your own mental and emotional states. We can help our families better when we’re self-aware and healthy.

So, with an equal give and take, is there such a thing as the perfect relationship? Of course not; life gets in the way all the time. But a healthy relationship with someone can enrich your life. All relationships have their little issues. We might dislike the way our partner eats or we may disagree over petty things, which mean nothing in the grand scheme of life. However, a healthy relationship should bring more happiness than stress into our life. It’s usually characterised by:

        •  Trust

        •  Honesty

        •  Mutual respect

        •  Equality

        •  Supporting each other in all things

        •  Good communication

        •  Commonality

        •  A sense of fun/enjoyment in time shared

        •  Being separate people who are joined by a strong connection.92

This last point is especially important. A healthy relationship allows for each person to have time alone, as being with our partner all the time is not healthy. However, relationships take work, together. There are certain signs which can confirm whether or not we’re in a healthy relationship.

Behaviours characteristic of a healthy relationship

In a healthy relationship, partners:

        •  Maintain healthy self-worth

        •  Trust each other implicitly

        •  Resolve conflict well

        •  Maintain their individuality and respect the individuality of the other

        •  Are able to communicate clearly and honestly without fear of consequences

        •  Feel comfortable

        •  Feel safe and secure

        •  Have no concerns of violence or other forms of abuse

        •  Understand the boundaries of the relationship

        •  Have a good balance of give and take.93

Understanding what both you and your partner need and expect from a relationship is how healthy relationships are formed. You need to feel able to talk to each other clearly and respectfully. A healthy relationship shouldn’t restrict the type of life you want to lead. You should still be able to go out with your friends, engage in other activities and see family members. It’s a balanced partnership of equal footing.

Are you in a healthy relationship?

From personal experience, I can tell you it took some time for me to figure out what constituted a healthy relationship. Relationships take work and they’re not always going to be easy, especially if they’ve hit a roadblock or are facing a substantial hurdle that requires resolution. Recognising what constitutes a healthy relationship may help you with a baseline of loving and respectful behaviour.

        •  You and your partner listen to each other

        •  You like what you and your partner have to offer each other

        •  You can agree even when you disagree

        •  You think about each other when you’re not together

        •  You think highly of your partner, even when they don’t think highly of themselves due to personal setbacks

        •  You and your partner are growing together as people

        •  You can laugh together

        •  You greet each other positively when you get home

        •  Your partner knows your greatest fears and doesn’t use them against you

        •  You have your own ‘love language’ (terms of affection for each other)

        •  You support your partner’s goals and dreams, as they do yours

        •  You’re willing to sacrifice your time to help them, as they are for you

        •  You feel safe knowing that your partner wouldn’t jeopardise your life in any way

        •  Your partner lets you ‘in’ to their inner world

        •  You both know when to initiate physical intimacy and sexual contact

        •  No topic is off-limits

        •  You both respect relationships with family, friends and work colleagues

        •  You can turn to each other in times of stress or pain

        •  You know each other’s favourite books, songs and movies

        •  You know each other’s best friend and why that person is so important to your partner.94

All of the statements are positive statements. See how many you recogise in your own relationships. It’s not unusual to see only a few of these positive statements in our lives – relationships often need attention to stay healthy and fresh. However, the statements on the list give us something healthy to aim for with our partner.

Unhealthy relationships

Unhealthy relationships are usually characterised by negativity, power and control. People with low self-worth may have problems here if they’re unable to establish healthy boundaries with their partner. Dr Lars Madsen believes that the media portrays an unrealistic vision of how people should look, behave and relate to one another. He believes that a lack of self-worth leads to people ending up in relationships that reflect their confusion and low self-worth.95

Some people with low self-worth may have a need for a ‘perfect’ relationship, and as a result can often find themselves in a competition for control with their partner. A relationship can deteriorate with the resentment that competition fosters, leaving one or both partners labouring under the impression that they have given everything without help from the other. Others with low self-worth can be too reliant on contingent self-worth, which means that they become too dependent on their partner for approval and recognition, often leading to a fear of rejection and conflict. People in this situation may end up putting up with poor behaviour from their partner rather than seek their own happiness.

An unhealthy relationship may lead to high levels of stress and a tendency to over-analyse, and may place pressure on other areas of life, including other relationships with family and friends, and in the workplace.

Characteristics of an unhealthy relationship

You might notice these negative behaviours in an unhealthy relationship:

        •  Neglecting the self and self-worth in favour of a partner

        •  Experiencing physical or sexual violence, or feeling obligated into intimacy

        •  Attempting to control or manipulate the other

        •  Being fearful of disagreeing with a partner

        •  Changing personality for a partner

        •  Being asked to stop seeing family and friends

        •  Being asked to justify every action

        •  Being pressured into agreeing with a partner’s opinion on everything

        •  Having no privacy, with everything shared (emails, bank accounts, etc.)

        •  Being unable to settle conflict without yelling or violence

        •  Having no fair resolution of issues

        •  Putting distance between each other

        •  Being deprived of shared resources, such as money or possessions

        •  Being made to do things you dislike

        •  Being pressured to give up activities that bring joy.96

If you noticed any of the items on the above list happening in your life, it doesn’t mean that your relationship should be over, it may just mean there is an imbalance of power. Most couples would admit to saying thoughtless things to each other, perhaps even getting critical or defensive, and maybe even get into an argument to let off steam; but a couple with the right boundaries will find common ground and work back to equilibrium through good communication.

There’s another important point to add here, and that’s if you want to put the work into your relationship, you need to know that you and your partner can only work forwards if you’re both willing. You can’t force your partner to do anything if they don’t feel they’re in the wrong with their behaviour. It might be that they don’t see a problem with their behaviour. It goes the same for you, too. Relationships take two, and through careful self-examination you may find that some of your own behaviours could use modifying to meet in the middle with your partner. If you’ve gone through the list above and noticed some of the more negative traits lie with your partner, then it’s time to think about your situation.

Are you in an unhealthy relationship?

While we’ve just covered a list of characteristics indicative of an unhealthy relationship, there are certain thoughts and feelings that can also signify an unhealthy situation.

        •  Your partner makes you feel worthless

        •  You feel afraid of your partner

        •  You are being physically hurt or verbally abused by your partner

        •  You are being emotionally manipulated by your partner

        •  You are being forced into physical or sexual intimacy without your consent

        •  Your partner puts you down, criticises or demeans you

        •  Your partner stops you from seeing your family or friends

        •  Your partner follows you as you go about your day

        •  Your partner checks your email or phone

        •  You have no access to shared money or joint assets

        •  You feel afraid to disagree with your partner

        •  Your partner tells you that you don’t understand things properly

        •  Your children are being used against you by your partner

        •  You are being threatened with violence for voicing your displeasure within the relationship

        •  Your partner is threatening to make your life a misery if you leave

        •  Your partner tells you with that without them you’re nothing

        •  Your partner tells you that no one will believe a word you say

        •  You don’t know who you are any more.97

If you feel that every statement applies to your situation, then it seems you are caught in a very unhealthy, toxic and abusive relationship. Any type of physical, sexual, psychological or financial abuse is unacceptable. Please speak out and report domestic violence to the authorities. Remember that jealousy, humiliation, deception and manipulation are at the core of control. You don’t deserve to be treated like that. You deserve to be respected. Check out our resources section at the back of this book for places where you can find help. Don’t suffer in silence.

If you think that only some of those statements apply to your situation, then your relationship is still abusive and needs work. Every statement listed above details an abusive behaviour which should not be tolerated and is an indicator of an unhealthy relationship.

Family violence

On average, one Australian woman is murdered each week by her current or former partner. One in six women has experienced physical or sexual violence from a current or former partner, and one in four women has experienced emotional abuse by a current or former partner.98 Those figures are unacceptable. It’s even worse when you consider that many women will never report their experience of violence.

Also, approximately one in 22 Australian men has experienced sexual violence, with one in 19 men experiencing physical or sexual violence from a current or former partner. Approximately one in seven men has experienced emotional abuse.99

Family violence is not an issue isolated to one gender, but the statistics show that women experience higher incidences of violence from a current or former partner. There are often long-term consequences of domestic violence. People who suffer violence at the hands of a loved one are more likely to develop depression, anxiety and other mental health conditions, with the damage to a person’s self-worth potentially leading to destructive behaviours.100

Immediate help

If any of what I’ve talked about here is reminiscent of your situation, then please know that you are not alone. There are resources out there to help you. If you require immediate assistance, please call emergency services. Many family shelters and refuges operate 24/7 and Centrelink may be able to offer you crisis payments.101 Please also confide in your family and friends if possible.

You deserve to be treated with love and respect. You don’t deserve to have your self-worth shredded. You have rights and there are laws to protect you, such as domestic violence orders issued through the courts. Police can even apply on your behalf. You are not alone. You are not worthless. Make a plan and act with your safety and best interests in mind.

The middle of the road

Most relationships aren’t abusive or violent. In fact, most people have pretty average relationships, made up of both good and bad. As I mentioned earlier, we can love someone and still dislike certain things about them or clash over petty decisions. There is no such thing as the ‘perfect’ relationship, but most people can find the middle ground with the people they love. We all might play our little games, but those in relationships generally know that they care about each other and their life together. A healthy relationship will always know how to find its way back to the middle ground.

Myths about relationships

Thanks to Hollywood, every romantic film ever made seems to tell us that true love of the ‘perfect’ variety is within everyone’s grasp. The media has a lot to answer for when it comes to the portrayal of romantic relationships. The ‘happily ever after’ fallacy, which admittedly has been around for much longer than Hollywood, leads people to have false expectations of relationships. Here are a few that you may have encountered.

‘Happily ever after means that my partner and I are never going to have problems.’

While we might dream of a problem-free existence, it isn’t reality. All it takes is a job loss, a bad storm that creates property damage, a minor car accident, or some other small event of life to create issues. How our partner responds to stumbling blocks or adversity can often reveal who they really are. Overcoming setbacks together builds strength in a union.

‘Happily ever after means that my partner should know and understand my needs.’

For the most part, our partner won’t be able to read our mind. Coming to an instinctual understanding of each other takes time and involves communication. Expectations can only be met through really getting to know each other.

‘Happily ever after means maintaining passionate love.’

Passionate love can be confused with authentic love. The heady euphoria that comes with new love will often pass, but authentic love, which is love that can be described as a powerful connection of companionship, shared views and sexual chemistry, can last a lifetime. The kind of passionate love portrayed in movies may be alluring, but it’s not necessarily sustainable in a successful long-term relationship.102

*

A question that often comes out of these myths is why passionate love fades away. There can be a number of reasons. The fantasy of the romance may have run its course, the reality of day-to-day existence together may break the fantasy, the physical passion may not equate to real affection, or the relationship may carry no real substance beyond the initial flare of attraction. A passionate relationship can also be affected by low self-worth if a partner brings faulty ideas or assumptions with them.

How can low self-worth affect relationship choices?

Low self-worth can lead a person to make poor choices or have faulty ideas about what they need from a relationship. I’ve already discussed what can cause low self-worth in previous chapters, and here are a few behaviours that can stem from low self-worth which might negatively impact relationships.103

Looking for the perfect partner

The notion that the perfect partner will come from nowhere and ‘save’ us from the life we’re living is a carryover belief from the Hollywood myth perpetuating ‘perfect’ relationships. Everything will be perfect and we’ll have the partner of our dreams. This can affect self-worth when we try to hold onto a fantasy or project that fantasy of perfection on the partner who just happens to be there, even if they’re not the saviour we expected.

Keeping a guard up

Someone with low self-worth can tend to keep a guard up until they’re absolutely sure they’ve made the right choice. Hesitancy is understandable if we’ve been through a painful breakup or have experienced divorce as a child or adult, but in fearing to bring down our walls we may miss out on a great relationship. In some ways, we abandon our partner before they can abandon us. We risk the real possibility of being hurt because of our fear of being hurt. It can turn into a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Repeating patterns

There are those with low self-worth who may only find comfort in the familiar. This is understandable, as we know what makes us feel safe; but it’s a dysfunctional feeling of safety if we find ourselves having the same relationship again and again in which we allow familiar patterns, such as deception and infidelity, to repeat. If we’re raised on the idea that relationships are always hard, then we’ll go back to that ideology every time. We’ll give everything, convinced that we’ve done all we can, when all we’ve done is pushed ourselves to exhaustion trying to save something that was likely never going to work. Giving away every inch of ourselves is no way to live, especially if someone who lives in this pattern goes from relationship to relationship.

Testing a relationship

Low self-worth can often increase insecurities. If we let these insecurities guide our actions, we may find ourselves testing our partner so they demonstrate their feelings for us and validate the relationship. In arguments, we may use language, such as ‘You don’t really love me, do you’ with the expectation that they will deny such a sentiment. This can increase tension and even create further doubt about their feelings. We may harbour feelings of inevitability about the relationship, which is a self-sabotaging behaviour. This type of behaviour can also set up a self-fulfilling prophecy, often validating poor self-worth if the relationship ends.

Fear of intimacy

A fear of intimacy can be common in those with low self-worth, but often at the expense of a potentially great partnership. It can be hard to remain present if we feel overwhelmed by feelings that are so great, a partner so special, that it all feels too good to be true. An authentic connection can often feel untrue and our ‘flight’ nature might kick in and steer us away from something that could be positive or beneficial.

Settling for the first option

Have you ever had a relative ask you when you’re going to ‘settle down’? Low self-worth may inspire us to accept the first person who crosses our threshold, despite evidence that they’re not right for us. We might feel that we’re lucky to have anyone interested in us at all, and because of that thought (which is highly indicative of low self-worth), we settle for a relationship that doesn’t satisfy us or make us happy.

A lack of worthiness

If we have low self-worth, there’s a possibility that we carry this belief of unworthiness deep within ourselves. A person with low self-worth often thinks poorly of themselves and their attributes, and so when someone takes an interest in them, it can feel disingenuous. We can act out our sense of unworthiness in a few ways here. We might test the relationship, trying to figure out if our partner understands how ‘worthless’ we are, or perhaps we even think our partner is only with us because they want something from us. We may not fully commit, not wanting to let someone in who might end up hurting us; or if we feel the connection is too intense, we may drop everything and run away. The truth of the matter may be quite different: our partner may genuinely care about us, but our low self-worth has obscured clear vision and clear thinking.

Relationship killers

While low self-worth can affect the choices we make when entering into or conducting a relationship, there are other things that can kill a relationship. A lack of trust is a major relationship killer, according to a report from Relationships Australia, as well as financial hardship and difficulties communicating. See chapter 4 to discover what a loss of trust can do to relationships; in particular, lying.104

Other behaviours, such as disrespect and resentment, can damage a relationship. We talked about this in the last chapter too. Holding on to resentment is very damaging to a relationship. A lack of interest can also destroy a relationship and may be a sign that you or your partner is ready to move on. Relationships take work, and being unwilling to do the work is a warning sign that a relationship may be ready to end. However, one of the primary relationship killers is infidelity.

Infidelity

Infidelity is when a partner breaks the boundaries of a committed relationship and agreed mandate to remain faithful to their partner by engaging in a sexual or emotional relationship with another person.

In 2017, nearly 50,000 divorces were granted in Australia, an increase of 5 per cent from 2016. The average span of marriage was 12 years, but the average time before separation was just 8.3 years. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) puts the divorce rate at around 38 per cent.105 I think it’s worth adding that while conventional marriage statistics and data are readily available through agencies like the ABS, there is little reliable data about de facto and other relationships. Surprisingly, there is also no official data on the reasons why people divorce in Australia, only that they do. The reasons that a relationship breaks down and possibly ends in divorce are varied and complex, and infidelity must be mentioned as one of those factors.

Why do people cheat?

The question of why a person engages in sexual or emotional activity outside of their relationship is fraught with emotion. Perceptions of what defines infidelity are broad too.106 While some people would categorise it as ‘just sex’, there are often other components to the betrayal. An affair is a sign that a relationship is in trouble. In a healthy relationship, a partner would be able to communicate feelings of dissatisfaction before acting on them. In an unhealthy relationship, a cheating partner is likely to act first and consider the impact and consequences later.

Infidelity is a sign that a relationship is likely on the verge of breaking down without immediate intervention.107 However, the causes of infidelity are not always clear. While infidelity is a selfish act, and one that can cause serious damage to a partner, it’s not always about sex alone. Without the ability to understand or fix a relationship issue, choosing to commit infidelity may be the method an uncaring or uneducated partner uses to provoke a relationship breakup because they’re unwilling or unable to communicate their own issues in a respectful and adult fashion. It’s a poor way to resolve relationship concerns and it breeds lies, deceit and blame. Something like ‘I cheated because she doesn’t care about my needs’ is a selfish response that attempts to excuse deceitful behaviour.

In some ways, infidelity is like lying, which we discussed in chapter 4. It’s not particularly pleasant, but ‘why’ people choose to cheat is often the big question that’s left with a person who’s experienced infidelity. Let’s look at some of the reasons why someone may turn to someone outside of their relationship.

        •  A lack of sexual satisfaction. If a partner’s not feeling sexually satisfied and has chosen to conduct an affair, it’s to fulfil that desire. A cheating partner may not share this decision with their partner for a variety of reasons. One is selfishness, but another might be guilt. Following the birth of a child, someone may not wish to bother their partner for sex as they’re aware that their partner is still healing from the birth or isn’t yet comfortable with their body. They may betray their partner with someone else to satisfy their own sexual urges at the expense of the authenticity of their relationship.

        •  A desire for more sex. This type of infidelity can stem from people who may hold less restrictive views on sex than their partner. Some people believe that they don’t need to limit themselves to one sexual partner (or monogamy as a whole).108 This form of betrayal may also be related to issues of control.

        •  No emotional satisfaction. A study in the UK found that a high percentage of people prioritised a lack of emotional intimacy as a reason for infidelity, followed by a lack of communication.109 This type of infidelity can manifest in a variety of ways, including the seemingly innocent ‘work wife/husband’ scenario. While that can be a rewarding platonic relationship, if a person is in an unhealthy relationship at home, a work ‘partner’ may take on greater significance over time.110 Someone who chooses to act outside their relationship may also be looking for that feeling of ‘butterflies’ that a new lover can engender.

        •  Falling out of love. It’s a sad fact, but it does happen. If the aforementioned divorce rates are anything to go by, not all Australian marriages last until ‘death do us part’. Falling out of love can happen. Some relationships should dissolve quicker than they do, with people hanging on, perhaps hoping for things to improve. Conducting an affair may be the final act that closes off a faltering relationship or brings the end to a head much quicker.

        •  Falling in love with someone new. If it holds that we can fall out of love, then we can clearly fall in love. Does being in a relationship preclude us from having feelings for another person? Is it possible to be in love with two people at once? People who have experienced such a phenomenon would say yes. It’s rare for any relationship to tolerate a partner who wants to be with two people. Most people want a partner who’s fully committed to them alone.

        •  Curiosity. It may have killed the cat, but it doesn’t have to kill relationships. Sometimes people in healthy relationships may wish to experience a relationship outside their present relationship, attributing it to curiosity. This may be an act of self-discovery that can be shared with their partner, rather than going solo. If a partner goes beyond their relationship on their own, then their curiosity is self-serving and it shows that their commitment to their relationship is in doubt.

        •  Revenge. Some people cheat to hurt their partners. A retaliatory affair might seem to even the score of an unhealthy relationship, but it just adds to the cycle of distress. Moreover, it distracts both parties from dealing with the real issues plaguing their relationship.

Reasons and excuses

Looking at the list above raises an issue tightly linked to the ‘why’ factor when considering why people commit infidelity, and it’s to do with the consequences. I’ll look at why infidelity hurts so much in a moment, but for now, I want you to ask yourself this question. Do you see a list of ‘reasons’ why people commit infidelity above? Or a list of ‘excuses’? People often confuse the difference between these two words, and understandably – there is basically no difference between them. They can both be defined as an explanation put forward to defend or justify a belief, action, fact or event. However, there is one thing that can help define those words better: accountability.

A ‘reason’ is an explanation of why something is the way it is, with all of those involved in the event or situation taking full accountability for their role in the situation.

An ‘excuse’ in an explanation of why something is the way it is, but the difference is the blame is attributed to someone or something that is not connected to the person justifying the event. The person with the excuse takes no responsibility for their actions.

A person offers a reason when they take accountability, even if it led to poor decision-making and caused harm. Not all reasons are good or smart or considerate. People who rob banks have a reason to do so (they want more money), but it doesn’t follow that it’s a good enough reason to rob a bank.

A person offers an excuse when they take no accountability for their actions.

Whatever ‘reasons’ lead a person to conduct an affair outside their relationship, it doesn’t change the fact that it’s a disrespectful and selfish act that can cause untold harm. It could be argued that falling out love is a ‘reason’ to go outside a relationship, but if that’s the case, then why not end the current relationship before starting the next? A big factor in infidelity is lying. When someone tells a lie, they are making a conscious choice not to share the truth with their partner. By that reasoning, the list above is nothing but a list of excuses. People can try to justify their actions as ‘reason’ as much as they like, but the fact is if they chose to commit infidelity, and if they chose to lie about their actions, then any ‘reason’ they offer when it all comes out is just an excuse. True accountability happens before any such illicit actions take place. An accountable person shares that they’re unhappy or that they wish to move on. An accountable person respects their partner enough not to offer excuses, because they’ve either addressed their issues with their partner before they acted or have accepted that they’re likely to betray their partner and so they do the right thing and end the relationship before they can cause more pain.

Asking why people choose to have an affair is like asking why a liar lies. The person on the receiving end of the deceptive behaviour is probably not going to get any satisfaction from the answer. Even worse, whatever trust had once existed between the pair is probably gone.

Why does infidelity hurt so much?

Infidelity is an act of betrayal which can shatter even the strongest relationship. The boundaries of a relationship have been violated, trust has been abused, and secrets and lies only add to the disrespect shown to the one who has been cheated on. The offending partner has inflicted hurt with no consideration of their partner’s feelings and broken the bond of safety and security. If there are children involved, then it may feel like the partner has betrayed them too. If you’ve experienced this, then you may also carry a new fear that life as you knew it is over. It’s possible that your imagination may run wild, tormenting yourself with what your partner did during their affair, and how you rate yourself in comparison. It’s not hard to be filled with a mix of anger, embarrassment, humiliation, guilt and rage at this time.

Worse still is the hit to self-worth. We may feel like we’re drowning under the weight of emotions. We may find it hard to get out of bed, eat or fulfil our everyday responsibilities. The betrayal weighs on the back of our mind – we were replaced.

Here are a few other reasons why infidelity causes pain:

        •  The deeper the love, the more hurtful the pain

        •  Our partner is not the person we thought they were

        •  Our relationship has suddenly become a lie

        •  The foundation of trust and security has been destroyed

        •  No story is true – how many other lies have been told?

        •  We feel totally and utterly rejected

        •  We don’t know the real reasons why it happened, which leaves us confused

        •  We can’t accept the reasons given, as they don’t make sense in our world view.

It’s easy to catastrophise infidelity, but it’s a fact that most relationships don’t survive it. For some people, infidelity is a deal-breaker. A betrayal is not something that all relationships survive, and it’s not something that people come through unchanged. Those who’ve experienced the betrayal of infidelity may feel like they’ve become different people. The ability to trust is taken away. Turning inward to take care of your self-worth is vital in a time of betrayal. This is when you need to nurture yourself and give vent to your feelings. Holding onto what makes you feel angry or ashamed or even guilty will only lead to frustration. Talking to someone through this time is important, as is taking time out for yourself.

Self-sacrifice

Another relationship killer, self-sacrifice happens when we give up something that matters to ourselves to make someone else happy. Of course, some sacrifices can be positive.111 You might make a sacrifice to start a family or give yourself fully to a relationship, or you might choose to forego something to make your partner happy and therefore bring you closer together. This might be something like quitting alcohol, which comes with both health and behavioural positives.

However, a sacrifice loses its positivity when it comes with an imbalance of power. Have you ever felt as if you’ve given up everything and your partner nothing? This imbalance of power can lead to a pattern of us constantly giving or being expected to give up our needs over time. Dr Madsen suggests there are times when a person has to go back and examine their relationship with themselves.112 Why are we giving up what matters to us? What does our partner get out of this? What do we lose?

Everyone has a line in the sand where they can no longer sacrifice their needs for the sake of another. This is where we need to set new boundaries with our partner and open those lines of communication. It’s possible that we need to revisit what makes our relationship healthy.

Relationship building

Research does tend to suggest that healthy, long-term intimate partnerships provide support and life satisfaction. They can result in lower blood pressure, less stress and fewer instances of depression. Being in a healthy relationship can increase self-worth and offer resilience against life’s challenges.113 Unhealthy relationships can become healthy. You don’t need to go through this process alone. There are options like relationship counselling for those who may need the help of an objective third party to mediate the rebuilding of a relationship.

If you’re striving for a healthier relationship, you and your partner must first be open to talking about your situation. This is tricky if you’re trying to rebuild a broken relationship. It’s never easy trying to rebuild something, especially if trust has been broken in some way. It takes hard work, but if you both want the relationship to improve then you can get reward for effort if you try.114 Remember: it takes two. Don’t give all of yourself to this process if you’re going it alone. Your partner needs to be willing as well.

Commitment

The first step in rebuilding a troubled relationship is commitment. If you are both committed to making it work, it can. However, if one of you refuses, then the process is bound to fail. It will take both partners working hard to make it a success. Whatever caused stress in the relationship in the first place is still going to be a presence in the rebuilding phase and you both need to be determined to make it through. Once you have both made a clear commitment to working on rebuilding and repairing your relationship the real work can begin.

Communication

Most people know that communication is important for a good relationship, but few realise that it’s the key to rebuilding a broken relationship. Both partners need to communicate, and that means communicate about everything. This isn’t always easy to do, especially when there are emotions involved and feelings that may have been hurt by betrayal or a lack of trust. This communication is something that has to go on for a long while. It takes work to build mutual understanding each and every day: some days it will be easy and on others it will be difficult, but honesty and authenticity are essential.

Facts and feelings

Identify the feelings that are caused by the pain in your relationship and determine whether they’re directed at your partner or at yourself. Look for the real truth in the evidence presented, rather than in the overwhelming and often panicked voice of any hurt feelings. Give yourself a chance and bring your best case to the table. Come in with compassion for both yourself and your partner where possible and keep calm as you face any hurts together.

Love

Love is one of the most complicated things to understand in humanity. We can say things like ‘I love blueberry muffins’, just after saying ‘I love you’. We can confuse love with a fluttery emotion that may feel like butterflies in the stomach. We call this sensation ‘in love’. Usually, it’s the ‘in love’ feelings that get relationships started, but over time these emotions can fade. The heart doesn’t beat as fast as it once did and the sight of our partner doesn’t make us go weak in the knees any longer. It’s easy to feel that we have ‘fallen out of love’ once these emotions are gone. However, real love is much deeper than that. That feeling is what will take you both to the end of your relationship rebuild and keep it strong.

Falling ‘in love’ again

While it’s easy to be dependent upon the feel-good emotions of being ‘in love’, it’s undeniable that these emotions that make a relationship feel good can fade. While these emotions disappear as life moves on, there are ways to ‘fall back in love’ with a partner. This can be done by dating, doing things that both partners enjoy and spending quality time together (with and without any children). It isn’t something that will happen in a single night or even a week, but taking the time to remember what you love about the other person, about the things that brought you together and about the things you enjoyed in the early days has the potential to rekindle the flame.

Building trust

Trust is a hard thing to build. When a major breach of trust occurs, such as lying or infidelity, it takes time to build that trust back up if you decide to stay together. A lack of trust between partners can cause self-worth to plummet, and sometimes it only takes an inkling of suspicion to feel like the other person has broken the trust again in some way. To build trust you will need to give it time, talk often and be aware of the feelings the other person has. Create an understanding of where you are and where you want to go and work through the process together. Be open to self-improvement and take responsibility for any untoward actions.

Time

They say time is a healer. Scars may always exist in a relationship, but if you give it time and work towards rebuilding what you had, you may be able to have a better relationship than before, one that is stronger and can stand the test of time. It could take weeks, months, or even years, but if you work hard and continue to work together to create and grow, then you may find a way to rebuild the relationship.

Risking vulnerability

Taking a chance and opening yourself up when you’re feeling vulnerable might seem like a big risk. Withholding trust from each other when trying to rebuild a relationship puts you both on the back foot, so try to do everything possible to work together on an honest and open foundation of trust. This is hard, especially if you’re the one who’s been betrayed, but in agreeing to continue your relationship, you’re sharing with your partner that you want the same depth of trust in your relationship that you had before things went bad. Allowing any residual anger to cloud issues when you’ve both committed to going forward can undermine the rebuilding process and sets back the progress you make.

Rebuilding broken trust is possibly the greatest test of a relationship. As often happens in this situation, one partner needs to demonstrate they’re worthy of being trusted again and the other needs to be willing to let that person prove it, potentially risking heartache and personal devastation yet again. It’s natural to feel vulnerable in this situation, but in taking a chance, you’re allowing yourself to be open to the possibility of reclaiming love. Can this backfire? Possibly. If you’re in this situation, you need to decide if you can handle the prospect of a repeating pattern of behaviour. Ask yourself if your self-worth can stand to go through something like this again.

When relationships are troubled, the damage to our self-worth needs just as much attention as the relationship itself. It’s not our partner’s responsibility to build that up, it’s ours. Sadly, scars will always exist after a betrayal, but we can rebuild our self-worth by nurturing ourselves and talking to someone. A therapist or couples counsellor can help us through the difficult times, as can a good friend.

Walking away

Sometimes all the work in the world can’t fix what’s broken. We can try as hard as possible, but at a certain point, a relationship just needs to end. It’s natural to feel resistance and there are many reasons why people might delay taking this step, despite knowing it’s what needs to happen. Here are a few:

        •  Fear of leaving

        •  Fear of loneliness

        •  Fear of hurting the children by splitting up the family

        •  Not wanting to admit failure

        •  Hoping for a change that’s never going to happen.

If there’s one great thing about humanity, it’s that our survival tendencies usually keep us trying for the impossible long after we know it’s unattainable. In fact, sometimes we can go too far and get to the point where we start to despise what we’re hoping to save.

There are often signs that indicate the end has come. Some are obvious, such as constant levels of annoyance, a lack of trust, or we don’t like the thought of our partner touching us any more. Others are not so obvious. Some might manifest as an unspoken need for greener pastures.

Here’s a list of possible signs:

        •  We’re failing to communicate

        •  We don’t like to be touched

        •  We no longer trust our partner with our safety, confidence or heart

        •  We’re bored

        •  Our life plans no longer align

        •  There was a betrayal or sacrifice that resulted in a power imbalance

        •  Arguments are escalating

        •  We loathe being in their company.

At some point, walking away becomes the best option. That’s not to say it’s the easiest option. If there are children, finances or a home involved, leaving can get very hard very quickly.

If we know that we’ve reached the end, it might be easier to end it quickly, rather than let it continue on, knowing that it’s not working. A relationship won’t just magically fix itself. If we know that we’ve tried everything we can, then it’s time to talk with our partner and let them know what we’re thinking.

If you’ve decided that it’s over, be resolute, trust yourself, and act on that decision. Your partner might want counselling, and out of respect, it might be wise to consider that action if you haven’t already. However, if you know that the relationship is irretrievable at that point, then you need to share why you feel the relationship is over.

Understand that your separation is likely to come with hurt feelings; but if you know it’s the right choice, then don’t doubt yourself. Reassure both yourself and your partner that you shared good times, but it’s now time to move on. Remain firm in your decision and say goodbye with gratitude. At some point, you decided that person was important to you. Ending the relationship might have been your choice, and for the good of your self-worth, but it may still come with grief for the great times now consigned to memory.

Our relationship with ourselves

Relationships can be overwhelming. Knowing healthy behaviours from unhealthy behaviours can be difficult without lived experience and it can be easy to lose ourselves along the way. Throughout everything a relationship can throw at us, how we see and treat ourselves matters the most. A relationship is a shared experience, but how we treat ourselves is equally important.

Some people can move straight into another relationship once one ends, but the relationship worth focusing on first is the one we have with ourselves. It’s worthwhile spending some time on your own, getting to know yourself again and rediscovering who you are following your relationship.

Here are some things you may like to try:

        •  Reflect on your time as part of a couple. Did you like who you were?

        •  Reflect on the standards of behaviour you expect of yourself in a relationship. Did you act fairly towards your former partner?

        •  Find your voice and hone your individuality

        •  Know the difference between your wants and needs

        •  Reassess your life goals and what you want out of your next relationship

        •  Try new things and keep growing your personal life experiences

        •  Reconnect to life in ways meaningful to you.

If you were the one who walked away, you’re still likely to grieve the end of something special. Relationships are not easy, and as mentioned way back at the start of this chapter, they are built on trust and honesty – not just with your partner but with yourself.

Please don’t neglect yourself while in a relationship. It takes two for a relationship to work, but your self-worth shouldn’t suffer on the way. In fact, in a healthy relationship, your self-worth should thrive, as should that of your partner. See chapter 11 for tips on building your self-worth and nurturing yourself.









Points for a mind shift

       1.   Healthy relationships are caring, supporting, loving and built on trust

       2.   Understand what constitutes an unhealthy relationship

       3.   If you feel unsafe in your relationship, make a plan and leave safely

       4.   Know how your self-worth affects your relationship choices

       5.   Relationships can be rebuilt with time, trust and communication

       6.   Your relationship with yourself matters as much as your relationship with your partner.
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Self-worth and the digital world

The digital world can have a powerful effect on our mental health and self-worth. Chapter 3 touched on cyberhate and cyberbullying, and the false reality that can be created with social media profiles, but this chapter will delve a little deeper.

There are more and more studies linking conditions like depression and anxiety to increasing internet and social media usage. Some researchers have also linked depression and anxiety to internet addiction. The next generation of adults (aptly referred to as the ‘iGen’) is growing up with higher levels of depression and anxiety than ever recorded, with researchers believing that it’s because of their dependence on screens.115

I’ve always been interested in whether the digital world can cause conditions like depression, anxiety and low self-worth, or whether it exacerbates a pre-existing problem. We know that social media can encourage narcissistic behaviours, incite comparison envy and cause low feelings. The digital world was never supposed to replace the ‘real’ world, but the incredible technological leaps we’ve made in recent years can make it seem as if it has. But completely disconnecting ourselves from the digital world isn’t necessarily the answer. Most of us rely too heavily on the internet to ever fully disconnect, but we can minimise our usage for the sake of our health. We can be aware of how we interact with the digital world and the amount of time we spend doing it. We can be aware of what counts as ‘essential’ interaction with the digital world, and what counts as recreational use. With a bit of effort, we can exert conscious control over our engagement with the digital world to maintain good health.

Undoubtedly there will be readers who’ll be inspired by this book to go online and do some research of their own. You might wish to look up The MindShift Foundation, or maybe you’ll explore some of the resources we’ve shared at the end of the book. In fact, it’s the very reason why I’ve provided the information I have. It’s important to have access to helpful resources, so you can make the best possible decisions for your ongoing health needs. Some of the best resources are available online, such as Australia’s vital health portals (which are listed at the back of this book), as are reputable websites such as that of the Mayo Clinic, who are known worldwide for their stellar academic medical research and healthcare treatment and information. The digital world can give us so much information, but not all of it is positive. Some of it can be incorrect or just plain dangerous. For example, there are websites that encourage unsafe behaviour, such as those that promote suicidal ideation or encourage those with conditions like anorexia nervosa to engage more fully with the condition in dangerous ways.

A tool or a crutch?

A ‘tool’ is a useful object that enriches or enhances our life. For instance, we tend to take mobile phones for granted. Everyone’s got one, and life would be more difficult without them. Our dependence on the digitally connected world has gone the same way. Many people believe they can’t survive without an internet connection, which certainly wasn’t the case 20 years ago. In fact, for some people, facets of daily life might fall apart without access to the internet. Such a heavy reliance might even impact their ability to communicate with others away from the online world. Some seem to have forgotten the art of face-to-face communication.

What was once a simple networking tool for knowledge, like the local library, has become an integrated part of our daily lives. It goes beyond shopping and social media. For example, My Health Record stores an individual’s key health information which may be accessed by healthcare professionals anywhere in Australia. In many workplaces, workers fill out their timesheets online, which enables them to get paid. Educational institutions often schedule webinars online to make it easier for the institution to deliver their lessons and for the student to access them.

Has it gone too far? Is there an overdependence on the digital world? It might feel like we’ve done everything in our power to automate our lives to make them easier, but at what cost? Is it possible we’re giving it too much of our time and sharing too much of our personal information in it?

Internet usage in Australia

Research shows that, in the 12 months to September 2018, 20.2 million Australians aged 14+ collectively spent more than 21.9 billion hours on the internet (including working hours), and of that, nearly six billion hours were spent on social media.116 Another study found that of the 88 per cent of the Australian population who engage with the Internet, 69 per cent use social media and nearly 80 per cent engage online with their mobile devices. The same study also found that Australians average five hours and 34 minutes per day on the internet, with more than an hour and a half spent on social media. Facebook is the leading social media application used, with Instagram, Snapchat, Twitter and LinkedIn not far behind. Messaging apps such as WhatsApp and Skype also feature in the ratings. Google was listed as the most popular search engine and Netflix the most popular online entertainment service. The study found that eBay was the most popular online retailer in 2017, but they expected Amazon to surge up the rankings with their recent foray into the Australian marketplace. The study noted that 73 per cent of Australians have searched online for a product or service, with nearly 60 per cent making an online purchase.117

While commenting on the apps we use might seem a far cry away from self-worth and mental health, I’ve added it as I think the knowledge of how and where we spend our time online matters. Some people aren’t aware how much time they give to social media applications like Facebook or Instagram. Awareness is everything when it comes to your health. When you’re aware of your internet usage, you’re in a better position to moderate it so that it doesn’t compromise your wellbeing.

What’s your internet usage like?

It’s important to be aware of how much time you give to the digital world and that you recognise your personal habits. Do any of the following statements resonate for you?

        •  I spend more time on my device or computer than I expect to in a session

        •  I prefer being online more than I do being around other people

        •  I’d rather be online than doing anything else when I’m at home

        •  The first thing I do in the morning is look at my device

        •  My family complains about how much time I spend on my device or computer

        •  I rush other tasks because I spend too much time on my device or computer

        •  I will browse the internet or social media instead of work in a productive fashion

        •  I don’t like being bothered when I’m on my device or computer

        •  I will take my device to the dinner table, the bathroom, everywhere

        •  My life would be less interesting without the internet

        •  I lose track of time when I’m on the internet

        •  I wonder what I’m missing out on when I’m not online

        •  I regularly check social media to see what friends and family are up to

        •  I sometimes check my partner’s social media profiles more than necessary

        •  I sometimes feel anxious or upset after I spend time on social media

        •  I sometimes feel ashamed if I spend too much time online

        •  I stay up later at night because I’m browsing online

        •  I’ve progressively increased my internet usage over the last five years

        •  I can’t imagine my life without the internet

        •  I don’t like being separated from my device.

If you agree with most of these statements, there is a chance that your internet usage is excessive. Consider some of those earlier statistics. Do you spend more than five hours a day online? Do you spend more than an hour on social media? The last point on the above list is important. Do you have problems separating yourself from your devices? This question matters because it may be symptomatic of something more serious, as addiction to the internet is now recognised by psychologists as a serious problem. The World Health Organization has also added conditions like gaming disorders into the ICD-11, which is the International Classification of Diseases. Studies have also shown that internet addiction can increase the chances of developing depression.118

The upside of the digital world

The greatest thing the digital world gives us is connectivity. We can now stay in real-time contact with family and friends anywhere in the world. We can keep in touch with friends when we are not in a position to see them physically. We can even meet new people. If you live in a rural area, the internet enables you to talk to friends and family who live in the city, as well as the opportunity to connect with healthcare professionals without having to travel for hours to utilise their services (see chapter 10 for more on connecting with healthcare professionals from a rural location).

There are numerous practical uses also, such as online banking, paying bills, shopping convenience, research and more.

The digital world also offers apps that can improve lives, such as Headspace or Smiling Mind (see Resources, pages 273–274). These meditation apps on smartphones can help people lower their stress levels at any time of the day or night with just a few taps on their device.

This type of internet connectivity is useful, practical and can make our life easier and more productive. It can also boost emotional health when we’re able to connect digitally with family and friends who live far away.

The downside of the digital world

Overindulgence in food and drink that isn’t good for us can lead to chronic poor health. It’s the same with overindulging in the digital world, with research showing that internet addiction is very much an issue. Dr Sarah Edelman and Louise Rémond note that, in a study they reference, teenagers who went technology-free (no internet, mobile phones or other screens) for 24 hours experienced feelings of isolation, stress, fidgetiness and panicking. Edelman and Rémond reported that the researchers concluded that the teens’ symptoms were similar to the withdrawal symptoms suffered by drug addicts.119 The research indicated to Edelman and Rémond that putting too much time into the digital world can be addictive. But do we have to be addicted to experience negative health effects from the digital world? The answer to that has to be no. Any poor social interaction can lead to adverse reactions, whether they relate to mental, emotional or physical health. It’s the same with the digital world.

Social media

It’s easy to start out with good intentions when visiting social media. We might mean to spend only a few minutes online – perhaps posting a status update or checking for new photos of a friend’s holiday – but end up staying online for hours. It might be innocent enough, with a good friend showing up for an online chat, but it’s also too easy to indulge in online behaviour that might be considered negative, such as looking up a former partner to follow what they’re doing now. This type of behaviour can become obsessive, especially if we’ve experienced an acrimonious break-up with a partner that we are struggling to move past. This is definitely not good for our self-worth or mental health.

Online gaming

Social media isn’t the only addictive online platform. In 2018, the WHO added ‘gaming disorder’ into the ICD-11, the eleventh revision of the International Classification of Diseases. They classify this disorder as a ‘pattern of gaming behaviour (“digital gaming” or “video gaming”) characterised by impaired control over gaming, increasing priority given to gaming over other activities to the extent that gaming takes precedence over other interests and daily activities, and continuation or escalation of gaming despite the occurrence of negative consequences.’120

While some argue that there isn’t enough research for online gaming to classify as a legitimate disorder, and that excessive gaming is likely to be the effect of other underlying mental health conditions, the ongoing reports of families suffering under the strain of gaming addiction – in children in particular – are too numerous to ignore.

Games like World of Warcraft, Fortnite, Overwatch, PUBG and many others have been known to provide online environments that are comfortable to those who perhaps don’t find much comfort in reality.121 For the gamer, games can provide an escape from reality that doesn’t have any real-world consequences. Once upon a time, that might have looked like children playing ‘cops and robbers’ in the street with other kids from the neighbourhood. Now, it looks like a first-person shooter game such as Call of Duty. Children who played with Lego to build towers on their bedroom floor can now build them online in a game like Minecraft. Digital games have evolved beyond simple button presses to multi-player, immersive experiences. Users are heroes in their own universe, as opposed to reality, where they are ‘just another person’. In fact, research has found that role-playing games have the most addictive properties.122

The rise of e-sports can also provide children and adults who don’t have opportunities to perform on the sports field the opportunity to perform in an e-arena instead. Games like Fortnite and PUBG can be played in real arenas to crowds of real people, with real prize money as a powerful lure. It’s become a legitimate way for gamers to make a living. This monetisation can perhaps be argued as a good thing, as it offers a lucrative career path for some people, mostly adults; but when it’s taken to extremes and becomes out of balance with real life it can be dangerous. There have been cases of children with gaming addictions hurting family members or damaging property when their game has been taken away from them, as well as instances of young people suffering serious health issues from sitting in front of a screen for too long.123 There can also be lasting issues with school or work, and changes in mood or behaviour. The same goes for adults. Clearly, this is unhealthy.

Cyberchondria

Cyberchondria is a term that describes when a person takes their health symptoms to the internet with the aim of finding answers, an activity that can fuel anxiety when done to excess. A cyberchondriac can find the symptoms of any disease or condition online and manifest anxiety, believing they have that disease.124 This is not the same as occasionally checking symptoms. This is excessive. Here’s an example. You’re out with friends for a meal and have a great time, but when you get home you have heartburn. As a precaution, you go online just to make sure it’s not serious, but when you put your symptoms into the search engine, it starts to bring up heart disease links. You try to double-check it, but the next page also says heart disease. By now, you’re searching obsessively for information that will disprove what you’re reading, but you wind up feeling worse as you fall deeper into page after page of results that indicate you have a serious condition. In reality, you’re probably experiencing what you initially felt – heartburn – after eating a larger than average meal. Rather than feeling relief at the easy access to information online, you now feel anxious instead. Now, while this may seem like a one-off event, there are those who will use any symptom they feel to drive them back to the internet on a regular basis. This can become a persistent issue, as the internet can offer ready answers.

Clearly, any medical condition is something that is best resolved with a healthcare professional in a face-to-face session, but the accessibility of the internet leads many people to self-diagnose and assume the worst.

One solution to the issue of cyberchondria is to ask your GP to recommend a reputable medical website that you can check when they’re unavailable, such as the Mayo Clinic. This would enable you to place your trust in a reputable source and not buy into information from other websites that might contradict their expert advice. You can feel secure knowing that your doctor recommends that site, and it may soothe some of the anxiety that cyberchondria creates.

Cyberbullying

Negative engagement is a big downside of the digital world. Not everyone wants to connect in a meaningful way. Just as there are bad people we sometimes have to deal with face-to-face, there are bad people online too. For more on cyberbullying, see the discussion in chapter 3.

Online manipulation

Another downside is the manipulation of information in the digital world. This is far more pervasive and something that many people don’t understand or aren’t aware of. It can take the shape of ‘fake news’ or involve insidious scamming.

As with the earlier mentioned teen study referenced by Edelman and Rémond, there are potential psychological and health issues that can come out of excessive digital world engagement. The fact is, our presence in the digital world is just data. To the owners of social media sites, we are nothing more than a series of metrics – targets for advertising material, potential voters in elections, and in the worst case scenario, a target for scammers who don’t care about damaging lives.

Losing our sense of self is a real possibility in this environment. Remaining true to who we are and recognising the value of our real life is what can keep us aware of and separate from the dangerous downside of the digital world.

A life lived by metrics

Living life through metrics is a big downside to the digital world, especially when it comes to social media. It can become easy to define ourselves by ‘likes’ and followers. That’s what a metric is – a standard of measurement, and that’s what social media does. It judges based on metrics. In fact, we all judge by certain measurements.

For instance, someone who offers online marketing services may make their first aim to raise the ‘likes’ for a business it contracts with. A business that has 5000 likes may seem to have greater legitimacy than a business with, say, 200 likes. The more likes a business has, the more interesting and important we think it must be.

Change the circumstances from a business to a person and we can see how that might damage the self-worth of an individual. The quest for ‘likes’ on Facebook – or the ‘hearts’ that Instagram offers or ‘retweets’ on Twitter – can become all consuming. We might start to strive for acceptance beyond what we actually need to supposedly ‘better’ ourselves and our position. The superficial nature of social media doesn’t increase the ability to connect to others; rather, it may lead to less emotionally satisfying situations.

This type of behaviour can be damaging to a person who has supposed ‘low’ metrics. A low number of friends or followers can lead to the development of comparison envy, whereas an overly high number of followers can generate narcissism. Valuing social media metrics over the true value of social media in the minds of consumers – namely, connection – can lead to vulnerable people being manipulated and the loss of self-worth. Instagram and Facebook are starting to take greater notice of this issue. In 2019, both services started to test the effect of hiding ‘hearts’ and ‘likes’ on their patrons. While there isn’t any data to support its efficacy, it’s a step in the right direction.

As to whether there’s an answer for the issue in combating metrics, it really does come down to the self-worth of the individual. Ask yourself if you need ‘likes’ to feel good about yourself. If the answer is ‘yes’, then that’s indicative of low self-worth. I’ll share more on improving self-worth in upcoming chapters, but it doesn’t come from watching the lives of others on the internet.

Health and the digital world

One of the most interesting ways the digital world is progressing is in engagement with the healthcare industry. The 2017 ‘Digital Australia: State of the nation’ report from Ernst & Young found that 55 per cent of people have searched for health advice online. In fact, the report suggests that the healthcare industry will start to develop deeper engagement between the digital world and patients, with the use of healthcare wearables, such as fitness trackers, medical alerts and other devices becoming more prevalent. With the rollout of My Health Record you can see that it’s already begun on a wide scale.

The data collected for the Digital Australia report suggests that Australians are more receptive than ever to wearing digital devices. One particularly interesting statistic found that 74 per cent of respondents would be interested in using ‘at-home diagnostic kits’, which would then send the data to their healthcare professional. Another 70 per cent would like to order prescription refills using a mobile app on a smartphone. However, the report also notes that there is low receptivity to receiving treatment or advice from robotic devices (19 per cent) or anyone other than a doctor (27–32 per cent).125

What this suggests is that, although Australians are interested in knowing and understanding more about their health using easy-to-find information, we’re still not inclined to trust the information unless it comes directly from someone with the appropriate qualifications.

Have you ever used ‘Dr Google’ to research a health condition? There are many people who do this, and done correctly it won’t lead to cyberchondria. For example, the Google search provider tries to offer only legitimate information when we do such a search by sourcing legitimate medical professionals from organisations like the Mayo Clinic, and then checked by multiple other medical sources for accuracy. Google also places a disclaimer in their graph to indicate that the search results aren’t intended as medical advice, and that what they offer is for informational purposes only.126

Beyond Google and other search providers, there are also Australian websites like HealthDirect (the website is listed in the Resources section) that can not only check symptoms, but help you find a healthcare provider so you can see someone in person to get checked out.

And that’s the key point to take away from this chapter. Anything we read online is for ‘informational purposes only’ – the internet is not a diagnostic tool. Look at what you need to, but know that it may not be accurate or relevant for your situation. There is plenty of information out there that is not going to give us the correct advice. That can only come from professionals in their field, who have actually examined your particular case. If you want to know what angina is, for instance, then by all means look it up on a reputable site, but if you’re looking for a diagnosis then take the only worthwhile advice there is and consult a medical professional.

The same goes for mental health. We can learn more about conditions like depression and anxiety through reputable resources (such as those listed at the back of this book), but the official diagnosis must come from a healthcare professional. If you’ve found information on a condition, talk to your healthcare provider about it. Relying on internet sources alone for medical advice is naive, medically irresponsible and possibly even life-threatening. A face-to-face consultation is the best way to get the most accurate answers to your questions and health dilemmas based on your unique health profile, rather than relying on the untrustworthy digital world to do the diagnosis for you.

The tide of information and feelings of disconnection

The digital world can provide us with nearly every piece of information we think we need. We can check the weather, pay our bills, talk to friends and family, and research things that matter to us. We can check the scores of our favourite sports teams and entertain ourselves through various platforms, such as Netflix and Spotify. We can find and read books online, watch movies and keep up-to-date with news from all over the world. The tide of information never stops.

If you’re particularly connected to the internet, then there’s a good chance that you don’t really put away your connectivity either, and this is exhausting. It might feel as if you’re on-call 24/7, with no respite from the never-ending flow of knowledge. There’s always something new to learn, something new to research and something new to buy. Many people look at their mobile device first thing in the morning and last thing at night before going to sleep. If our device is right by our bed, then we’re not even disconnected from the internet in our time of rest.

This constant connection to a device and the internet can lead to a disconnection within. It might sound dramatic, but staying heavily connected to a device is like giving our power of thought away to another. Our last thought as we fall asleep is likely to be focused on whatever was the last thing we read on our device before we put it down. This may mean that we haven’t taken the time to properly wind down for a restful night’s sleep. And if the first thing we do is return to that device as soon as we wake up in the morning, then how can we find any clarity within our own thoughts? Balancing screen time with reality is important.

Our self-worth may be affected by our time in the digital world when we start to place more relevance and value on it as an entity than we do on our life and true connections. In 1998, researchers wondered if the internet was harming the ability of people to interact within their communities and in social relationships. They found that the higher the use of the internet, the greater the decline in the respondents’ direct communication with their families and social circle. They also noted an increase in depression and loneliness.127 And this was a study done in the early days of the commercial world wide web. We have to wonder, more than 20 years on, whether we’ve actually learned anything.

Surely, the answer to that must be no. Based on the earlier figures of Australian engagement in the digital world and on devices, our connection to the internet is stronger than ever.

Is the digital world making us miserable?

It’s hard to claim that an inanimate webpage on its own has the ability to cause mental health or self-worth issues. However, there are aspects of the online world that don’t necessarily make us happy. For instance, more than 500 million people interact with Facebook on a daily basis. Researchers examined whether Facebook influences wellbeing over time and found that the more their subjects engaged with the platform, the more their life satisfaction levels diminished.128

Another study examined whether Facebook increased the likelihood of jealousy and suspicions in romantic relationships. They wanted to determine whether increased Facebook exposure created jealousy above and beyond personal and relationship factors. The researchers argued that increased usage of the platform created a feedback loop, where using Facebook exposed people to ambiguous information about their partner.129

Yet another study examined whether using Facebook in a ‘passive’ sense, such as checking on other people’s profiles without any true interaction, contributed to a decrease in life satisfaction. Not only did it confirm its findings, but it also found that its respondents found Facebook to be a stressful environment.130

A survey conducted in 2018 found that Australians actually distrust social media. The results showed that 47 per cent of Australians distrust social media, with 68 per cent of young Australians (18–24 years) and 53 per cent of those aged 25 to 34 the most distrustful. Interestingly, they noted what causes the distrust. Listed in order, the major distrust triggers were:

         1.   Fake news or manipulation of the truth

         2.   False statistics or audience measurement

         3.   Personal information stolen and distributed

         4.   Anyone can make claims without evidence

         5.   News is sensationalised or becomes entertainment.

The results of the survey also indicated that social media was viewed as more toxic than the banking industry, with Facebook the most distrusted media brand in Australia.131 I find it fascinating that social media can top the banking industry as the most toxic industry, but it does support the idea that the digital world isn’t the best place to be if we’re hoping to better manage our mental and emotional health. As to whether it makes us miserable, that’s surely a personal question for everyone. Research from the USA in 2018 suggests that 74 per cent of Facebook users have either adjusted their privacy settings, taken a break from the platform or deleted the Facebook app from their smartphone.132 Is this a sign of discontent about the platform and the various controversies related to it, or is it indicative of how Facebook makes a person feel? The research wasn’t clear on this point, but it’s certainly a sign that social media platforms aren’t entirely fulfilling the need to connect to others.

Isolation and social media

This leads to a big question. What drives us online? What do we actually get from the digital world that we can’t get elsewhere?

The phenomenon of FOMO, the ‘fear of missing out’, can be linked to larger issues of inclusion and social positioning. It can be argued that the need for inclusion is something that most people value highly, and the lure of social media is something that can satisfy that need. Online platforms can offer the illusion of connecting to people without requiring anything more than basic engagement.

I’m going to talk more about the brain in coming chapters, but social media platforms are in the business of connectivity. And while the connectivity part sounds good, the ‘business’ part is not. It means that someone is trying to make money off us, and to do that, they need us attached to their service and engaged. To keep us engaged, they use addiction triggers, or metrics. These are the likes, hearts and retweets that create feelings of appreciation and reward our engagement. In stimulating a physical reaction to this response, the brain creates dopamine. This neurotransmitter helps us to feel good. When we don’t get that hit of dopamine, we start to feel fear, anxiety, sadness and even loneliness. The only way to get the hit of dopamine and the happy feelings that accompany it is to go back online.133

It’s as though we feed into an addictive cycle. But is it worthwhile if it lessens isolation? I’m not so sure.

One particular study observed the associations between social media and perceived social isolation. They wanted to see if young people who used social media on a regular basis felt less isolated than those who didn’t, but the results were surprising. Young adults with high social media usage were shown to feel more isolated than those who used social media less.134 This is fascinating. In a way it highlights that even though a person can be interacting in the cloud with others, the reality is that they’re most likely to be sitting on their own, maybe at home, but stuck inside their own heads. And even though being online or connected through notifications can get us back online quickly, we’re still not sharing a space with someone. We’re still technically alone.

Accepting the research that indicated social media usage was a factor in worsening general wellbeing, US researchers wanted to test how to change that. They devised an experiment using a control group and a small group of randomly selected individuals. The control group, which is the group who kept their normal routine, were asked to use social media the way they normally did. The randomly selected group of individuals was asked to limit their social media usage to 10 minutes per day, per platform. They then compared their results against that of the control group. Their results showed significant reductions in symptoms of loneliness and depression, compared to the control group. The researchers recommended that social media should be limited to 30 minutes a day to lead to significant improvements in wellbeing.135

The study doesn’t say how the issue of isolation can be resolved for someone who may feel they have issues connecting to others in general, but it does indicate that those who are emotionally vulnerable get little respite, even in the digital world, from loneliness.

Vulnerability in the digital world

For those people who trust easily, the digital world can be a minefield. The internet might be easy to use, but the digital world can be complex and confusing. It’s getting harder and harder to know what’s real and what’s fake. Everything may seem to be played for drama, and we might find ourselves reading a status or a post on social media, or a news report and wonder, ‘Is this the truth?’

Breaking down the manipulations of the digital world is near impossible. However, we can divide it into three different categories: manipulation through social media, manipulation through news media and online scams. We saw the earlier research that listed fake news as a big factor in distrusting what we read online.

If you’re an honest person, you may want to believe what others share online. But if you’re a cynic, you may assume that everything you read is an exaggeration or a lie. Trusting people can find social media and other internet platforms a minefield of manipulation. In fact, the worst part about manipulation in the digital world is that it’s contagious. We mentioned in chapter 3 that social media can obscure how we see reality through the filter of Instagram or Facebook. What happens is we start to reflect the language and visuals we see around us, instead of creating content that is authentic, honest and true to who we are. We start to post images that play into something that we don’t necessarily feel, in order to hide the everyday reality of life.

Not everyone plays this game. In February 2019, TV personality Carrie Bickmore received widespread praise for a post that exposed how far from reality Instagram photos can be, in this case, posts about motherhood. Carrie posted an artfully pretty image of herself napping with her newborn daughter, Adelaide. It showed both new mum and baby to their best advantage. However, beside this, she posted a second photo, which showed her splay-legged on the couch with no artful props, weary to the point of unconsciousness. Just a mum and her daughter, completely exhausted.136

Manipulative social media posts play on our emotions. These posts try to make us want or desire something, leading to comparison envy, or they will use pity or sympathy to their advantage. Here are a few types of manipulative posts that you might recognise from your social media browsing.

        •  Playing on emotion. This is the post that hints at drama but doesn’t explain it. It asks us to interact and say, ‘What’s wrong?’ It’s not the type of post that says we’ve had a bad day because of A, B and C. It’s the post that says, ‘I’m tired of it all and sick of his rubbish.’ That post could be about a partner or the destructive antics of a pet dog. We don’t know until we’ve asked, which can then lead to us getting caught in someone else’s drama.

        •  Posts to stay friends. This is the post from someone that says they are cleaning up their friends list and that you need to comment on it to stay friends. If they’re a real friend, you shouldn’t have to comment on a post to prove it.

        •  Playing innocent. This can be a dangerous type of post as it asks us to buy into a potential victim mentality. This is where the poster states why they took a series of actions that may have caused pain to another. They spin their story in such a light that they had no choice but to act the way they did. Their self-defence is actually a manoeuvre in whatever game they’re playing with the other party involved. In posting publicly, they’re trying to build their claim, garner sympathy and push blame to the other party.

        •  Lying. We’ve talked about lying already in chapter 4, but we have to bring it up here because sadly many people lie in their online universe. We know the reasons why – to appear better in the eyes of others, to raise their standing, or to avoid guilt or shame, and so on. These manipulative posts are damaging not only to their targets but to themselves as well, even if they don’t realise it.

        •  Guilt. People who are skilled manipulators know that playing on the guilt of others is a good way to get what they want. It’s an aggressive tactic, but an effective one. These sorts of posts are done in such a way to suggest that their reader doesn’t care enough about something to entice them to action. This can be in the form of soliciting donations. As an example, someone may post that they had a disappointing turnout at their fundraising event, suggesting that their readers don’t really care enough about their cause to even show up. The person posting this type of manipulative material can elicit donations using the guilt of the reader against them.

        •  Shaming. This one can be tied into guilt quite easily, but shaming not only plays on guilt but aims to increase the self-doubt and anxiety of the reader. This is the post that aims to keep someone down, so the poster can maintain dominance. It might be a subtle dig from a mother-in-law about her daughter-in-law’s last dinner party, or a father sharing how his son didn’t quite get the grades he wanted, knowing that his son will see the post.

Being able to identify news and personal posts on social media and the internet that aim to manipulate people is important. If we’re someone who isn’t aware of the subtle types of manipulation out there, it can lead to situations where we may be taken advantage of or led to believe things that aren’t necessarily true. We talked in a previous chapter about the effects of not being told the truth, so we know that it hurts to find out that things aren’t what we thought they were. This, in turn, can damage our self-worth. It can almost be like we’re getting scammed, which is what we’re going to talk about next.

Scams

A scam is a dishonest scheme that aims to extort either information or money from a person. It’s a fraud and a con. These days, scams no longer just happen over the phone or at the front door, they occur in the digital world too.

Online scams are now so common that many people have some idea of how to avoid them. However, not everyone is so well-informed. As technology gets more sophisticated, scams can evolve quickly to stay ahead of detection. Scamwatch, an organisation run by the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), exists to help Australians recognise and avoid scams. It doesn’t give legal advice or investigate scams; its aim is solely awareness and monitoring. In this way it works towards disrupting scams and keeping the public alert to the dangers of scamming.

The types of scams that are most prominent in Australia are those involving identity theft, dating and romance, investment opportunities, unexpected winnings or money, fake charities, and threats and extortion.

Email scams in particular can be very convincing, especially if they’ve been able to replicate the details of the bank or other organisation the scammer purports to represent. These scams can be very dangerous as the scammer wants us to click on links or open attachments that can lead to the downloading of malware or ransomware, which can infect our computer and lead to the theft of our personal information. These scams also may ask us to part with our banking details or other private information. This is called phishing.

Then there are dating and romance scams. Scamwatch reports that over $24 million dollars was lost by Australians in 2018 in dating scams, with nearly 4000 reports lodged with the ACCC. Social networking sites accounted for over 34 per cent of the victims, with a further 20 per cent listed as general internet victims, 18.9 per cent as email victims, and 13.9 per cent through mobile applications. Roughly 85 per cent of all Australians who reported romance and dating scams noted that they came from the digital world.137 Our American counterparts fare no better, with the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) noting that romance scams rank number one on total reported scam losses at $143 million.138

In a report released in May 2018, Scamwatch noted that in the year of 2017, Australians lost $340 million to scammers – a $40 million increase on 2016. More than 200,000 reports were filed with various government bodies. Investment scams topped the list at $64 million that year, with dating and romance scams coming in second at $42 million.139

What does this say about us? Are we just gullible? Do we trust too easily?

People who are scammed are none of these things. They might be good people who see the good in other people too. They might respond to the flattery of the scammer or see reason in the web of lies that the scammer is offering, or more simply, they just don’t know what to look out for.

Being taken in by a scam can decimate a person’s self-worth. They may lose not just their money but their ability to trust others or themselves. They may not want to engage in the digital world after such an event, nor return to social media. Guilt and shame might follow them as they try to understand why it happened to them. They may not be able to recover their losses, which may lead to financial stress, further adding to their personal distress. However, it’s important to remember that all fault or blame belongs to the scammer alone, never the victim.

Being strong in a digital world

Retaining a sense of self is important when engaging with the digital world. It’s important to not believe everything you read, and to pay attention to your emotions as you engage with the internet and see what reactions are being provoked. Are you having a true reaction to something? Or are you being manipulated by a clever writer out to sway your opinion?

Getting educated is one of the best tools for successfully navigating the digital world. Learning how the internet benefits you and your family on a personal level can help you set boundaries, especially if you have children who may be vulnerable to the content available to them.

Understanding the downside to the internet can help us realise when it’s time to get offline and spend some time with people in reality. If we’re a social media fanatic, we might feel that browsing our friends’ profiles is a little bit of harmless fun, but it’s not hard for comparison envy to set in and our self-worth to decline as we see the things that we don’t have in our own life. From there, it can be easy to develop poor habits, such as for surveillance, when we start to obsessively follow certain people because of what we perceive is a better life than ours. But are you really seeing a better life or has it been manipulated to make it seem better than it is?

Understanding scams is also a vital part of navigating the digital world. We can put as many safeguards in place as possible and still be on the receiving end of a scam. The trick is to verify everything. Someone says you owe them money? Verify the bill. Call the company or the government department and check. Someone has an investment opportunity? Do your research. Look up Scamwatch and see if it’s been reported. Don’t trust things on face value.

Social media is all about metrics and money, although it’s sold to users as a tool for connection. Be aware that the price for free entry into a vibrant digital world is your data. We can play for free, but we will be targeted with advertising and sold fairytales by those we interact with. Knowing what feels real is important and the best way to retain your sense of self-worth. Consider the digital world to be like dipping into your own personal library: visit it for information, but be wary about its application in the real world.

Digital detox

I noted earlier that getting a message or notification triggers the release of neurotransmitters, in particular dopamine, which activates the reward centre of the brain and encourages us to return to our device for more. It creates a loop of check and reward which over time can become unhealthy.

A digital detox aims to break an obsessive dependency on technology. However, we know that disconnecting entirely just isn’t practical. Devices are an intrinsic part of our lives, whether we like it or not. We use them at work and to keep in contact with family and friends. What a digital detox promotes is taking conscious control of screen time. It encourages balance and moderation. Here are some tips on how you can better manage your digital life for better mental health.

        •  Disable notifications

        •  Switch to airplane mode or do not disturb

        •  Delete apps you don’t use

        •  Set your screen’s colour scheme to black and white and make your phone seem unappealing with a monochromatic display

        •  Don’t take your devices into your bedroom

        •  Set a browsing time and stick to it

        •  Find your social media fix in real life

        •  Put your phone away

        •  Update your privacy settings

        •  You don’t need to be ‘on’ all the time

        •  Fight the temptation – go for a walk or do something else.

A digital detox is good for families too. You might consider limiting screen time for your kids or teaching them that screen time must be earned. They might need to do a few simple chores before they get the wi-fi password for the day, such as feed the pets or tidy their room.

A digital detox won’t save anyone from the dangers presented by the digital world, but when you consciously control how much time you give to your online pursuits, you send a powerful message to yourself that your time and self-worth matter.









Points for a mind shift

       1.   Talk to professionals about healthcare concerns; don’t rely on the internet

       2.   Enjoy face-to-face connections with family and friends

       3.   Get educated about what the digital world offers you

       4.   Verify anything you don’t understand.
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Self-worth and career

Like meaningful relationships, meaningful work is a key element of emotional wellbeing. It also has a huge effect on how we live our lives. Many people base the core of their life around their work, sometimes even relocating their family to meet work obligations, like those in the defence force. Some personnel are required to accept a new posting every few years, which often takes them to new bases in different parts of the country. For many people, this would be an unacceptable term of employment; but if you talked to military personnel, you might find that they love their work and will willingly go to wherever they are posted. This is because meaningful work, such as that performed by people who have found their purpose, is an important way to feel good about yourself. Work that you enjoy can boost your self-worth and give you a sense of contentment.

Self-worth in the workplace

The environment in which you work is just as important to the health of your self-worth as being in a job you enjoy. Workplaces come in all shapes and sizes. You can love your job as an accountant, but dislike your open-space office if there’s no privacy to conduct sensitive discussions with your clients. You could love your work as a foreman in a factory, but hate the workplace culture. A poor workplace can potentially lead to serious mental health concerns, such as anxiety and depression, not to mention detrimentally affect how you feel about yourself.

A healthy workplace

Workplaces can often be very different across industries, but healthy workplaces generally share the same characteristics when it comes to wellbeing. They promote good mental health, protect those who are struggling with mental health and encourage others to seek help for conditions like depression and anxiety. You might experience the following in a healthy workplace.140

Positive culture

You and your colleagues generally feel good about coming to work in this type of workplace. Staff are supported by upper management and each other, you enjoy your work and there are clear boundaries around what’s considered acceptable behaviour. You might be happy to go above and beyond to help a colleague or client, and the environment doesn’t foster negativity.

Mental health risks are managed

A healthy workplace knows, understands and espouses the benefits of a healthy lifestyle. It understands the workplace factors that contribute to conditions like anxiety and depression, such as stress, heavy workloads and poor communication, and manages them well.

You are supported

A healthy workplace has a zero-tolerance approach to discrimination in all forms. Not only will a healthy workplace have procedures in place that outline acceptable office behaviour, but if a person shares that they have a mental health condition or feels as if one is being created by their workplace, an employer is obligated to not only act but maintain the worker’s confidentiality.

Good workplace design

Plenty of natural light, standing desk options and a combination of open and private spaces make a big difference to how people perceive their workplace.

Flexible working conditions

It’s important for employers to truly understand what ‘work–life balance’ means. This may mean that when a worker has a sick child, they’re granted time off without question, and that someone who works best in the morning has the option of starting an hour or two earlier. It may also mean offering staff one hour for lunch instead of 30 minutes, or allowing someone to reduce their workload if they require it. Flexible working conditions can boost productivity and offer employees a safety net for when their personal life needs to take precedence.

Unhealthy workplaces

For some, employment is seen as a necessary ‘evil’ required to keep a roof over their head, pay bills and eat. If you see work only in this light, without any of the positive rewards that come from working, it may be damaging to your self-worth. Add this to an unhealthy work environment and your mental health and self-worth are bound to suffer. Here are some elements you might find in an unhealthy work environment.

Generalised negativity

This is the workplace you just don’t want to go to or be in. Everyone suffers from low moods or lack of interest, no one wants to be there, management doesn’t seem to care, and staff are probably already looking for another job. It’s just a generally negative place that doesn’t seem to care about its employees and their needs.

Mental health risks ignored

An unhealthy workplace doesn’t acknowledge mental health in any of its policies or procedures and may even bar employees from taking leave due to mental health. This is illegal and should be reported to the appropriate authorities.

No support from management

Productivity demands may encourage some management teams to neglect the health of their team. For some management teams, the only goal is to reach whatever financial targets are set by stakeholders. This may be at the expense of the physical and mental health of employees. Think of the experience of a salesperson. They may have sales targets they need to hit to retain their job. The pressure from management to succeed can override basic health concerns and put pressure on job security.

Poor workplace design

No natural light, faulty air conditioning, ageing desks, broken chairs, no private spaces . . . some workplaces are horrible. Forcing yourself to not only go to a space which makes you feel depressed but also stay there for 40 hours a week over many years can feel terrible. This can also lead to physical issues, such as back pain from poor ergonomics.

No flexibility

Flexibility is essential to work–life balance and being given some leeway around
                hours or job role can help employees feel valued. No flexibility can lead to a
                feeling of being trapped. Long hours and a rigid schedule can lead to a feeling that
                you don’t get paid enough for what you sacrifice.

Job insecurity

Not knowing how long a job will last can be extremely stressful, especially if you have a family to support. This can often be the case for temporary or contract workers. If an employer promises to extend a contract, but then goes back on their word, this can lead to high stress levels.

Highly competitive

Competitive workplaces might engender greater productivity, but it comes with increased levels of stress and anxiety for employees. I already mentioned sales-focused environments, but many industries can be affected, including journalism, stockbroking and banking.

Bullying at work

Workplace bullying is one of the most toxic experiences that a person can experience. All workplaces should have policies in place against it, but unfortunately it does happen. See pages 169–171 for a look at workplace bullying.

Unrealistic expectations

In the quest for endless sales, some management teams can have unrealistic expectations of staff. They may insist on employees working through lunch, hitting unattainable sales numbers, taking work home or working faster than they’re capable of. They may even ask an employee to do their job without providing adequate resources. Having unrealistic expectations of staff is not only disrespectful but not something that leads to the success of a business.

Lack of recognition

Your self-worth does require acknowledgment that what you are offering has value. A person with healthy self-worth won’t need any validation if they know that they’re worthy regardless of the feedback they get, but you go to work with the expectation of acknowledgment and reward for effort. This might be in the form of a salary, but continually being ignored for going above and beyond, for doing unpaid overtime, or working for less than the approved hourly rate can lead to people feeling used. Recognition for effort can foster a more positive workplace and ensure that employees know their contributions have led to success.

The job itself

Unequivocally, there are some jobs that are more stressful than others. Emergency responders, such as paramedics and police officers, could be put into this category, as could surgeons and doctors.

‘Love what you do and you’ll never have to work another day in your life’ is a nice saying, but not everyone has the opportunity or aptitude to make their passion their job. Many people feel they have to settle for what they can get. Some may be in a desperate financial situation and require the first job on offer, regardless of the workplace conditions or their own desires. This is not healthy long-term, but it might be healthy for ‘right now’ as it alleviates other immediate life stressors like money woes.

If you ask yourself whether your job is contributing to a healthy picture of yourself or diminishing it, what will the answer be?

One study determined that two out of three Australians valued their own happiness more than they valued work, yet the survey also found the ability to pay for living expenses was a major reason to stay in a job.141 This particular dichotomy is what can lead to the degrading of self-worth and even the development of mental illness. Feeling torn between personal happiness and the desire for money is a difficult struggle, especially if you have limited options.

Work and ‘dealing with it’

For some people, it’s not as simple as ‘just finding another job’. A lack of qualifications, aptitude, living location, or opportunities may lead to a person feeling forced to stay in a role which brings them no satisfaction. Those who live in rural areas often face this issue. Feeling forced to stay in a position that brings you little pleasure can chip away at the enjoyment of life.

If people feel forced to remain in their job because of a lack of opportunity or financial distress, what happens then? It depends on the individual, but it’s clearly a ripe breeding ground for the development of conditions such as stress, anxiety and depression. There’s help out there for people struggling to manage how their job makes them feel. See chapter 10 on seeking help from a healthcare professional. Talking to your family might also help.

Understanding the positive and rewarding aspects of your job, in whatever form they take, can be a balm against any ill feelings about the job itself. For some people, that’s enough. For those who feel that their health is suffering because of their job, then it’s time to consider your options. However, it can be said with little doubt, that your work affects your self-worth and your greater health in impactful ways.

Do you work in a healthy workplace?

One in five Australians will experience a mental illness in any 12-month period. Almost half of all Australians between 16 and 85 will experience a mental illness at some stage of their life.142 Your job and your workplace are a big factor in your mental health, so understanding why a healthy workplace is important matters. Feeling satisfied with your job, your employer and colleagues, and your workplace in general is something worth understanding. Thoughts and feelings of someone who likes what they do for a living might look like the following:

        •  I like my job

        •  I feel satisfied by the work that I do

        •  My workplace has plenty of natural light

        •  I can leave my workstation for a break whenever I need to

        •  I like my colleagues and clients

        •  I think my workspace suits me as a person

        •  I’m comfortable at my desk or moving around

        •  I have everything I need to do my job

        •  I’m supported in my job by my colleagues and management

        •  I know the policies that govern my workplace

        •  I know how my workplace responds to mental health issues

        •  I know how my workplace responds to bullying issues

        •  My workplace has let me know my workplace rights or has given me an induction that covers this information

        •  I would feel comfortable sharing any mental health concerns with my manager

        •  I don’t mind working overtime

        •  I feel comfortable taking a sick day when necessary

        •  I like going into work

        •  I don’t feel pressured to take on more than I can handle

        •  I don’t obsess over my work

        •  I don’t take work home with me

        •  My work doesn’t affect my personal life.143

Finding satisfactory work can be so rewarding. When I finished my postgraduate studies, I was the first woman ever to be awarded an internship with Qantas. I can’t even begin to share how happy I was with my job. It was the beginning of a rewarding corporate career that led me to meet fascinating people all over the world. I hadn’t always been happy in my personal life, but my corporate life was completely different. I thrived in that environment and went from strength to strength. Work showed me that I mattered.

I encourage you to look at your options. If you’re somewhere in the middle with how you feel about work, then it’s worthwhile considering what you can do to increase your enjoyment in your job or whether it’s time to start looking for something more fulfilling.

According to one report, only 56 per cent of employees believe that their most senior leader values mental health, yet 91 per cent of employees believe that mental health in the workplace is important. While there have been great strides in ensuring physical safety in workplaces, only 52 per cent believe their workplace is mentally healthy.144 That’s a difficult figure to accept. I think it’s a worthwhile exercise looking at your workplace, and if you think it’s unhealthy, see what you can do about it. Can you help your employer improve your work environment? Or are you in a position where you need to seek a healthier workplace?

Early warning signs of poor mental health onset

While not everyone can change their work situation without other life consequences, there exists a greater problem of people being unaware that their mental health and self-worth are deteriorating under the pressure of working in an unsuitable environment. There are some early warning signs to look out for and which can be addressed when they are understood.

Have you ever experienced any of these?

        •  Finding it difficult to concentrate on tasks

        •  Procrastination

        •  Feeling overtired or exhausted

        •  Easily angered or frustrated by tasks or people

        •  Overly emotional or teary

        •  Using illicit substances to cope

        •  Having trouble making decisions

        •  Avoiding conflict to the detriment of performance

        •  Working beyond designated hours

        •  Isolating yourself in work

        •  Feeling trapped

        •  Feeling like you don’t belong at your job

        •  Trouble turning off

        •  Changes in mood

        •  Increased resentfulness about work

        •  General unhappiness with your job.

When you do something bad for your health, such as overworking, stress and tiredness can creep up on you without you realising it. You could be walking into a stress-related disorder and not even realise it because it’s become your new ‘normal’. There’s only so long a person can sustain an increased workload without experiencing signs of physical or emotional stress. The question then becomes, do you share it with your employer or colleagues?

Do you talk to your employer?

For some people with a mental health concern, whether to share with an employer that you’re not doing so well can be a difficult decision. While your rights are protected, some job roles may have certain mental health requirements. Whether you choose to share your concerns with your employer is something that requires thought about the consequences.

Legal responsibilities in the workplace

You’re not legally required to tell your employer about any mental health conditions, unless there’s a risk to other people. The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 makes it unlawful to discriminate against, harass or victimise people with disabilities, and that includes temporary, permanent, past, present, future or presumed mental health conditions. Safe Work Australia monitors workplaces, which have to be physically and mentally safe for all employees, and the Privacy Act 1988 means that employers must observe the privacy of each employee.

Employers can ask personal questions of an employee if there is a legitimate need, such as the safety of a workplace depending on the capability of the employee.145

Remember, seek appropriate legal advice when required and talk to people you trust about whether or not to confide in your employer about your mental health.

Why work is beneficial to self-worth

Working does come with benefits to both mental health and self-worth, and work can play an important role in managing your ongoing health. Here are a few ways that working is beneficial to health and self-worth.

        •  Minimises fixating on health. Focusing on what makes you feel bad can make things worse. Sometimes, having an external influence like work can allow you time off from over-analysing things and offer practical, goal-oriented tasks that go towards achievable aims.

        •  Structure. Getting lost in your feelings can lead to not feeling grounded. Routine and structure through work can give you the grounding you need to help you manage your mental and emotional state.

        •  Security. Work can ease financial strain and therefore remove a potential worry factor from your thinking. Knowing that you’ll have money in the bank may also allow you the freedom to seek treatment for any health concerns should you require it.

        •  Role model. In going to work, you might be just the role model that someone else needs. A colleague might have been suffering in silence, but if you’ve been able to share your experience, then seeing you do well might be the inspiration they need to seek help for their own issues.

        •  Purpose. This point ties very closely with your self-worth. Having purpose can help you immeasurably. Knowing that you get meaning from your work or that work helps you to find meaning in life can be fulfilling.

Work that is meaningful and challenging can generate a strong feeling of achievement and lead to feelings of optimism. Having realistic expectations of yourself and setting achievable goals will have the best results for growing your self-worth.146 There’s more about purpose on pages 176–180.

Working with others

Business relationships can have just as powerful an effect on a person as intimate relationships. How we get along with colleagues, employers, clients and others can affect self-worth in varying ways. People won’t necessarily act according to your standards of behaviour, so there may be occasions where you don’t agree with others. How you treat others, and how others treat you, can have a powerful effect on your self-worth.

It doesn’t take much for a workplace problem to get out of control. All it takes is one difference of opinion and any workplace trust can be lost, especially if it comes down to matters of workplace safety. A workplace that focuses on achievement and performance to the exclusion of everything else can cause diminishing self-worth. Critical feedback, day-to-day negativity and competitiveness can lead to burn-out and depression.

When you feel you have little control over your workplace culture, it can be useful to talk to someone, like your manager or HR department. While some cultural aspects perhaps can’t be changed without an implementation plan, which might make short-term change hard, you shouldn’t have to put up with any kind of behaviour that constitutes a personal attack.

Bullying in the workplace

Bullying is a repeated verbal, physical, social or psychological attack and one of the biggest reported problems in Australian workplaces. It often involves the misuse of power by an individual or group towards one or more persons. It shows itself through acts that are humiliating or demeaning, with demonstrations of power at its core. In a workplace, bullying can cause serious long-term problems and destroy team culture. (See also cyberbullying in chapters 3 and 6.)

Bullying behaviours in the workplace

Be on the lookout for these behaviours characteristic of bullying:

        •  Physical or verbal abuse

        •  Taking advantage of someone else

        •  Negative teasing, being rude or impolite

        •  Spreading misinformation about a colleague

        •  Fooling around that goes too far

        •  Harassing someone based on their race, gender, religion, sexual orientation or disability.147

What isn’t considered bullying?

It’s easy to feel maligned in a workplace, but you should be aware that even though something may feel like bullying, not all instances are. These usually relate to management. Reasonable management actions include:

        •  Annual performance reviews

        •  Meetings to address underperformance

        •  Investigating and disciplining misconduct charges

        •  Changing an employee’s job role

        •  Refusing permission for an employee to return to work due to a medical condition.

The effects of workplace bullying

The effects of bullying can feel intense to the victim. You might notice the following:

        •  You feel less confident about your performance

        •  You don’t want to go to work

        •  You feel scared, anxious or depressed

        •  You don’t feel you can trust your workplace

        •  You experience physical symptoms of stress-related disorders, such as headaches

        •  You lose sleep.

Bullying can seriously affect your quality of work and life, is unlawful and is not something you should have to put up with. It damages self-worth and can cause frustration, fear, anger and even suicidal ideation. The outcomes could well be devastating without intervention.

What can you do about bullying?

Report it. Your workplace should have a dedicated manager or HR person you can report your bullying concerns to in confidence. If you fear for your safety, go directly to the police. Your employer has a responsibility to provide a workplace free of bullying, and most workplaces have a zero-tolerance approach to bullying behaviour. You don’t have to suffer in silence. Here are some other actions you can take.

        •  Get informed. Know the policies of your company and your rights. Understand what care is afforded to you and know the path that reporting the bully will take. Prepare yourself in case your company requires mediation or something similar.

        •  Keep notes. Keep notes of what happens and when, including your own actions and the names of anyone who may have witnessed the bullying behaviour.

        •  Follow up. If you find you report the situation and nothing changes, you may need to go above your manager or even your employer. Remember, your employer has an obligation to provide a safe workplace environment. There are external agencies who can help, including your union (if you have one), the Fair Work Commission and even the Australian Human Rights Commission.

Self-worth in the office

Maintaining your self-worth in a work environment might seem challenging, depending on your job circumstances, but remember that what you think determines what you feel. No one can make you feel anything without your permission. When you choose to believe someone else’s words over your own self-wisdom is when you hit trouble. It’s easy to get critical of yourself and only notice the things that make you feel bad. Replacing negative self-talk is a good place to start, but what else can you do?

Give yourself credit for effort

Keep a record of your best efforts to remind yourself of just how capable you are. Note down three things per day that you feel you did well as a reminder to think highly of yourself.

Stop the self-criticism

It doesn’t help you and it certainly doesn’t solve problems. Thoughts like these can lead to procrastination and other delaying behaviours which can make problems even worse. Find a sign or symbol that says ‘stop’ (it may even be an image of a stop sign used in traffic signage) and look at it whenever you find your thoughts becoming negative. Leave it where you can see it as a reminder that you need to reframe your negativity into a more productive thought.

An example of this might be ‘I’m never going to finish on time. I’m a failure.’ STOP. ‘I’m not a failure. First, I’m going to ask a colleague for help, and then I’ll check to see if I can get an extension, and if necessary, I’ll take lunch at my desk to finish it on time.’

However, not everyone wants or needs a visual cue. If you’re able to recognise self-critical thoughts or behaviours, have the strength of will to tell yourself ‘Stop!’ mentally.

Trust yourself

If you’ve been doing your job for a while but suddenly don’t trust your instincts, then you’ve forgotten how to listen to yourself. Fear and low self-worth can keep people from knowing that they’re doing the right thing, and that they have been all along. Remind yourself how long you’ve been doing your job and trust that you’re doing well.

Learn how to say no

You put pressure on yourself when you say yes to every task that crosses your desk. What happens when there’s too much work and not enough time? Having the self-confidence to say no, or at the very least providing an accurate time of when you can complete your work, shows a great understanding of time management and proves to your colleagues that you can stand up for yourself.

Avoid perfectionism

While some people call perfectionism in the workplace a positive trait, for many people it’s not. Perfectionists can linger too long on the finer details at the expense of the bigger picture. Some people also feel that unless their work is perfect they won’t get proper recognition or they’ll be thought of as less than good. This is unlikely. Sometimes ‘good enough’ is just that.

Create your own space

You might feel more confident if you have a space at work that’s your own. If you have your own desk, you might like to personalise it, so that it feels like ‘you’. If you hot-desk or lack privacy, you may like to have a designated rest place where you can switch off for a few minutes. This might be in the lunchroom or outdoors. Some companies have outside areas that might be suitable, or you might even have a park nearby that you could visit.

Be proactive

Know your passions and seek out projects that ignite them. Try to find projects at work that interest you or align with your life purpose. If that means learning new skills, then take up the challenge.

Running a small business

While working in a team environment of a larger company comes with its own set of challenges, you can usually be assured of job security. However, a person who runs a small business has a different experience. In some ways, it’s better because you might be able to work from home, have greater flexibility of hours and choice of work, and you have greater control over your life. Yet running your own business also causes a greater burden of responsibility. This can lead to higher stress and anxiety levels. Here are a few issues faced by small business owners:

        •  Feeling isolated

        •  Putting in too many hours

        •  Worrying about money

        •  Lack of physical activity if deskbound

        •  Always connected to devices or work if you work from home

        •  Not taking enough breaks

        •  Heavy workload with no help

        •  Long periods with no work or pay

        •  Lack of socialisation.

Not all small businesses are a success. There are statistics that suggest that over 40 per cent of small businesses fail within the first three years.148 While some of this can be attributed to poor business management, a lot of it has to do with the stress and mental health conditions that develop through carrying a heavy workload. A failed business can be extremely damaging to self-worth. It can lead to feelings of failure, unworthiness and a person feeling that they’re not good enough for anything. Confidence can be destroyed and it may stop them from trying to go into business again.

When work gets too much, looking after your health becomes even more important. Ensuring you have work–life balance is vital, as is taking time out for yourself. Here’s how you can look after yourself with a small business.

        •  Availability. Set work hours for yourself and adhere to them. Don’t work dusk to dawn just because you’re at home. Give yourself a structured day and stick to it. Set boundaries for your clients and ensure they’re aware of when you’re not available. Consider setting rules for yourself around emails, such as checking them once or twice a day, or once an hour – whatever works best for you without harming your business and health needs.

        •  Routine. While you’re setting hours for yourself, don’t forget to add a lunch break. Getting up and taking some fresh air on a regular basis is good for you and will help keep your mind clear. Consider using work methods like the Pomodoro technique,149 or set alarms to give yourself an auditory reminder of when to get up.

        •  Time away. If you started your own business for work–life balance, then be flexible with yourself and take the occasional afternoon off. Take a break and visit your local café or take your kids somewhere fun after school while there’s still daylight.

        •  Consider outsourcing. Do you have to do everything? Can you consign your bookkeeping to someone else? Can you hire an assistant to take care of administration? Can you outsource any part of your workflow to an outside party? Sometimes this can be a cost-effective method, especially if you know that someone else could do it faster.

        •  Weekends. Working seven days a week is too much for a person. Taking time off allows you to recharge your batteries and approach your work with fresh vigour.

        •  Find a confidant. Everyone needs someone to talk to. Consider finding a confidant who understands your work and can listen to your concerns. Think about using a mentor to foster a growth mindset, and keep lines of communication open with family and friends.

Purpose

I believe that having passion is critical to life purpose, but it also requires effort to make it real. Anyone can dream, but only those willing to act on their desires will ever achieve their goals. Purpose can build your self-worth. It can validate your existence in a way that little else can. Someone with healthy self-worth and purpose – and the willingness to do the hard work – can achieve their goals. What gives you meaning? What do you really want to do with your life?

How many times have you heard people minimise their work and use the word ‘just’ in front of their job title? I’m ‘just’ a mechanic. I’m ‘just’ an administrator. I’m ‘just’ a barista. Are they not more than their role? Perhaps they’re the best mechanic in their neighbourhood. Maybe they’re the only administrator who can solve any accounting problem. Maybe they’re the barista who always remembers your name and greets you with a smile every time. You don’t have to be ‘just’ anything.

In fact, you are so much more than ‘just’ your job or ‘just’ a parent or ‘just’ another person. Purpose should get you out and into the world, forging a path towards a future that is for you alone. Does it mean that you have to create some amazing new business? No. Purpose only asks that you live according to your own authentic goals. Your purpose might lead you to nursing because you know that your purpose is to look after others and nursing bests suits you, your temperament, your abilities and your future life goals.

What’s my purpose?

If you know what your purpose is, then congratulations! Half of the mystery of life is already solved for you. All you need is to just keep going. But what about those of you who aren’t quite there yet? If you’re still looking for an answer to that big question, try asking yourself these questions. (You might want to write some of your answers down in your journal or a notebook.) And if you genuinely want to know what your purpose is, then be honest with yourself.

        •  What do you want to do?

        •  Does money matter in your pursuit of purpose?

        •  Do you know how to attain your purpose?

        •  Are you committed to making your life purpose a reality?

        •  Do you think you could make a life out of your purpose?

        •  Is it a realistic purpose?

        •  Is it okay if your purpose can only ever be a hobby?

        •  Will you get discouraged if there are roadblocks on the path to success?

        •  What needs to happen to make your purpose real?

        •  Do you think people will support you as you make your purpose your reality?

        •  Do you understand what’s required to make your purpose happen? List the steps.

        •  Do you think you’ll be happier living your purpose?

Be realistic about your goals. Do you need to do some further study? Do you need a mentor? If you’re serious about living with purpose, then start researching how you can make it real. It’s also worth remembering that only you can live your purpose. It’s great to have supportive family and friends, but they have their own purpose to find.

The purpose process

If you have a life goal that you want to make a reality, then you need a plan to put it into action. Passion + Effort = Purpose. There’s a certain practicality in making purpose a reality. The MindShift Foundation was a passion of mine that became reality. For years, I’d wanted to give back to the community, but I wasn’t sure how best I could help people. I thought about all the things that I’d been through and I knew I wasn’t alone in feeling down on myself at times; I was sure that others also felt that way. I also knew plenty of people in the health industry who were exhausted, underfunded and overburdened. I wondered what could be done if we started advocating for better preventative mental health measures in the community. I started to plot out how I could make this happen. I began to reach out and talk to people and before long, I had people around me who were interested in helping with my first campaign, ‘The Glass Half Full’ project. Without Passion + Effort, it would have just remained a dream. Instead, we’ve run multiple campaigns at state, federal and community level, and have a voice in the mental health industry. Our latest campaign (at the time of writing), ‘MindShift to a Better Place’, is our biggest one to date and has seen us gain a presence in GP reception rooms, and that all comes down to effort and a passion for encouraging preventative mental health measures.150

Consider trying the following points as you make your plans.

No excuses

Don’t give yourself an ‘out’. Don’t put off the hard work because you’re tired, you need to focus on your current job or it’s ‘not the right time’. For the most part, those are excuses that delay starting to the point where it might never happen. And if you’re not working at your purpose, are you sure it’s even the life purpose for you?

Make time

If you want your goal or purpose to become a reality, you’ll go above and beyond to make it happen. You might need to make room in the evenings and the weekends to work at your purpose, but it’ll be worth it when your life transforms in the way you envisage. Making the time will be worth it.

Make it profitable

Learn the best way to make money from your purpose – as the saying goes: ‘Love what you do and you’ll never work another day in your life’. If you want to make your dream your life, then learn how to turn it into an income.

Have friends

Support matters throughout this process. You don’t want to feel you’re going it alone, so confide as often as you can in friends and family. Additionally, get to know other people who share your interests. Consider attending networking functions to meet others in your industry.

Find mentors

We all need mentors and inspiration along the way. Someone who understands your purpose can give you solid, practical advice to make your path easier. A mentor can give you direction and be a pillar of strength if you hit setbacks.

Block the people who disapprove

There’ll always be someone who disapproves or throws the ‘should’ word at you – you ‘should’ do this, you ‘should’ do that. They’re not helpful. All they’ll end up doing is residing in your head, taking up space and contributing to negative self-talk that causes doubt. Kick them out and fortify your self-worth.

Do the hard work

Passion + Effort = Purpose. You might find that you need to work really hard, but do you know what? You’re going to be so proud of yourself for what you’ve achieved. You might hit roadblocks, so go around them. Setbacks are a constant on the road to success.

Always push ahead

Don’t let anyone, least of all yourself, hold you back. Regret is the curse of those who wait. It’s in your power to change that by always moving forward in your goals. Set measurable targets and aim for frequent wins.

Purpose and self-worth

You might like your workplace. You might feel that your purpose within that workplace is going to take you to bigger and better places. Or you might feel that your purpose should take your work down a different road. Whatever your situation, your self-worth underpins every step of this journey. It’s critical to manage your self-talk and work at keeping your self-worth healthy. Focus on what you’re good at and set small, achievable goals for yourself every day. Disconnect from work to rest and spend time with your loved ones, and allow yourself to be good at things you want to be good at. If you know your purpose and have a plan to live it, then with healthy self-worth you’ll achieve it.









Points for a mind shift

       1.   Understand what makes a healthy workplace

       2.   Learn how to recognise an unhealthy workplace

       3.   Manage your mental health at work

       4.   Find your purpose in life and go for it!
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Self-worth and health

Hopefully, what you’re seeing by now is that your self-worth has the capacity to affect every area of your life. It interacts with every aspect of your mental, emotional and physical self, but also your work life, relationships, and the digital world, so an awareness of how pervasive low self-worth can be is key to improving your life and especially important when it comes to preventing mental health conditions. You need to have an understanding of what constitutes your self-worth in order to push ahead and take care of yourself. Your whole self-worth is never just one aspect of you or your interactions with others – it is the sum view of everything. When you know you are worthy and are living a life of purpose, you’re more likely to do your best for yourself to maintain both your physical and mental health. A person with healthy self-worth will usually be healthy in general. Someone with unhealthy self-worth may have a number of health issues, whether they are physical, mental or emotional.

Self-worth and mental health

I have talked about how feeling worthless, self-critical and other behaviours are indicative of low self-worth, but when you feel those low feelings over a prolonged period of time, they can become something far more sinister. With low self-worth fuelling a mental health condition, the burden of pain may feel as if it can never be lifted. Anyone who’s suffered from anxiety and depression can usually state that their worst days are something they wouldn’t wish on their worst enemy.

However, researchers at the University of Basel in Switzerland suggest that interventions aimed at the development of self-worth might lower incidences of depression and anxiety.151 In their study, they used what’s known as a ‘vulnerability’ model to study their data. This model predicted that people who have low self-worth are at risk of depression. They tried using other models to compare their findings, but the evidence was overwhelming that low self-worth is a major risk factor for depression and anxiety. They concluded that people with low self-worth don’t actually try to disprove their self-concept, but verify it through their interactions with others. You’ve seen the many ways in which your self-worth can be harmed by both yourself and the people around you. And when behaviour becomes ingrained, when the same thought runs through our heads again and again, that’s when an intervention is required – before it gets out of control and becomes habit-forming. Exploring how low self-worth works in conjunction with a couple of debilitating mental health conditions might offer a further understanding of this concept.

Anxiety

Anxiety is something that everyone’s felt at some point in their lives. It happens when we feel stress, worry, fear or panic, and for some people it can be immobilising. Anxiety is an extension of the ‘flight or fight’ response, which is the body’s way of dealing with impending danger. Anxiety is one of the most commonly diagnosed mental health conditions. Some anxiety diagnoses might be:

        •  Generalised anxiety disorder

        •  Social phobia

        •  Specific phobia

        •  Obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD)

        •  Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)

        •  Agoraphobia

        •  Acute stress disorder.152

Signs of anxiety

Anxiety is not something to be taken lightly. Feeling any symptoms of anxiety can be frightening. You might recognise certain feelings and symptoms mentioned in chapter one, such as:

        •  Worry

        •  Fear or apprehension

        •  Racing mind

        •  Powerlessness

        •  Agitation

        •  Panic.

You may also be experiencing symptoms like:

        •  Heart pounding

        •  Sweating

        •  Nausea

        •  Dizziness or light-headedness

        •  Twitching or fidgeting

        •  Issues with sleeping

        •  Restlessness

        •  Dry mouth

        •  Tension headaches.

With low self-worth compounding anxiety, you may also be thinking:

        •  ‘I’m wrong, it’s all wrong, nothing’s right’

        •  ‘I can’t handle this’

        •  ‘I’m useless’

        •  ‘I think I’m dying’.

Additional symptoms for those people with low self-worth who suffer from anxiety might be hypersensitivity, hyper-vigilance, obsessive compulsive behaviours, and overachieving or underachieving behaviours. It’s important to remember that anxiety is often a combination of psychological, physical and behavioural symptoms, with low self-worth often making them seem more intense.

Clinical psychologist and MindShift Foundation advisor Dr Lars Madsen advises that anxiety-management techniques can help allay some of the symptoms, as does understanding more about anxiety. Essentially, Dr Madsen believes that education is an important way to manage anxiety.153

Relieving anxiety

Anxiety requires professional intervention, but you need to be willing to put in the effort and help yourself too. If you want to lessen the effects of anxiety, then I would always recommend consulting your GP, who may ask you to consider trying the following.

Psychological treatment

Consult a therapist for assistance in developing anxiety-management techniques. A therapist can help you to implement new ways of thinking and counsel you on the best way to manage your anxiety. They might also help you with problem-solving, as personal issues are often what incites anxiety.

There are empirically supported methods of intervention that can assist in the treatment of anxiety, such as:

        •  Cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT). As mentioned earlier, thinking patterns can become ingrained to the point where we don’t even realise that we’re automatically thinking negative things about ourselves. CBT shows us how our thinking affects how we feel and teaches us to reframe our thoughts.

        •  Interpersonal therapy (IPT). This therapy focuses on problems in relationships and developing the skills needed to navigate dealing with other people. IPT can also help people dealing with grief.

        •  Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT). This is a form of cognitive therapy that focuses on mindfulness and being aware of the present moment. This technique uses mindfulness to stop the mind wandering to unhelpful thoughts or the past and future, where nothing can be changed. This is a therapy often used in managing depression symptoms after diagnosis.

e-health programs

You can now access online treatment for depression through any device. Major programs are accessible nationwide and focus on cognitive aspects of treatment, such as reframing thoughts and changing behaviours. Some psychologists might recommend that e-health programs are used in between face-to-face visits with a therapist to ensure effective, continuous treatment.

Medication

In some cases, a specialist may recommend medication to control severe anxiety, such as antidepressants (even if you don’t have depressive symptoms) or a short course of benzodiazepines, which are drugs that reduce tension. Medication isn’t always the first treatment on offer; most people go through therapy first. If you require medication, make sure to ask plenty of questions about what you’re being offered. Ask what the benefits will be and whether there are any potential side effects.

Learn about anxiety

The MindShift Foundation is all about awareness to action. The more you know, the better placed you are to take practical action to manage your situation. The foundation encourages you to ask for help, and then to take the time to learn about anxiety. If you recognise symptoms, then you’re in a position to alleviate them. Please see the Resources section (on pages 273–275) for more information.

Find what relaxes you

Knowing how to calm yourself down is a key tool of any self-care plan. It might be something as simple as closing your eyes and counting to ten, or going somewhere quiet to sit on your own for a few minutes, but knowing how to settle yourself is vital as it can provide you with a few moments to find clarity and slow the panic within.

Breathing for calm

The breath can be a powerful tool. Breathing in a steady fashion, long and deep, can help relieve anxiety. When you take deep breaths, it forces you to slow down. You can use that opportunity to employ your relaxation techniques and find equilibrium.

Building self-worth

Symptoms of anxiety are often noted when people don’t feel good enough about themselves. Building self-worth can reduce the severity of anxiety, as it removes any type of negative self-talk from the situation. If anxiety is founded on the fear that a person is ‘useless’ or ‘worthless’, then working on increasing self-worth may in time eliminate that thought and allow it to be reframed as ‘I’m useful and can get things done’.

Depression

As mentioned previously, around one in five Australians will have experienced a mental health disorder in the last 12 months, with more than one million people seeking help for mental health issues.154 Depression is a common problem, and nearly everyone feels some sort of depressive symptoms at some point in their life. There is no single cause of depression, and it affects everyone differently. The symptoms vary widely. There are also different forms of depression, such as:

        •  Major depression (which also comprises melancholia, psychotic depression, and antenatal and postnatal depression)

        •  Bipolar disorder (once known as ‘manic depression’)

        •  Cyclothymic disorder

        •  Dysthymic disorder

        •  Seasonal affective disorder (SAD).

Signs of depression

Depression can be seen and felt as a numbness or low mood that just doesn’t go away. It’s not a simple case of the blues that will just disappear; it’s much more pervasive. You might feel:

        •  Sad, down, or empty on an ongoing basis

        •  Worthless

        •  Guilt or shame

        •  Miserable

        •  Overwhelmed.

You might experience:

        •  Lethargy or low energy

        •  Loss of appetite or weight

        •  Withdrawal from social life

        •  Loss of interest in normal activities

        •  Increased sleep or appetite

        •  Trouble concentrating

        •  Slowed thinking or speech

        •  Diminished energy for life, love and sex

        •  Back pain or headache

        •  Feeling run down

        •  Digestive issues

        •  Suicidal thoughts.

You may be thinking:

        •  ‘Life is too hard’

        •  ‘I’m worthless’

        •  ‘It’s all my fault’

        •  ‘I’m a failure’

        •  ‘People would be better off without me’.

People with depression may also display some behavioural signs, such as not going out any more, or an inability to get through their day, and they may even withdraw in all ways from their life. Compound depression with low self-worth and you have a big problem. Self-worth issues are often ingrained and deeply habitual in nature, and are usually cemented by adulthood. With bad habits shaping attitudes in ways that are subtle and complex, change requires considerable unlearning to find a path to recovery from depression.

Relieving depression

As with anxiety, depression requires professional intervention. Your doctor is a good place to start, as they can rule out any physical issues that may be causing any symptoms of lethargy. Your doctor then might like to refer you to a specialist to try the following.

Psychological treatments

Just as with anxiety, there are empirically supported methods of intervention that can assist in the treatment of depression, such as:

        •  Cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT). As mentioned earlier, thinking patterns can become ingrained to the point where we don’t even realise that we’re automatically thinking negative things about ourselves. CBT shows us how our thinking affects how we feel and teaches us to reframe our thoughts.

        •  Interpersonal therapy (IPT). This therapy focuses on problems in relationships and developing the skills needed to navigate dealing with other people. IPT can also help people dealing with grief.

        •  Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT). This is a form of cognitive therapy that focuses on mindfulness and being aware of the present moment. This technique uses mindfulness to stop the mind wandering to unhelpful thoughts or the past and future, where nothing can be changed. This is a therapy often used in managing depression symptoms after diagnosis.

e-health programs

You can now access online treatment for depression through any digital device. Major programs are accessible nationwide and focus on cognitive aspects of treatment, such as reframing thoughts and changing behaviours. Some psychologists might recommend that e-health programs are used in between face-to-face visits with a therapist to ensure effective, continuous treatment.

Medication

Some people may require medication to manage depression. If you need to take medication, such as antidepressants, make sure you understand why you need the medication, how it will help treat your depression, and the duration of your treatment.

Learn about depression

As with anxiety, the more you know about depression, the better placed you are to take practical action to manage your situation. Depression is a serious condition that requires intervention, so ask for help and then do what you can to understand your condition better. If you want more information, please see our resources at the end.

Lifestyle

A change in lifestyle can help relieve symptoms of depression. This is something you can do without professional intervention and involves actions like taking exercise, trying yoga or meditation, and improving your diet. Refer to chapters 11 and 12 for more about implementing these lifestyle changes.

Building self-worth

As the University of Basel study suggests, early intervention focusing on a person’s self-worth may lead to a better sense of self and greater resilience against the pull of depression.

Treatment for depression using a therapeutic technique like CBT can improve self-worth as it interrupts the links between thinking, feeling and acting in negative ways that create and maintain habitual negative behaviours. It can also give you control over your thoughts and behaviours, which is conducive to better self-worth, and this in turn creates new habits of perceiving, thinking and experiencing that implement helpful and healthy habitual cycles.

Eating disorders

Body image is a much bigger factor in our health than most people realise. An eating disorder requires psychological intervention, so please ask for help if you suspect that you might have one. See chapter 3 for more information about body image and self-worth.

Self-harm and suicide

First, if you or someone you know is considering self-harm or suicide then we highly recommend that you contact emergency services. There are people who can help you through these low feelings and guide you back to a life of meaning. For a list of organisations that offer emergency help, see the last page of the book.

The reasons that people take their lives can be complex, yet there are a number of recognisable risk factors which might lead a person down that path.

        •  Low self-worth

        •  Ongoing issues with a mental health condition

        •  Illness or disability

        •  Being the subject of ongoing bullying/cyberbullying behaviour

        •  Losing a family member or friend to suicide.

At the core of self-harm and suicide is a perceived hopelessness that overrides every other emotion in a person. Research in the past has indicated that suicide can be seen as an escape from the self; a desire to be apart from the painful self-awareness that shows a person that nothing in their life is as per their expectations. This can make this extreme measure of self-harm or suicide seem like an acceptable path of action.155

A lack of worthiness within and a deep unhappiness can prevent people from seeking help early, as they often don’t feel like they deserve help. Added to that, some people create unreasonable standards of what their life should be. Research has found that suicide rates are actually higher in countries with high levels of wealth and education.156 It can be argued that the risk is greater because there is a generalised higher standard, and perhaps unreasonable standard, of what we deem to be ‘happiness’. Someone might have a family, a nice house and all the money needed to live comfortably yet still feel as if they’re not worthy and life isn’t worth living. Think of a celebrity who has taken their life. To many people, they might seem to have had an enviable life with all the perceived advantages that come with fame. They’re held to a high standard of expectations, but in reality they go through work problems too, they have relationship woes and may be the subject of intense bullying, perhaps even more than for ‘normal’ people because it happens in the public sphere.

Low feelings and poor mental health don’t discriminate – they can happen to anybody. Without support from those who care about them, a person with suicidal thoughts can feel completely alone.

In Australia, more than 3000 people took their lives in 2017, with suicide being the leading cause of death for Australians between the ages of 15 and 44. Of that figure, 75 per cent were male.157 These statistics are hard to read, especially when it’s estimated that for every death by suicide, there are at least 30 people who attempt to end their lives.

What can be done?

If you know someone who’s finding it difficult to cope, reach out to them. By starting a conversation, you may give them an opportunity to express how they’re feeling. This could potentially be a lifesaving act. If you’re the one who’s finding it hard to cope, please contact emergency services for urgent help or a 24-hour counselling line to be heard. Lifeline can be reached on 13 11 14.

Having the following can also make life easier:

        •  Supportive friends and family

        •  Meaningful work and life purpose

        •  A sense of control over one’s life

        •  Knowing how and when to ask for help

        •  Access to good health services.

People with low self-worth aren’t automatically vulnerable to self-harm or suicide, but it may be a risk factor. Helplessness is often at the core of low self-worth, so taking the time to build it can also help build inner resilience. When we are resilient in the face of life’s challenges, we give ourselves a better platform to manage our mental, emotional and physical health. And again, if you or someone you know is thinking about self-harm or suicide, then please speak up. There’s help out there for you.

Self-worth and the health of your body

Having poor self-worth can lead you to neglect your body in various ways, and may indirectly be the cause of other health issues.

Weight

Weight is one of the biggest concerns for most people. There are whole industries set up to sell the dream of being thin, which is touted as a lifestyle choice as opposed to a health-management issue. A person’s weight isn’t always determined by what they put in their body; it’s also determined by how they think, genetics and their personal approach to health management. People with low self-worth and under heavy stress may lose weight, but some people may also gain weight. Nutritional biochemist Dr Libby Weaver wrote that: ‘People believe that in order to become healthy they must lose weight. I believe the opposite is true: in order to lose weight, we must become healthy’.158 If you have a complex relationship with food or don’t understand nutrition, what you put in your body may not adequately fuel it. Also, when you feel overwhelmed by something like stress, you might make poor food choices. A healthy diet will ensure that your body is at least taking in the correct balance of nutrients required.

Australian Dietary Guidelines

Different bodies require different fuel, and depending on where you were born or grew up, or if you have allergies or an illness, you may have different needs from mainstream diet options. The Australian Dietary Guidelines have been developed by the National Health and Medical Research Council and leading nutrition experts, and with input from the Australian Government. They were created from a body of evidence and data from around the world. What they offer is an approach to eating that promotes health and reduces the risk of diet-related health conditions and diseases.159

There are five main guidelines:

         1.   To achieve and maintain a healthy weight, be physically active and choose amounts of nutritious food and drinks to meet your energy needs

         2.   Drink plenty of water and enjoy a wide variety of nutritious foods from the five food groups (vegetables, fruits, grains/cereals, meats/alternatives and dairy/alternatives) every day

         3.   Limit intake of foods containing saturated fat, added salt, added sugars and alcohol

         4.   Encourage, support and promote breastfeeding

         5.   Care for your food; prepare and store it safely.

Healthy eating

When choosing meals that best suit you, the Australian Guide to Healthy Eating asks that you try to incorporate foods from the five major food groups every day.160 Healthy eating doesn’t focus on just one food group but many, as your body requires a variety of nutrients to maintain optimal health. This leads into the subject of diets.

Dieting

Does dieting even work? The verdict is mixed. While experts believe that some diets work in the short term, most believe that they fail in the long term. They can be confusing, consisting of hard-to-find foods, or they might even ask that you fork out a lot of money for meal planning. They also don’t necessarily increase your knowledge about diets and healthy eating, especially if you’re being sold a new diet through the media or by your favourite celebrity every year. For a time it was the Atkins diet that was fashionable, then it was the zone, and more recently it’s been the Paleo diet; and at the time of writing, it’s the Keto diet. Remember Dr Libby Weaver’s words: dieting for health rather than for weight loss appears to be the best way to start your journey to better health through food, with weight loss a likely consequence of eating more healthily and adding exercise to your daily routine.

The best diets usually have one thing in common – eating plenty of fruit and vegetables. The Mediterranean Diet is considered a good diet for overall health, with a study finding that it can minimise the risk of heart attacks and stroke by 30 per cent.161 This is a diet that emphasises eating fruit and vegetables, wholegrains, nuts, legumes, olive oil, fish and seafood (a couple of times a week), poultry, eggs, and cheese and yoghurt. Red meat and sweets should be saved for special occasions, but a bit of red wine is okay.

Another well-regarded diet is the DASH diet. DASH stands for ‘dietary approaches to stop hypertension’ and is popular with heart foundations and also some diabetes advocacies. This diet also advocates fruit and vegetables, wholegrains, lean protein and low-fat dairy. It asks you to minimise fatty, sugary and salt-heavy foods, and has been found to be a good long-term diet that works to improve your health.162

The key point to note about both of these successful diets is that they don’t focus on weight loss but health itself, and ensuring that you’re putting the right foods into your body on a regular basis.

Psychological issues with food

It’s important to note that some people have issues with food, not because of their diets, but because of psychological factors. If you were ever body-shamed as a child, for instance, there’s a good chance that either losing weight or eating well will be problematic until you have an opportunity to deal with that issue. It’s worthwhile talking to a therapist about this, as there’s a good chance that dieting won’t work in the way you desire until you sort out your headspace.

What you can do

The key to physical health through food is to develop healthy eating habits that you can stick to every day. That’s when you start to see success for health. You can perhaps try some of the following:

        •  Make healthier meal choices

        •  Ignore social media and the latest fads

        •  Don’t diet for looks, diet for health

        •  Make realistic food choices

        •  Purchase food that you know you’ll eat

        •  Get off the seesaw of dieting and bingeing.

Consider your eating patterns and habits and make a plan for a healthy diet that focuses on the reality of your life, not anyone else’s. If you think your diet is unhealthy, consider writing down three changes that you can implement today to push you in the right direction. Healthy body weight is important for your mental health and will help you fortify your self-worth.

Sleep issues

Having issues with sleep isn’t uncommon in those with low self-worth. It’s not unusual to find people struggling to sleep, as those who over-analyse find getting meaningful rest problematic. A lack of sleep can leave you feeling drained and emotional, which can affect your sense of worthiness. Small tasks can seem insurmountable and you might have little patience for those around you. One study found that a lack of sleep robs you of your neutrality and can put you into a form of emotional overdrive which makes you feel oversensitive.163

When you have enough sleep, you’ll get sick less often, have less stress, have a better mood, think clearer and concentrate better at work or school, make better decisions and avoid injuries. If you’ve ever been on a highway in Australia, you’ve seen signs like ‘Drowsy Drivers Die’. Fatigue is a silent killer on our roads. Sleep also curbs inflammation, something that can lead to heart disease and arthritis. If you’ve ever had a long day on your feet, you’ll know the benefit of being off them. A good night’s sleep can aid this. Studies have also found that a lack of sleep is associated with gaining weight.164

Finding a good sleep routine will ensure that your temperament is at its best. You could try the following:

        •  Give yourself at least six hours of rest at night

        •  Don’t take your phone to bed with you

        •  Consider a short meditation or mindfulness ritual before you go to sleep. This might relax you and allow sleep to come more easily.

Exercise

Regular exercise is essential for good health. Unfortunately, many people work in jobs that force them to sit in front of computers all day. This is not conducive to good health. A sedentary lifestyle doesn’t do anything to help your fitness or energy levels, and may lead to issues with unhealthy weight. Raising your fitness level is not only beneficial to your physical health but it can help your self-worth too. Regular exercise can also lower the risks of cardiovascular disease and boost muscle tone. It can also make you feel good. When you exercise, your body releases endorphins, which are neurochemicals produced by your pituitary gland in response to stress and pain. They’re a natural painkiller which get released when we laugh, meditate, exercise and more. These can lead to the happy feelings that some people get when they exercise.165

Exercise and mental health conditions

There’s a growing body of research that suggests that exercise should be one of the primary treatment options for major depressive disorders and anxiety. One study found that moderate and vigorous aerobic exercises (such as brisk walking, swimming, running, cycling, etc.) significantly improved the wellbeing of those who suffered from depression, with supervised sessions under the guidance of physiotherapists and other physical educators providing the best results. It’s worth noting that they didn’t use yoga, tai chi or other such exercises, as the researchers noted that these already had been proven to have a positive influence over depressive symptoms.166 Another study focused on whether aerobic activity (such as brisk walking, running or swimming) was better for treating depressive symptoms than non-aerobic training (such as weightlifting, sprints or climbing stairs) and found no discernible difference in results. The group who were on a running program showed roughly the same positive results as the group who undertook strength training, coordination and relaxation.167 Another study found that physical activity may even prevent depression entirely, with around 150 minutes per week of walking a suggested exercise regime.168

The Australian government recommends that adults undertake approximately 2.5 hours of moderate physical activity per week, or 75 minutes of intense physical activity per week, with the aim of raising that over time to five hours of moderate physical activity per week or 2.5 hours of vigorous physical activity per week. Moderate activity is something like a brisk walk, dancing, golf, cleaning windows or pushing a pram. These are activities where you can still talk while exercising. Vigorous physical activities include jogging, cycling, aerobics, team sports and any task that involves carrying, lifting or digging.169

Basically, the standard recommendation is to attempt 30 minutes of exercise at least five days per week.

Pushing too hard

Exercise doesn’t necessarily mean going for a run or doing aerobics classes. It might be something as simple as going for walk, doing some gardening, riding a bike, or practising yoga. If you’re just getting back into exercise, then move at a pace deemed safe, especially if you’re carrying long-term injuries. For instance, if you have trouble with your knees, you might consider trying a low-impact aerobic exercise such as swimming.

Over-exercising can cause just as many issues for someone as not enough exercise. When you push your body too hard, it will no longer work for you. When your body is placed under too much stress it won’t function properly. Make sure you keep your doctor apprised of your physical activities so they can help you achieve your best health results.

A balanced approach to exercise, together with a healthy diet and sufficient sleep, will give your body the best possible chance of helping you look after yourself.

The connection between mind and body

I want to look at the tangible connection between the mind and the body, something that can show us how what we think and feel can affect our health, beyond how we treat ourselves. So many physically healthy people get told that their problems are all in their head. It’s not always the case. I personally believe that what happens in your mind can cause what happens in your body. As a child, I experienced panic attacks. One of my recurring panic attacks always happened on the day the teachers released our school reports. I was so scared of my father’s reaction to my results that I was physically sick. I was even sent to the school nurse. Anyone who’s ever had an anxiety attack can attest to these feelings manifesting in their body. It might start in your mind, but your body feels the effects. Why is this?

The brain and body

Cortisol is a steroid hormone that our body releases in times of stress. It has a number of useful features, such as helping our bodies respond to danger (flight or fight), controlling blood pressure, reducing inflammation and so on. Our body tries to regulate its release, as too much cortisol can be dangerous. In fact, a build-up of cortisol can form a protein in the bloodstream known as the amyloid protein. When we’re continually stressed, the body will continue to release cortisol – despite it not being good for us – and the amyloid protein will continue to build up in the body, which can disrupt healthy organ function. If you have a stressful job or personal issues that cause you stress, the long-term sustained release of cortisol is not good for your body. It suppresses the immune system which lowers your defence against disease. Australian neuroscientist Dr Stan Rodski, author of The Neuroscience of Mindfulness, has studied this subject at length and notes that the research into the mind–body connection doesn’t necessarily say that psychological issues cause disease, just that psychological issues can be a risk factor in the development of some diseases and a risk factor in the weakening of the immune system.170

Some researchers have taken the work on cortisol a step further to look at how it’s related to the atrophy of the hippocampus. The hippocampus is part of the limbic system and is the area of the brain that is associated with memory, emotions and motivation. A key factor in determining your self-worth relies on your memories, so the hippocampus is important in that regard.171 One study found that those with low self-worth had lower hippocampal volumes than those with healthy self-worth. Those with poor self-worth were found to have increased risk of depression, anxiety, legal and illicit drug use, and cardiovascular issues. For those researchers, the correlations between the hippocampus and self-worth could not be ignored.172

Other research has also found links between low self-worth and poor health,173 but the overall message here and now is that stressful thoughts and feelings can lead to your body taking on the stress. The research suggests that people with low self-worth who are susceptible to stress-related symptoms may struggle with their health.

The power of the mind

Talking about the body and the brain can be overwhelming. Unless you work in the field of medicine or you paid close attention in health classes at school, there’s a good chance that you don’t necessarily know a lot about your body. Understanding who and what you are as a being in the grand scheme of things can broaden your awareness. Knowing why you act the way you do can inform your thinking and improve your health. Examining how you think leads to an important question: is there a difference between the mind and the brain? The research has shown that your state of self-worth can affect what happens in your body, so how do you understand this? How can you control what you feel, so that your body isn’t affected by your low feelings?

Let’s step back for a moment and look at how we define our mind and brain. It’s not an easy concept to explain, but I’ll do my best. The mind may be defined as the spark of consciousness within your body; the controller of the world of thoughts, feelings, beliefs and imagination. Your brain is an organ, the grey matter that coordinates the mental and physical actions of the body. With effort and focus, your mind can control the actions of your brain, and therefore the actions that Dr Rodski described.

Dr Dan Siegel, a psychiatrist and professor based at UCLA in California, has written extensively on the subject of the mind. Dr Siegel says that the mind is not just brain activity, but a ‘self-organizing, emergent process of complex systems’. He follows up his definition with, ‘the mind is an embodied and relational process that regulates the flow of energy and information’. So, to Dr Siegel, the mind is not just ‘grey matter’, but an integral part of the process of establishing harmony within.174 He coined the term ‘mindsight’ to describe the human ability to ‘perceive the mind of the self and others’, as a ‘focused attention that allows us to see the inner workings of our minds’. He believes that this ability allows us to get off ‘the autopilot of ingrained behaviours and habitual responses’, and control the emotions we experience.175

In their book, You Are Not Your Brain, US psychiatrists Jeffrey Schwartz and Rebecca Gladding talk about something similar when they talk about ‘deceptive brain messages’, which they define as ‘any false or inaccurate thought or any unhelpful or distracting impulse, urge or desire that takes you away from your true goals and intentions in life (i.e., your true self)’. In their book, they offer ways to break this cycle and note that the brain creates a cycle to respond to the deceptive brain messages. So you first have your deceptive brain message (such as ‘I am worthless’), you then feel an uncomfortable physical or emotional sensation (such as despair or anxiety), and then you may indulge in an unhealthy habitual behaviour or action to soothe the emotion (such as comfort eating or smoking), and then the loop begins again as you chide yourself for the habitual behaviour with the deceptive brain message of ‘I am worthless’. You strengthen the brain circuitry and the habits become entrenched. ‘I am worthless’ becomes a pattern of thinking that gets harder to break. You, as a person, as a mind, don’t want to think that way, but your brain only knows this pathway because you’ve never shown it another. Luckily the brain can form new neural connections when the mind takes control, which is fantastic for those who want to change how they think.176

Schwartz and Gladding also talk about the ‘Wise Advocate’. This is a beautiful concept and one that ties in well with the concepts of self-worth that we’ve been talking about in this book.


The [Wise Advocate is the] aspect of your attentive mind that can see the bigger picture, including your inherent worth, capabilities and accomplishments. The Wise Advocate knows what you are thinking, can see the deceptive brain messages for what they are and where they came from, understand how you feel (physically, emotionally) and is aware of how destructive and unhealthy your habitual automatic responses have been for you. The Wise Advocate wants the best for you because it loves and cares for you, so it encourages you to value your true self and make decisions in a rational way based on what is in your overall best interest in the long term.177



In a way, it’s as if the Wise Advocate is the spokesperson for your self-worth. Other people might think of it as the voice of their inner self, the little voice within that fights back against negative self-talk, self-criticism and blame. You say, ‘I am worthless’, and this voice says, ‘No, you are not’.

Overall health and wellbeing

Trying to tie up what your health is in a simple package is a difficult job. Health means different things to different people. Research has shown that depressive symptoms can lead to coronary disease,178 and we know that things like exercise can improve your health and your self-worth. Inside each of us, we know what our vision of health should look like. As Schwartz and Gladding suggest, we should be led by our inner advocate, the part of us that knows intrinsically what’s in our best interests. How can you do this?

Understand your temperament

What sort of personality are you? Are you a nervous personality? A confident one? An assured one? Knowing this can help you determine how you respond to problems and issues. It can give you an idea of your personal resilience to stress.

Understand the symptoms of mental health conditions

When you are aware of what constitutes anxiety and depression, you have the ability to do something about it. One of the hardest things to face is a problem that you don’t understand. Awareness of symptoms can allow you to change your situation.

Understand what your body needs

When you know that your body needs good food, exercise and rest, you can treat it right. Some people don’t understand what food to put in their body and can go for years without correcting this issue. When you know what your body needs, when you fuel it right and treat it right, you do yourself a massive favour.

Understand the mind-and-body connection

Without intervention it’s easy to fall into habitual behaviours, and without maliciously meaning to, you may start to negatively affect your health. If you think you’re worthless, you’re sending that message to your body and your body will react in automatic ways that don’t always benefit you. You may feel as though your body is betraying you, but in truth you have the capacity to change this. You can intervene in habitual behaviours by changing how you think. You can take action and change your life for the better.

The next chapters show how to do this. As mentioned at the start of this book, The MindShift Foundation believes that awareness can lead to taking the right action. You have the power within you to make changes for the better in your life, and your self-worth can guide you.









Points for a mind shift

       1.   Your health is made up of your physical, emotional and mental wellbeing

       2.   Awareness of symptoms of anxiety and depression may help you prevent their occurrence

       3.   Moderation and balance in lifestyle factors will lead to the best health outcomes

       4.   Your body and brain can operate independently of conscious thought

       5.   The mind can control the body.
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Awareness to action

To really succeed at making changes and sustaining them, it’s important to acknowledge that both awareness and action are necessary to the process. When you learn and develop new skills, you need to first understand the theory and techniques, and then practise those techniques until they work for you. As you gain experience through action, you further add to your awareness and broaden your body of knowledge.

When it comes to self-worth, awareness means understanding what healthy self-worth means to you, and how to build it up as we strive towards positive wellbeing and strong mental health. Who you are matters and you are worthy and capable of so much when you have belief in yourself. Taking action means giving yourself the opportunity to create that healthy self-worth.

Any action you take to develop your self-worth comes with benefits. You can improve relationships with those around you, live a life of purpose and achieve your optimal health. Developing self-worth can lead to greater resilience. When you are resilient you are less susceptible to conditions like depression and anxiety. So what’s the first action to take? You may know the answer to this by now: it’s asking for help. I cannot stress this enough. You don’t have to make this journey alone. Before I look at who and how to ask for help, I’d like to talk more about wellbeing and developing a mindset that’s open to growth.

Wellbeing

Wellbeing has become a popular topic in recent years, with some people really committing to the ‘wellness lifestyle’, while others perhaps feeling it’s just another ‘thing’ that you have to buy, a consumable remedy that can fix you with a juice cleanse and time in a resort paradise. It’s become such a buzzword; yet all ‘wellbeing’ ever really meant was ‘being well’. Now, you get juices, healing crystals, jade eggs, tonics, detoxes, powders and shakes which are all expensive and often have minimal supporting evidence that they even work. You might see Instagram influencers ‘living their best life’ in beautiful and exotic places, sponsored by brands to spruik their product. And while there’s certainly money flowing through that industry, it’s estimated that the entire wellness economy, which includes public health services, is worth $4.2 trillion worldwide.179

True wellness says that health and ‘being well’ is within everyone’s reach. It doesn’t need to be expensive. When you have an awareness of what constitutes good health (physical, mental and emotional), you have the means to flourish in your life. True wellbeing comprises aspects of how you live your life and feel about yourself, not products you have to buy.

It’s about:

        •  How you feel about yourself (your self-worth)

        •  Treating yourself well and looking after your body

        •  Cohabitating well with the people around you

        •  Living your purpose

        •  Valuing your life.

When you have positive wellbeing, your resilience and ability to cope with challenges are stronger, you’re self-sufficient and able to take care of yourself, and you know your triggers and reactions to adversity. This can help protect you from stress that may lead to anxiety and depression. When you understand the signs and symptoms of mental health conditions and have healthy self-worth, you’re in a better position to maintain your wellbeing. This is what we mean when we talk about wellbeing.

Mindfulness

Mindfulness is a useful tool that goes with wellbeing. Time seems to go so fast, what with work, relationships and life in general pushing you forward. When you’re mindful, you slow down and live in the moment. Mindfulness can help you gain control over your thoughts, and when you have control over your thoughts you can better generate change within your body. You can ease your body into rest and give it a chance to restore itself.

Mindfulness can also help you:

        •  Deal with your problems

        •  Make better decisions

        •  Improve your concentration

        •  Manage stress

        •  Increase brain function

        •  Slow down panic reactions

        •  Encourage reasoning and practical thinking

        •  Give your self-worth time to flourish.

Being mindful asks you to take your time, to not rush, and to believe that you’re worth taking the time for. In being mindful, you give your self-worth every chance it needs to grow with protection from your mind. It’s like saying to yourself, ‘It’s okay. Just slow down, relax and be present in this moment.’

Envisage your future

The reason wellbeing and mindfulness matter when it comes to your self-worth is because when you decide to take action to improve your life, making the decision to ‘be well’ is actually a mindful one. In committing to wellbeing, you’re already engaging in mindful behaviour. You’re giving yourself permission to commit to yourself and make your life more manageable.

If you’re working on your self-worth, there’s a good chance that you’re not 100-per-cent happy with your life and are planning for a future that potentially has less stress and a healthier life with better outcomes than you’re experiencing right now. Every decision you make on your self-worth journey engages with the true principles of both wellbeing and mindfulness, which is based on your awareness of what you need and your willingness to take action.

Think about what you want for your life and let the true person you are under all of your fears and insecurities emerge from within. Consider writing down what your future might look like if you choose to work on your self-worth. Will it be better? It should!

Mistakes on the road to success

It’s not necessarily going to be an easy road if you commit to working on a better future for yourself. Finding good health can often present challenges that you just can’t foresee. Mistakes may happen, and that’s okay. A mistake is a learning experience. It may feel as if your self-worth takes a hit when you make a mistake, but if you learn from it, you’ll rarely make the same mistake again. You might consider that a ‘growth mindset’. In learning from the mistake, your understanding grows and you add to your pool of knowledge. Ignoring mistakes does not help you grow, especially if you repeat them. Novelist Paulo Coelho famously wrote, ‘When you repeat a mistake it is not a mistake any more: it is a decision.’ This goes back to mindfulness and giving yourself the time and space to make good choices for yourself.

However, mistakes do happen, even to those who try to learn from them. Here are a few that you might make unintentionally on your journey to change.

Not believing in yourself

There are some great people out there, but the only one who can really help you is you. Listen and take on the wisdom of others, but act according to your own inner wisdom, the voice buried beneath the negative self-talk and hype.

Don’t lose sight of your personal goals

If you’re mindful, you’ll never lose sight of what you really want. In order to achieve your goals, take a step-by-step route with small milestones. Aiming big when you have no planned route to get to your desired end goal will result in you soon losing sight of your aims. Take baby steps and enjoy the process.

Becoming someone new

You’re not trying to change your personality when you work on your self-worth. The whole ‘new you’ concept isn’t what you’re aiming for here. What you’re trying to do is find the inner you, the one that’s been there all along, but has been hidden under layers of trauma or stress. A transformation for the ‘wow factor’ isn’t the goal. It’s you being healthy and authentically you.

Dragging others with you

You might be so enthused with the idea of working on yourself that you want others to be part of that journey. It might come from a good place, but just as you had to come to this decision in your own time, so do they. All you can do is share how your experience is having a positive benefit on your life and you might find yourself a role model, with others willing to follow your lead.

Going into trauma alone

When some people start to explore their self-worth, they find themselves experiencing their past trauma. This is a sad and unfortunate part of working on yourself. You can often find yourself in some scary emotional situations where you may relive past incidences that brought you misery. This is not wise to do on your own. Some people have been through terrible things, and carrying such a burden may need the assistance of a doctor or therapist to help process some of the emotional and mental scars that remain. Please ask for professional help if you think you’ll need it.

Bringing it all together

So, how do you make it all work? How do you start to work on your self-worth? Consider beginning with a plan that complements your motivation. We’ll look more at plans shortly, but for now, start to develop an idea of the personal goals you want to reach. It can be anything from trusting yourself more to feeling more confident in your eating choices. Make sure that they’re goals that really interest you, as you’re more likely to stay motivated if you’re inspired. If there are aspects of working on self-worth that you’re reluctant to deal with, such as confronting past trauma, try to see the benefits of what working with that trauma will do. Will it give you clarity? A greater understanding of how to deal with your pain? Will it help you find a sense of closure? Think about writing some of these goals down and find a way to chart them, so you can see your progress.

People who succeed do so because they aren’t willing to give up. It’s not that their goals are any easier than anybody else’s goals, but they take the good with the bad, learn from their mistakes and continue pressing forward. They are resilient because their end goal matters more to them than the pain they may encounter on the way. Your self-worth is worth fighting for.

Ignoring the hype

It’s important to reiterate that you’re not buying into a fad here. Your self-worth isn’t some mystical concept. We are dealing with a measurable psychological phenomenon. I’m not suggesting that you ‘eat, pray, love’ your way around the globe. I’m suggesting that you look deep within yourself at the person you are and assess what you need to feel better about yourself and your life. I’m hoping that you’ll be willing to institute real-world changes in your life.

Do you know that feeling when you go on a holiday? While you’re away you feel great, and when you get home you think that feeling will last; but within a few days of returning to reality it’s gone and you’re stuck with the same pressures and burdens that you faced before you left. Luxurious resorts and a couple of vacation weeks for some self-love and relaxation may be a well-earned escape, but it doesn’t change the world you live in if you’re not happy with your inner self. You might fortify yourself for a short period of time, but it won’t last. Building and nurturing your self-worth is a lifetime commitment. It needs to be tended every day, sometimes in just small ways, to remain healthy. There is no quick fix when it comes to your self-worth. It does take work.

Finding change frightening

If you’re looking to make real change, it means that your life as it is now has to change. What are you willing to give up to make that happen? For some, change can be frightening. By its definition, ‘change’ means that things won’t stay as they are, and you may have to let go of some things, whether they be thoughts that no longer serve you or a job or relationship that doesn’t nurture you.

Consider these statements about change:

        •  Change makes me feel excited about the future

        •  Change might make things hard, but I know that it’s necessary to make my life better

        •  Change is frightening, but it comes with hope for better days

        •  I try to find the positives in change

        •  I don’t try to avoid changes, I embrace them

        •  When I’m challenged, I can push on without too much stress

        •  I know that my mistakes and failures only serve to make me better

        •  I’ve failed before, but I don’t hold it against myself

        •  I try to always keep learning, as depth of knowledge makes change easier to understand

        •  I like to consider change carefully before going ahead with it

        •  I’m generally happy with my choices.

How do you feel about change? Do you align with any of the above statements? Change can be frightening and unsettling, and it might seem to come with the prospect of instability or the unknown. You’re certainly not alone if you dislike it. It’s much easier to curl up and hide or ignore the things that make life hard. However, when things stay the same you can expect that nothing will ever get better. If you’re looking to improve your health or self-worth, then by its very definition things must change. If you know that change is likely to induce anxiety, then it’s worthwhile talking to someone you trust about your fears.

Talking to friends and family

If you’re not ready to see a healthcare professional yet still want to talk to someone, consider starting with a simple conversation with someone you trust. It might be a family member, partner or friend. Let them know that you’re not happy with where your life is at. Talk about your understanding of your situation, how your self-worth is faring and, if you feel comfortable, ask for their insight.

Choose the right person

Think carefully about who you want to talk to. The right person will be a good listener, have good feedback to offer, and may even be a role model who’s been on their own self-worth journey. The wrong person is not a good listener, doesn’t take you seriously and will brush away your concerns. This can do more damage to your self-worth.

Choose the right time

This probably isn’t a conversation you want to rush, so don’t call your friend if you know they have to do the school run in 10 minutes. Give yourself enough time to have a decent face-to-face conversation. Be aware of their personal situation too. You don’t necessarily want to have this type of conversation if the other person is unwell or preoccupied, as their focus is likely to be inward.

Be concise

You can choose the right person and still lose their attention with rambling stories. I know you have to get your words out and say everything sitting in your heart, but when you’re concise and explain your problem as simply as you can, you give your listener the best opportunity to really listen to what you have to say, comprehend the issue and offer appropriate consolation or advice.

Avoid blame, self or external

If you choose to talk to family members or a partner about your doubts, it may be a double-edged sword as they may have had a hand in enabling or causing some of the issues with your self-worth. If you’ve chosen to talk to your family or partner, try to avoid any blaming or shaming. This won’t inspire them to listen to you and may add to your low feelings.

Try not to catastrophise

It’s so easy to turn to drama in order to get heard or seen. Try to keep things in perspective and not let fear or anxiety lead you to exaggerate the facts for dramatic impact. Stay calm and don’t get carried away. Be mindful with the words you use and take a deep breath if you feel as if your mind or heart is racing. Because you’re talking about self-worth and other serious issues, it’s best to keep it simple and reasonable. Your message will come across more clearly without catastrophising what you have to say. Keep it simple.

Ask for feedback

It can be really hard to ask people what they think of you or your problems, but if you’re at the point where you want to talk to someone close about your problems, then you probably would like their feedback. Another perspective can add to your awareness and might even give you a new point of action.

Try not to get defensive

Listen to the advice on offer, even if it’s hard to hear. When you get honest feedback from someone, even if it’s delivered in a kind or authentic way, it still might be something that you don’t really want to hear. You may even get unwelcome advice. Getting defensive or biting back if you asked for feedback isn’t fair on the person you chose to confide in. Think about what you’ve been told and if it works for you and resonates then take it on board; if not, discard it. Not everything other people tell you has to become your reality. Only you can choose what to let affect you.

Support the person who listens

If someone’s taken the time to listen to you, thank them, and listen if they in turn want to confide in you. This can often happen with friends. You might ask them out for a coffee and the conversation starts with you sharing your issues, but then turns into a two-way sharing session. If you’ve chosen the right person to talk to, they’ll probably keep the focus on you at this important time.

Include others in your plans

When you set your plans for actioning change in your life, you may like to involve others along the way. If you’re going to see a therapist, consider sharing how the session went later with your partner or family. If you’re undertaking a dietary change and implementing exercise, consider asking family members and partners to join in and try it all together. If you want a more relaxed lifestyle, include your partner and both take ‘time out’ days when you can relax together.

Negative reactions

It can be hard to know how people will react when you choose to tell them your concerns; that’s why choosing the right person to talk to is so important. However, if you know you’re beyond talking about your problem and are at the point where you want to change, then the reactions of people when you tell them may be challenging, especially if it involves them. Here are a few typical negative reactions that you might come across.

Disappointment

If you’re in a point in your relationship where your self-worth can no longer take the stress and dysfunction and you choose to leave to spare yourself continual low feelings, sharing your decision will no doubt cause disappointment. The same goes for other relationships, such as work or friendships.

Not taken seriously

You might have done a lot of research and work to understand more about self-worth, but when you share your needs with others, there may be some who don’t take your concerns seriously. They might not have listened to your concerns properly or they dismiss self-worth as ‘not a real issue’ because they don’t understand it. This can be painful when you’re already struggling. Try to emphasise that you want to take better care of yourself. You may need to turn to others for the support you need.

Interrogation

While you may just need someone to listen, there are those who can turn into interrogators while trying to understand your concerns. If you don’t quite know how to articulate where you’re at, this can feel overwhelming. You might not want to share everything or you may not even know yourself what the problem is, just that something needs to change. You may need to set some boundaries to ensure that you don’t feel the symptoms of anxiety at their probing.

Anger

This can be a frightening situation. If you’re trying to talk to someone who has had a hand in causing some of the difficulties you experience with your self-worth, then you need to go in understanding that they may react angrily. If you know that you have to speak up regardless, then take adequate precautions to ensure your safety. Consider a discussion in a public place or with another person to unofficially mediate the conversation or provide you with support. If you’re trying to talk to an abuser, consider talking to a healthcare professional first for the best advice on how to approach this situation. It may not be safe to do so, and if that’s the case then, please, seriously consider if this is your best course of action.

Solutions

If you’re talking to the right person, there’s a good chance that they might offer solutions. This type of reaction is great as it shows a proactive listening approach and care that everyone deserves from someone. However, if you’re talking to the wrong person, their advice might be irrelevant, uncaring or inappropriate. Take every conversation and every piece of advice offered to you under advisement.

The important thing to remember about the reactions of other people is that you’re not getting an objective opinion, but a subjective one. Their reaction is based on their opinions and feelings, so in a sense, it’s not necessarily your truth. Listen to what others have to say to you, but if it doesn’t work for you, then let it go.

Tips for helping others

If someone with low self-worth approaches you for help, there are a few things you can say to help them. If you’ve suffered from low self-worth or a more serious mental health condition, then you know how lonely that can feel.

You might consider saying:

        •  What can I do to help?

        •  I’m here for you.

        •  This conversation is private.

        •  Have you seen a doctor?

        •  Have you done any research into this? We could do it together.

        •  Do you want to do something to take your mind off it for a while?

        •  Things can get better.

Words can sometimes feel empty, but just being there is often enough for someone who needs to talk. Sometimes you just need to listen to what they have to say. Ask questions or comment where appropriate to interject as it shows that their problem is a priority for you in that moment. Being heard is so important and in fulfilling that function you might be saving someone’s life.

Know what you need

Going back to your own needs, awareness to action means understanding and applying knowledge to create change for wellness. One thing that you need to know and understand in this process is yourself. People may sometimes suffer from low self-worth because they don’t know themselves and what they want out of life. They might not even realise what their strengths or weaknesses are and how they can enhance their self-worth. They don’t fully understand their triggers (what sets them off into a negative thought pattern), nor realise what behaviours they have that contribute to poor self-care rituals.

Consider trying to define some of your behaviours. This will help you on your self-worth journey as it may broaden your self-knowledge and give you additional things to work on.

        •  My strengths are . . .

        •  The things I love most about my life are . . .

        •  The life purpose I’m working towards is . . .

        •  The things I want to improve about myself are . . .

        •  I want to feel these emotions more . . .

        •  When I am looking after myself, I do the following well . . .

        •  When I don’t look after myself, I do the following poorly . . .

        •  I can improve my behaviour by doing the following . . .

        •  I can reinforce good behaviour by doing the following . . .

        •  Healthy self-care to me is . . .

This exercise is a simple one – getting to know yourself in depth might take a lifetime – so just use the questions as your way in, almost like a guide to yourself. Sometimes we need to be reminded who and what we are and little lists like this one can remind us when we forget.

This type of list is something you want to keep around when you’re working on your self-worth.

Creating real change

As I said earlier, change can sometimes be really frightening. Doubt and denial can railroad your desire for change. Negative self-talk might be: ‘That’s all well and good, but if you understood how badly I’d been hurt, then you’ll understand why change is unrealistic for me’, or perhaps ‘It won’t last longer than a month’, or even ‘It’s just pop psychology – self-help with no basis in reality’.

On that last point, I can only urge you to check out the evidence that supports my contention that working on your self-worth can improve your life situation. (All my references are listed at the end of this book.) You might also notice something else in common with the three statements above: they’re all negative and don’t voice a healthy approach to change. The first response is fear-based and demonstrates a desire to avoid further hurt. The second is pure doubt, which indicates an indecisiveness and inability to try. The third is just dismissive and not based on a true awareness of the self or the research into self-worth.

When it comes to fear, the key point is that you’re still here, despite your pain. You’re surviving and still going. You might have the thought of ‘I don’t know how I’m going to get through this’, but you need to add the addendum of ‘but I will get through this’. You need to work away from ‘I don’t know’ to ‘I suppose’ and then to ‘I know I can’.

To create real change, you must be willing to change. What are you moving towards in your life? What does your future look like? If you have nothing to aim for, then how can you possibly know the results before even trying? Change is possible, but it starts with small actions, and an action borne out in reality is proof that the concept works.

If you really want to change your life for the better, you will. It’s as simple as that, but there are things that can make implementing change easier, such as planning.

Make a plan

Making a plan can come in whatever shape or form feels best to you. For some people it might be small measurable goals that you can tick off on a list; for others it might be a mental list that you follow on a daily basis. You might even consider breaking it up according to what’s most important to you.

For instance, if your plan is for a healthy body, then the first phase of your plan might be to drink more water throughout the day, adopt a natural wholefood diet, avoid sugars and eat balanced meals. Your next phase might put aside time to exercise in the morning or evening, or commit to taking the stairs rather than the lift.

If you’re looking to reduce stress you might plan on doing mindfulness exercises, ensure you get enough sleep and allow plenty of relaxation time.

The key to any plan is organisation, so it’s worthwhile looking at your goals and seeing how you can make time to reach them every day. Here are a few things to consider when planning to improve your self-worth.

Assessing how things are now

Something is not right at the moment and it needs to change. View all aspects of your life through the lens of your self-worth and ask yourself what’s not working.

Identifying what needs to change

Isolate and identify what could be better in your life. Remember that your self-worth is how you see yourself, so focus on what needs improvement.

Educate yourself on your best options

Read books and educate yourself. You put yourself in a powerful position when you understand what options you have to support change.

Commit to making that change

If you’ve decided that change has to happen, make it so. You might choose to see it as a form of treatment, much like a doctor prescribes antibiotics for an infection.

Take responsibility for the outcome

When deciding to work on your self-worth, you may find that how you interact with people has to change. If you’re someone who often feels used by others and decides to take a stand, your relationships may change. Sometimes for the better, but in other cases those who have taken advantage of your good nature may no longer enjoy your company and part ways. This is why making plans matters. It gives you an opportunity to look at the positive and negative of your actions. Not everything will go to plan, so be prepared for the consequences when it doesn’t.

Take care of yourself

Make sure that your planning includes plenty of time to nurture yourself. Whatever you enjoy doing for relaxation should be high on your planning priorities.

Take the time to reflect

When you hit a milestone, take a moment to step back and reflect on how far you’ve come. Making any commitment to change is a monumental task, and taking the time to reflect on your growth is an important part of building self-worth.

Committing to your plan

Change often fails to take effect when you’re unable to commit to a plan. This can happen for a number of reasons. The plan might have been too ambitious or asked you to do too much too soon. Making sure your expectations are realistic is one way to avoid failing at your planning.

The ‘too hard’ factor is another issue with planning. Start out with easy goals and then build up to more challenging ones. If you want to leave an unfulfilling job, then you may need to have a plan to replace that income. Just quitting might solve one issue, but it may create another one in terms of financial difficulties. This is the type of action point you may need to break down into smaller steps. Ask yourself why your job is troubling you and if it’s something you can fix. If you can fix it, then you may not necessarily need to leave. If it’s an issue that can’t be fixed, then look at what else you can do before you create an additional problem for yourself. This might be looking for a new job so you can start that as soon as you finish your old job, or signing up for a course of study in what really calls to your life purpose. See chapter 7 for more on jobs and purpose.

I talked briefly in a previous chapter about the power of your mind. Sticking to a plan is where it really comes to the fore.

Getting your mind right

This chapter has been action-focused and very practical in nature, but if I can take you back to the first chapter and what unhealthy self-worth feels like, then most people would probably say that when you’re not in a good place you don’t really feel like doing much of anything. This is understandable. Our feelings can overwhelm us when we’re in a dark place, and maybe even produce a type of lethargy. That’s perfectly understandable too.

However, if you’ve got to the point where you want to make a change for the better, then at some point you do need to take action. Unfortunately, you’re not going to be able to wish your low feelings away. If you feel that you’re experiencing symptoms of low self-worth, or depression and anxiety (described in chapter 8), it’s probably in your best interests to see your healthcare provider. Ongoing symptoms of depression and anxiety require medical and psychological intervention. Sometimes the first step on the pathway to change is to ask for help.

To actively bring about change, your mind does need to be open to the changes you intend to make. You might find it necessary to have some of the following thoughts in your mind:

        •  I acknowledge I need help

        •  I want my life to improve

        •  I am committed to changing my life

        •  I want to feel better about being me

        •  I’m not worthless and it’s time to prove it to myself.

As I’ve mentioned before, how you think determines how you feel. If you’re in the early stages of changing your view about yourself for the better, you might feel as though you’re drowning in various emotions as opposed to thinking clearly. There might be a clamour of self-talk in your mind, not all of it positive, with the clear thoughts buried deep below. You can’t be expected to find your way with a click of your fingers, but you can ask yourself firmly to commit to yourself and your plans for the future.

The upside of change

You’re looking to improve your life for a reason. When you think about your life when you feel low and how your life could be, surely the end result is more promising than life as it is now? Would you feel happier if you thought better about yourself? If you were doing meaningful work? If you found acceptance with your body image? When you’re surrounded by people you trust? When you trust yourself? All of these things can inspire optimism and make you happier and healthier.

The other aspect to the upside of working on your self-worth is greater resilience. When you learn coping strategies for issues like criticism or rejection, or how to deal with something like bullying behaviour, you’re building resilience within yourself, a protective armour to help you cope when things get tough. This is excellent as you offer yourself some protection against the onset of conditions like depression or anxiety. When you know what behaviour triggers a panic response, then you can figure out a way to prevent it or to manage it in the future. This is a marker of inner strength, and it all comes back to how you treat yourself and having healthy self-worth.

Recording your journey

Consider recording your self-worth journey though diaries or a journal, or even take photos that show you as you grow and change over time. This is an especially good thing to do if you’re on your own for this. Having a memory of your journey to wellbeing will help you with your reflections and maybe even give you a point of reference in case you ever feel low in the future.

Self-worth and change

I’m an advocate for healthy growth in self-worth and mental health. I believe that some conditions can be prevented when you take better care of your mental and emotional health. Preparing yourself for the growth that comes out of change is not something to be taken lightly. When you go from awareness to action, change is inevitable, but if you’re organised and have educated yourself to the best of your ability, the process doesn’t have to be surprising.









Points for a mind shift

       1.   Knowledge is power

       2.   Wellbeing and mindfulness are key elements of awareness to action

       3.   Look to your future

       4.   Mistakes might happen along the way

       5.   Talk to those who you care about

       6.   Create a plan and stick to it.
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Seeking help from a healthcare professional

If you feel you need assistance to get your mental health back on track, please ask for help. Find your way past whatever objections and obstacles are holding you back and begin your journey towards better mental health and wellbeing.

There are a number of healthcare professionals who can help you:

        •  Your general practitioner (GP)

        •  Psychiatrists

        •  Psychologists

        •  Psychotherapists and counsellors

        •  Social workers

        •  Occupational therapists.

Although many practitioners work in private practice, there are others available in community health centres and hospitals. You will need a referral from your GP to see some of these professionals, but others can be seen directly by simply booking an appointment.

The Medicare Benefits Schedule (Better Access)

At the time of writing (September 2019), Australian patients can have their mental health care needs assessed under the Better Access to Psychiatrists, Psychologists and General Practitioners through the Medicare Benefits Schedule (Better Access) initiative. It’s a bit of a mouthful, but what the Australian government provides for Medicare cardholders are Mental Health Treatment Plans, which include both referrals and rebates to patients for selected mental health services provided by eligible health professionals. These services can include your GP, psychologists (clinical and registered), psychiatrists, eligible social workers and occupational therapists. The Department of Health has a full fact sheet on what the program offers patients.180

How does it work?

There is a process to access the program and receive the rebates.

First, you need to understand that this program may be changed at any time. Please consult the Medicare website if you are unsure.

Second, you will need to visit your GP. They will assess your mental health concerns and prepare a GP Mental Health Treatment Plan, depending on what your needs are. They may treat you themselves or feel that you don’t require additional treatment. When suitable treatment has been determined, you will then be referred to eligible providers for further assistance. Alternatively, they may refer you to a psychiatrist or psychologist for further assessment.

Third, once you have a GP Mental Health Treatment Plan in place (or are being managed by a healthcare provider under a referred psychiatrist assessment and management plan), or you’ve been referred for treatment by a psychiatrist or paediatrician, you will then be able to commence your counselling sessions. You are able to take up to six individual and six group allied mental health services. The maximum number of counselling sessions you can be referred to at any one time is six. Please bear in mind that you need to have a Mental Health Treatment Plan in place to claim rebates from Medicare.

Fourth, depending on your individual needs, you may require additional treatment beyond the initial six sessions. If you are in this situation, you are able to return to your GP or treating healthcare provider and obtain a new referral for an additional four treatment sessions. This means you’re eligible for 10 individual and 10 group sessions in any calendar year. Please note that not everyone will be eligible for all 10 sessions, so discuss your needs with your healthcare providers. Remember, mental healthcare isn’t one size fits all.

For more and up-to-date information about the specifics of the Better Access program, please check out the Department of Health website. It has everything you need to know about the initiative.181 You’ll find more information about this in our Resources section.

The Better Access program is intended to be more comprehensive in the future, with plans already in place to create a system in which up to 40 treatment sessions per year may be recognised;182 but for now it’s a good place to start, knowing that that you have up to 10 sessions covered under this Medicare rebate.

Rural services

If you live in an isolated rural area with little access to face-to-face services, the Better Access program now offers telehealth services. This means that you can have sessions with relevant services delivered by clinical and registered psychologists, occupational therapists and social workers using online video services. There are some conditions attached to the program, including that at least one session must be face-to-face and that you meet rural living requirements. More information can be found on the Department of Health website.183

What conditions can be treated through Better Access?

Although depression and anxiety are the most commonly treated issues under this scheme, there is a wider range of disorders covered, including:

        •  Anxiety disorders

        •  Adjustment disorders

        •  Depression

        •  Conduct disorders

        •  Bereavement disorders

        •  Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)

        •  Sleep issues

        •  Attention deficit disorder (ADD)

        •  Obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD).

How much does it cost?

Mental health treatments are (at September 2019) mostly covered under Medicare in Australia. There are also rebates that aim to minimise the cost of a prescribed range of treatments.184

You may be asked to cover the full cost of a treatment session on the day, but if your healthcare provider has electronic claiming then you might be able to receive the rebate at the time of your visit. If electronic claiming is not available, you will need to send the receipts off to Medicare, claim online,185 or claim your rebate from one of their offices.186

As there are no standardised prices for healthcare providers, you will find that individual practitioners have varying price ranges for their services. It’s best to check when you book to avoid any distress on the day. Your GP may be able to refer you to a provider who bulk bills.

Some psychologists offer bulk billing, in which case you will have no out-of-pocket expenses.187

How a GP can help

When you have an emotional or mental health problem, your GP is a great place to start. GPs often work in partnership with mental health professionals. A GP can assess your overall health to make sure there are no physical reasons contributing to your emotional problems before referring you to other services.

For instance, if you present to your GP feeling lethargic and with low feelings due to a lack of energy, your GP may find issues with your blood sugar that treatment may resolve. If that problem is treated and your energy levels return, you may find that your good moods also return with your renewed energy. A Mental Health Treatment Plan in this case would have been unwarranted.

Pain, whether physical, emotional or mental, can be hard to diagnose without proper exploration. A GP is the only one of the care providers who can rule out a medical problem as a potential cause of your low feelings. They can also prescribe medication, should it be required.

And if the low feelings remain after a physical assessment, you have at least marked off one important diagnostic factor and can move forward with other options.

What if I don’t have a GP?

If you’ve been in general good health, have recently moved, or if you have always been reluctant to visit a doctor, then it’s time to start hunting for a good GP. To be eligible for most of the Medicare rebates and treatment, your GP is the place to start. Most suburbs will have at least one medical practice.

If you need some help finding a GP, try asking friends and family who they use, or try an internet search using a service like Health Direct. This online service is funded by federal and state governments and connects patients to the health services they require by suburb.188 You’ll find their website in our resources section.

Preparing to see your GP

One of the best things you can do for yourself is be organised. When booking your appointment, ask the receptionist if you can have a double session. You don’t want to be rushed through the process of having to describe your situation. If you’re seeing a new doctor, you need to share your health history with them. If you’re shifting GPs, you should be able to have your records transferred. If your former GP doesn’t transfer records, then ask for a physical copy to give to your new provider.

Your GP may want to do a full physical in your session, so ensure that you’re dressed comfortably. They may also wish to do further tests to ensure that your physical health isn’t causing your low feelings, including blood tests or scans.

Talking to your GP

Again, organisation is paramount. Think about what you want to discuss with your GP to make the most of your time. If you’re having a hard time remembering everything, take notes in with you. It’s important to communicate a number of important things to your GP such as:

        •  How you feel

        •  Your symptoms

        •  Your concerns

        •  The circumstances that have affected your life and therefore your health

        •  What you feel you need to get better.

Your GP particularly needs to know how you feel right at that moment. If a GP feels that your situation is urgent, they may insist on emergency care. If you feel that your requirement for treatment or care is urgent, then you must communicate that to them clearly. For instance, if you’re harbouring self-harm fantasies, please don’t hide this from your GP, who needs to be made aware of that immediately. As you’re choosing to take action to improve your mental health, there’s no point holding back once you’re with someone who can genuinely help you.

Your symptoms will help your GP narrow down the best avenue towards diagnosis. They will examine your symptoms to see if there are any physical causes, and judging by how you feel, the concerns you harbour and your life circumstances, they will guide you from there.

It’s also important that you share with them what you feel you need to get better. You may not know the answer to this, but what you should know is what you want in asking for help. Do you want structured support? Do you want to change your life? What are your hopes in treatment?

Your GP (and, in all likelihood, any therapist) will have questions for you on the day, such as:

        •  What symptoms have you been experiencing?

        •  When did you first notice them?

        •  How is your life affected by your symptoms?

        •  What makes you feel better or worse?

        •  How are you sleeping?

        •  Are you on any medication?

        •  Do you take any supplements or stimulants?

        •  Do you drink alcohol, smoke or use recreational drugs?

        •  Have you tried to control your symptoms in any other way?

        •  Have other people around you noticed the changes?

        •  Do you have any family members with a mental illness?

        •  What do you want for yourself?

The GP has to ask these sorts of questions. They may also enquire into the status of your relationship or sexual health to get a broader understanding of your life and narrow down factors in your diagnosis. While it may be tempting to protect your privacy, your GP can only help you if you are honest about your situation. Talking to your GP is confidential.

After your GP examines you and listens to your situation, they may suggest treatment. It is important to ask questions of your GP in this phase to ensure you have a full understanding of their diagnosis and suggested treatment. You may also like to consider asking the following:

        •  What am I experiencing?

        •  Why aren’t I able to get over these low feelings?

        •  How do I treat these feelings?

        •  What are my options?

        •  Is my physical health a factor in how I feel?

        •  Are there any underlying medical issues?

        •  Do I have to go on medications?

        •  Are there lifestyle changes I can make?

        •  Can I get a referral to a therapist?

        •  Am I eligible for a rebate?

        •  What costs are involved?

        •  Do you have any literature to support my treatment and recovery?

I know this might seem overwhelming, but the more information you have, the better prepared you are to act.

And while preparing for this visit may feel stressful, writing a list of notes on how you feel and just what your questions are can help you before and during your visit. In taking notes, you may feel less overwhelmed and more empowered at the time of your consultation. You will also have a record of your session to refer back to later.

It is important to remember that your doctor is there not to judge you, but to provide support, assessment, ongoing care and, if needed, referrals to psychologists, psychiatrists and other mental health services.

How a psychologist can help

Psychologists can help with a range of mental health issues including problems with emotions, thinking and behaviour. The kinds of problems psychologists often treat include anxiety, depression, addictive behaviours, childhood behaviour disorders, relationship problems, eating disorders, sleep problems, sexual problems, bereavement, post-traumatic stress disorder and more.

All psychologists must legally be registered with the Psychology Board of Australia. Many practising psychologists are also members of the Australian Psychological Society. Unlike psychiatrists, psychologists cannot prescribe medicines. They use a range of research-based, effective psychological therapies to address mental health problems.

Psychological therapies are developed around the idea that mental health problems arise because of the way people react to, think about and perceive things. Common therapies include cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) and interpersonal therapy (IPT).

CBT helps change unhelpful or unhealthy habits of thinking, feeling and behaviour using practical action strategies.

IPT looks at how a person’s relationships and interactions with others affect their own thoughts and behaviours.

You don’t need a referral from a GP to see a psychologist. You can make an appointment by booking directly with a psychologist.

Can I get a Medicare rebate for sessions with a psychologist?

Some people are eligible for Medicare rebates for treatment by registered psychologists under specific government schemes or through the Better Access initiative that supports the current system (see pages 228–229). To be eligible, you must be referred to a psychologist by your GP or psychiatrist; or, for children, by their paediatrician.

To find out if you’re eligible for Medicare rebates under the program, please ask your GP.

Most private health funds cover psychologists’ fees, but the level of cover varies. Check with your health fund for further information.

How do I contact a psychologist?

For more information about finding and seeing a psychologist, talk to your GP. You can also visit the website of the Australian Psychological Society at www.psychology.org.au or phone 1800 333 497.

How a psychiatrist can help

You need a referral from a GP to see a psychiatrist.

Psychiatrists are medical doctors who have extra qualifications specialising in the diagnosis, treatment and prevention of mental illness and emotional problems. They are trained to recognise and treat emotional problems as well as the effects of physical conditions on the mind.

To practise in Australia, psychiatrists must be registered with the Royal Australian and New zealand College of Psychiatrists (RANZCP). Treatment by a psychiatrist can include one or a combination of the following:

        •  Psychological approaches including psychotherapy (this involves regular sessions in which the psychiatrist and patient discuss problems in a way that helps the patient understand the cause of their problems)

        •  Prescription medicines.

Can I get a Medicare rebate for sessions with a psychiatrist?

Treatment by a psychiatrist is a service covered by Medicare. If you see a psychiatrist as a public patient at a community health centre or a public hospital, the service is likely to be free. If you see a psychiatrist in private practice, Medicare will refund part of the psychiatrist’s fee. Some psychiatrists may bulk bill some patients which means that as a patient, you don’t have to pay a fee. However, this is up to the individual practitioner. Ask your provider how they charge when booking an appointment.

How do I contact a psychiatrist?

For more information about finding and seeing a psychiatrist, speak to your GP. Visit the RANZCP website at www.ranzcp.org or phone 1800 337 448.

How a psychotherapist or counsellor can help

A referral from your GP is not required to see a psychotherapist or counsellor.

Psychotherapists and counsellors can help with emotional and mental health problems. Although there is an overlap between counselling and psychotherapy, the focus of counselling is more likely to be on specific problems or life difficulties, while psychotherapy is concerned with deeper and long-term issues.

Choosing a psychotherapist or counsellor

The training background of psychotherapists and counsellors can vary. Some will have a background in psychology, social work or nursing, although it’s not a requirement to be able to carry out effective therapy. Finding an appropriately qualified practitioner is essential because, unlike psychologists and psychiatrists who are required by law to be registered with an official body, registration isn’t mandatory for counsellors and psychotherapists.

The training and ethical standards for counsellors and psychotherapists are set by the following professional associations:

        •  The Psychotherapy and Counselling Federation of Australia (PACFA), an umbrella organisation of professional associations of psychotherapists and counsellors. The PACFA website www.pacfa.org provides a register of practitioners who meet PACFA’s professional standards or phone 03 9486 3077.

        •  The Australian Counselling Association (ACA) is the professional association of counsellors. A register of members is available on the ACA website www.theaca.net.au or phone 07 3356 4255 or 1300 784 333.

Can I get a Medicare rebate for sessions with a psychotherapist or counsellor?

The services of psychotherapists and counsellors are only covered by Medicare if the practitioner is a psychologist or social worker with a Medicare provider number. The services of other counsellors and psychotherapists may be covered by some private health funds.

What to ask your therapist

Whether you opt to see a psychologist, psychiatrist, counsellor or other health professional, it’s important to make sure the style of therapy suits your needs and that you feel comfortable and safe with the mental health professional you’ve chosen.

You are within your rights to question your therapist about themselves and how they can help you. It’s your health, your life. Consider discussing the following:

        •  The qualifications of your therapist

        •  What the treatment will involve

        •  How they would respond when treatment doesn’t appear to work

        •  Whether they see people for long-term therapy or short-term therapy

        •  How they run their sessions

        •  How they protect your privacy

        •  Options for emergency or crisis treatment (if necessary)

        •  Session rates and rebates

        •  Their understanding of what caused your condition

        •  How your condition may be related to factors such as your age, gender, lifestyle, current medications or health, etc

        •  How they can help you prevent your symptoms returning

        •  Other treatment options

        •  Techniques for talking to your loved ones about your issues so they can understand and buy in with your treatment

        •  Any literature to support your recovery and treatment plan.

Be clear about what you need from a therapist. You need to feel comfortable with their treatment and with the results. If you aren’t comfortable you can ask your GP to refer you to a new therapeutic provider. Just be aware that you don’t get that session refunded from your Mental Health Treatment Plan.

To get the most out of your session, be as honest as possible. Just as with your GP, give your therapist all the information they need so they can make the best diagnosis for your care. You’re taking the time out of your day to get a professional’s opinion. Why not make the most of it?

Session self-review

It’s imperative that you feel comfortable with your healthcare professional. There’s no point continuing with a therapist if what they offer you doesn’t ‘feel right’. If you walk away distinctly unhappy, then you need to return to your GP and ask for another referral.

When you’ve had your session, consider a self-review by asking yourself the following questions:

        •  Did you feel relaxed with your therapist?

        •  Were you able to go at your own pace?

        •  Did your therapist understand your issue, or did they misinterpret it?

        •  Did they ask questions of you? Seek clarification?

        •  Did your conversation flow? Or was it awkward?

        •  Did you understand their response to your issues?

        •  Was it on your ‘level’?

        •  Would you feel inclined towards telling this person all of your secrets?

        •  Do you understand their treatment plan?

        •  Do you want to go back?

Preparing to see your GP or other healthcare professional can be easier if you’re organised and prepared to ask questions. Don’t be afraid to take notes, and if your therapist doesn’t seem like a good fit, don’t be afraid to ask your GP for another referral.

What happens when I reach the end of my treatment?

If you reach the end of your planned treatment and feel you need more assistance, please return to your GP or healthcare provider. If you’ve used up your rebate treatments, and you know that you can’t pay upfront costs to a psychologist, consider asking for a payment plan; or while you’re still in treatment try to sort out a self-management plan with your healthcare provider that focuses on what you can do when the treatment ends and you’re out of sessions. You might consider looking at some e-health options, so ask your provider about those while you’re still in treatment.

Looking after yourself

Throughout the course of this book, I’ve tried to put emphasis on what people can do for themselves. I encourage preventative approaches to combat low self-worth and mental health conditions, and that means you need to know what you can do at home or when you’re on your own. As already noted, this is a topic to raise with your healthcare provider as you near the end of your treatment. The best you can do for yourself is to take as much as you can from your sessions. See also chapter 11 for some of my favourite self-worth building techniques.







Points for a mind shift

       1.   Be organised. Make a list of notes and questions for your GP or healthcare provider.

       2.   Understand what you can claim from Medicare and your health fund.

       3.   Make a double appointment with your GP for your initial consultation.

       4.   Be open to treatment options and referrals.

       5.   Work through your treatment with diligence.

       6.   Ask for self-management techniques for when treatment is over.

       7.   If you require additional help, ask!
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Building healthy self-worth

We have seen the ways in which our self-worth interacts with parts of our life and the ways our self-worth is developed and affected by others. Hopefully, you’ve been willing to follow my first piece of advice and have asked for help. What I want to do now is take you through some self-care techniques to build self-worth. As we saw in chapter 1, people with healthy self-worth think well of themselves and they are resilient, cope well with stress and change, and don’t let life get them down. They know their worth and make choices that are confident, decisive and realistic. They don’t neglect themselves, but still find it within their capabilities to respect and encourage others. They don’t fear their emotions and generally have positive self-talk. They don’t think of themselves negatively, and won’t let others do so either.

There are benefits in living like this, as Dr Lars Madsen notes:

        •  We are more secure in who we are and what we have to offer the world

        •  We are able to see the good in others and the world around us

        •  We are able to move on from the past and experience joy in the present

        •  We are able to overcome adversity and setbacks more easily

        •  We are able to forgive ourselves and others

        •  We have a clear sense of our own values, worth, integrity, and character

        •  We take better care of our physical and mental health

        •  We are able to develop a positive philosophy of life and live by that philosophy

        •  We are more optimistic, happier and able to give of ourselves to others

        •  We are able to take responsibility for our own thoughts, actions and, indeed, our life.189

Wouldn’t it be great to live with those benefits? Chapter 9 talked about going from awareness about self-worth to taking action and creating change in your life if you need to. Aiming for a life with these benefits seems like a great goal to me, especially when any life event or positive experience in our life is enriched by healthy self-worth.

Why build self-worth?

If building self-worth helps you move away from self-criticism, self-blame and unworthiness, would you consider it? It’s not the easiest journey in the world, and it has to come with a willingness to look within at our thoughts, feelings and behaviour.

We’ve talked about the impact of low self-worth, and how quality of life suffers. Work and having to deal with colleagues might be difficult, relationships may be troubled and self-care non-existent. Most people with low self-worth are preoccupied by other people’s opinions, have obsessive thought patterns, and focus on the negative. Is that really any way to live?

It’s been the central focus of discussion in this book, but the message bears repeating: Managing our self-worth is a powerful tool in maintaining good mental health. The state of a person’s self-worth influences their choices, and choices determine whether or not we live in a healthy fashion. With healthy self-worth, we’re more likely to take care of ourselves and strive towards what we really want out of life. Envisage a future where we’re more trusting of ourselves, happier with our life, and both mentally and physically healthier. Is that a future you want for yourself?

It’s been demonstrated that negative or low self-worth can lead to mental health conditions such as depression or anxiety, and that poor behaviours can be symptomatic of a bigger issue. Inner resilience can be low and the challenges that life can throw at us might seem insurmountable. The inner voice that guides us might be buried under negative self-talk and doubt, leading us to feel like a prisoner in our own mind and body. Our experiences are filtered through our self-worth, and if we experience nothing but negativity, we’ll struggle to find a sense of contentment. As I touched on briefly, our self-worth is connected to our physiology. When we choose to work on our self-worth, we’re not just working on thoughts and feelings, we’re looking after ourselves as a whole. Our whole body can improve just by building our self-worth.

Finding your self-worth can lead to a more optimistic future, especially if you can find what motivates you, and a sense of purpose and self-acceptance for the person you are. Self-compassion will help you maintain your self-worth, as you’ll feel less inclined to beat yourself up when things go wrong. The work you do on yourself will give you a toolbox full of tricks to help you through difficult times, and offer ways to find perspective. You’ll become more confident and assertive, and less likely to belittle yourself and your intentions. You’ll develop a mindset that allows you to better look after yourself, and by extension, those you care about.

Building self-worth is a daily and ongoing journey, and it asks you to allow yourself to engage in acts of self-care. These can be simple things like taking some time out to relax or eat well, or they can big things like going to the doctor to talk about your situation. This is not a selfish act. Taking time out to work on yourself may actually give you more energy or make you more effective in your daily tasks. And more importantly, no one can actually tell you how worthy you are. You have to believe in it yourself.

Mindset

Working on mindset is another aspect of being willing to change. There’s a reason why I think it’s important to ‘MindShift to a Better Place’! In some ways, shifting to a better place comes in two parts. The first part is creating a mindset that’s willing to be open to and accept change (see chapter 9). The second part is working on self-worth in its own right. When we choose to work on self-worth, we’re acknowledging, whether consciously or not, that our world needs to change. Some people get off to a false start on this journey because they act on random thoughts and feelings, rather than consciously choosing that the rest of their life starts now with a good plan. They fall back into poor habits because they never really committed to growth.

If we allow ourselves and our mindset to grow, we give ourselves every opportunity to accept and conquer new challenges with a zest for life that may have been missing before. A fresh mindset will come with new wants and needs, a personal motivation that may have once been missing. Excuses don’t exist in a growth mindset.

Working on self-worth is like working on physical health. If you go for a walk for 30 minutes, you might also like to take 30 minutes to do some work on your inner health. However, just as when we first start exercising after a break, go easy on yourself. Build up your practice, so it’s done in such a way that you don’t put yourself through too much strain. The key to working on your self-worth is your mindset. A growth mindset shows that you’re ready and willing to do the work.

Fostering a growth mindset starts with intention. For most people, that intention is usually something like acting on a thought like, ‘How can I make my life better?’ You might have something like this in mind. Maybe even something like, ‘How can I feel better about myself?’ In asking that question, there’s already an intention within to grow, which is a fantastic start.

Here are some other tips to grow your mindset.

Think about your future

I talked about this in previous chapters. Really think about what you want for yourself. Do some planning based on your realistic needs and desires, combined with what you believe to be your purpose. Dream about the life you want and set some goals.

Embrace your imperfections

Try not to be disappointed if you don’t think that you’re the person you should be. Everybody feels this way; you just need to be willing to work on yourself regardless. You might make some mistakes, but everybody does. Try not to beat yourself up.

View challenges as opportunities

A challenge asks you to step beyond your comfort zone and into the land of the new. Challenges, while hard, allow us an opportunity to grow. A difficult project at work could lead you to grow your knowledge or put you in line for a promotion. Being honest with your partner about an issue that’s bugging you might allow you to grow into a stronger couple.

Be willing to try, even if it’s hard

It’s so easy to say ‘no’ to challenges. Having a mindset fixed on stability can be comforting, but at what cost? If you never try, how can you ever grow? If you’re committed to personal growth, then you must be willing to try things, even if they’re hard.

Value the process you go through

If you actively choose to grow yourself, value every second of it, the good and bad. This is a mindful practice, one that asks you to note your thoughts and feelings in any given moment to ensure that you’re living firmly in the present.

Be willing to own your actions

It’s easy to view your self-worth journey as something that repairs the harm that others have done to you, but it’s so much more than that. There’s a chance that you’ll find that you’re not impressed with all of your own actions either, whether they are directed at others or more likely at yourself. Be willing to accept your words and actions, and deal with any feelings that may come as a consequence.

You don’t need approval from others

You don’t need approval from anyone else to work on your self-worth. What happens inside you, in your mind and your heart, is your business. No one else should get to determine how you feel about yourself. If you want to work on yourself, then that’s your choice. No one else has the right to judge you for that.

Be wary of ‘later’ or ‘soon’

Everyone has words they don’t particularly like. Consider adding words like ‘later’ or ‘soon’ to your list of words that you don’t use. As in, ‘I’ll do it later’ or ‘I’ll do it soon’. These words lack commitment and can show procrastinating or delaying behaviours. If you want to commit to something then either do it straightaway or schedule it for a specific time.

Understand that you might let yourself down

Having a growth mindset doesn’t mean that you’re required to hit every goal you set for yourself. There may be times where you have to let yourself down, such as when caring for a sick child needs to take precedence over your afternoon walk, or you might be ill and need to give yourself rest rather than take exercise. You might even have a lazy day when you choose not to be involved in anything. Try not to beat yourself up. Have a little self-compassion and then pick yourself up again.

Life is a rolling stone

Life moves fast. You might have done everything you possibly could to get it all right. You might have the right intention, scheduled everything well, be working to your purpose, but things can happen outside your control. Life interferes. Being adaptable is a key growth indicator and can help you build resilience. Sometimes, you may need to roll with life and be willing to change as you go.

Don’t lose sight of your goals

Be mindful of what you hope to achieve out of your self-worth journey. Reaffirm your goals every day to remind yourself why you need to change and what sort of life you’re aiming for. Set little goals as part of the bigger whole and update them when things change. Just don’t lose sight of the overall vision you have for yourself.

A growth mindset leads to emotional maturation, which in itself can build resilience. With a greater view of your own personal big picture, you give yourself the opportunity to create change with clarity and strength. You understand just how deep your resilience and commitment to yourself are, and the significance of what ‘trying’ means to you. Having these aspects of yourself and your future already in mind can make building self-worth a more organised challenge.

How to build self-worth

With plans for the future and a growth mindset, everything is possible. I hope that by now you’re at a point where you want to work with your self-worth, and that you realise that you deserve to be happy with yourself and who you are. No one’s life should be filled with negativity or doubt. You are worthy of living a happy and healthy life. Anyone who tells you otherwise is not to be believed.

Building self-worth is not something you should feel weak about. So many people don’t even realise how unhealthy their self-worth is. We just get to a point where we accept our negative thinking as normal without realising how hateful we are towards ourselves. It doesn’t have to be that way. It’s not a crime to feel good about ourselves, and we’re not ego-boosting either in working on self-worth. All we’re doing is moving to a place where we feel better about ourselves and we can make better decisions for our mental, emotional and physical health. And in enhancing our self-reliance, we can prevent the development of various physical and mental health conditions.

Here are some things you can do to build your self-worth for better days ahead.

Ask for help

You don’t have to do this alone. If you know that the emotional burden you carry is just too heavy to attempt this alone, then please talk to someone you can trust. Chapter 10 discussed how to approach a healthcare professional, but there are more people out there to talk to, including family members and friends. If you’re a student, then perhaps a teacher or school counsellor is a good option.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? You will receive professional medical and/or psychological treatment that is focused on scientific and evidence-based methods if you talk to a registered healthcare provider. Friends and family provide comfort.

        •  Action: Talk to someone you can trust.

Treat yourself as you would your best friend

Be supportive, kind and understanding of your needs. Don’t be hard on yourself if you make a mistake, and try to end the cycle of negative self-talk. Whenever you say something critical about yourself, it’s as if you’re inviting in your worst enemy to bring you down. Every action you take needs to come from a place of self-compassion.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? In treating yourself better, you’re rewiring the hard code of your brain to accept a more resilient message of worthiness.

        •  Action: Ask yourself if what you’re thinking is a ‘kind’ thought. If not, then make it a kind and compassionate one.

Don’t compare yourself with others

Everyone is different, and every life is valuable. We are who we are, so accept yourself for your best achievements but also your failures. Ignore what you see in the media or on your social feeds. Admire what you find desirable and develop new goals for yourself, but don’t compare what you see with where you are at right now. It can induce feelings of envy, jealousy and frustration.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? By not comparing yourself with others, you’re affirming that who you are and what you have are just fine in this time and place. This reaffirms self-acceptance.

        •  Action: Whenever you feel comparison envy, ask yourself what’s driving that feeling. Everyone wants things they can’t necessarily have, and if it’s a material item, does it matter more than your health or wellbeing? Remind yourself of what you do have and what your future looks like.

Acknowledge the positive things about yourself

Everyone has something great about their personality: whether you’re kind to animals, know how to make other people smile or admired for your sense of quiet dignity. Create a list of your good points and refer to it often. If you’re struggling to find anything for this list, then ask someone who knows you well to help. There will be something.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? In acknowledging your strengths, you are affirming your belief in yourself.

        •  Action: Write a list of great things about yourself. Remember to add a line about what makes you unique.

Live in the here and now

Old hurts and disappointment can play back in our minds on a loop without intervention. Be mindful of where your thoughts are going and focus on today. You can’t change the past, and the future isn’t fixed, so what you do today is what matters. If you find yourself dwelling on things that you can’t change, then find a way to stop the cycle of negative thinking, even if you just hold up a mental ‘STOP’ sign. I’ll talk more about negative thoughts shortly.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? In living in the here and now you put your attention where it matters the most – on the now. This means that your self-worth isn’t bending to protect you from the past, but can focus on working for you in the moment.

        •  Action: Find what helps you STOP a cycle of negative thinking. Catch the negative thought and reframe it into a positive thought. Use mindful thinking to focus on the now.

Fuel your body right

When you put the right food in your body, your energy levels should be healthy and you may find your life gets better in general. Try to give the junk food a miss and decrease your intake of sugar and salt. Fill your day with plenty of fruit and vegies and other staples from the five food groups discussed in chapter 8.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? Eating well can reduce the risks for serious health conditions and low feelings caused by lethargy. This can send the right messages to your mind. It’s like your body is ready and says, ‘I’m good, so what’s the world have to offer today?’

        •  Action: Examine your diet and see what needs to change. Talk to your doctor or nutritionist about a diet that best suits your health needs.

Exercise

We have seen that exercise is a preventative tool for depression, and it’s a great path to wellness in general. Go for a brisk walk, do some gardening or go for a swim – just keep active. Yoga is another good option if you’re looking for relaxation-based activities. Remember, the recommended amount of moderate exercise per week is 2.5 hours. Try to give yourself 30 minutes of physical activity at least five times a week.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? Exercise has been shown to prevent depression. The hormones released when we exercise can lead to better moods and contribute to better physical health.

        •  Action: Develop a physical activity regime that works for you (in consultation with your healthcare provider).

Rest well

It’s hard to unburden your mind and body if you’re pushing yourself to go harder and faster. Our bodies aren’t designed to run 24/7 – they need time to slow down. If we’re well rested we’re better placed to take on the challenges of our daily life. This can lessen the burden of stress on your mind and body and leave you fresh and invigorated.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? A lack of sleep has been shown to affect moods and attitude. The right amount of rest is vital to wellbeing.

        •  Action: Take time to rest every day. Make sure you get enough sleep!

Express yourself

Activities such as writing, painting, music and dancing can give you an opportunity to express yourself without necessarily focusing on always having to find the words to talk about things with other people. A creative release may help you express any low feelings in a manner that is safe and wholly unique to you. You might even discover a talent for creative expression!

        •  How does this help your self-worth? Creative expression can allow you to share your feelings in varying fashions, and the personal achievement in expression can be self-validating.

        •  Action: Figure out what you love to do and work at it. Try to spend time every week expressing yourself through creative activities.

Celebrate the little wins

Life is made up of small things. You made someone smile? That’s a win. You made yourself a perfect cup of coffee? That’s a win too. The big things can be like wrecking balls, but the little things see us from when we wake in the morning to when we turn out the lights at night. If you can smile at the little things, it can make the big things easier to tackle.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? Enjoyment in the little things are a micro-expression of self-acceptance. Put them all together and they can lead to personal satisfaction.

        •  Action: Celebrate everything. Take photos and record your journey to success.

Surround yourself in purpose

Is it your purpose in life to work all day and watch television until bedtime? Your life might have to look like that for right now (after all, you might have bills, children and mortgages, etc.), but does it have to look like that forever? Remember: Passion + Effort = Purpose. If there’s something you really want out of life, then find a way to make your goal a reality. Purpose can relieve the bad taste left by things that feel like a chore.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? I talked about purpose in chapter 7. It’s everything when it allows you to feel that your life means something of worth.

        •  Action: Find a way into your life of purpose. Start planning how you want your life to look.

Help others

Sometimes it feels really good to help other people. Building self-worth may seem so focused on what’s going on within that getting out of your own world might be a relief. Consider doing something for someone else. It could be as simple as making someone a cup of tea or volunteering at your local animal shelter. Also, in helping others you show them that they matter too.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? It’s a self-validating experience. You are useful and worthy to someone else, which makes you useful and worthy as a person.

        •  Action: Be mindful of others and help where you can. See what you can do to help your local community and consider doing some volunteer work.

Lose the people who don’t fulfil you

If there is anything or anyone in your world that clearly damages your self-worth, then try to move them on or phase them out of your life. This might mean that you spend less time on social media, you don’t see as much of that friend who constantly judges or criticises you, or you may need to set some new boundaries for your family and friends about what you feel is acceptable behaviour towards yourself.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? It removes negative external influences.

        •  Action: Make a list of people in your life who perhaps aren’t true friends. Consider how much time you give them and whether your relationship is reciprocal. Ask yourself if you want them to be part of your future and if the answer is ‘No’, then move on.

Be authentically yourself

Don’t hide behind a polite facade if that’s not really who you are. Be assertive and communicate your needs, wants and feelings. Be honest and direct with people and leave the rubbish to others. What need do you have for drama or exaggeration? People always prefer to deal with real people, and you are a real person.

        •  How does this help your self-worth? It reaffirms to yourself that this is who you are. It shows that you’re acting from a healthy place where you are comfortable just as you are.

        •  Action: Just be yourself.

Can you see how it works? With the right mindset, growing your self-worth becomes real. I know that trying to carve out time to exercise or express yourself or talk to someone might feel really hard. It takes effort to replace unhelpful thoughts and behaviours with healthier alternatives. Try not to expect miracles and give yourself time. Be gentle on yourself while you build your self-worth.

Self-talk

One of the hardest things to change about poor self-worth is silencing the voice of negativity in our mind, the one that tells us that we’re stupid or worthless. It’s a voice that’s biased and flat-out wrong. It’s always negative and will fuel every insecurity that we hold deep within.

How we think determines how we feel. Feelings don’t happen without a thought or notion to create them and those thoughts can become ingrained. When they are negative, they need to be challenged. You’d be surprised at what a difference can be made when you reframe negative thoughts to something positive or practical.

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT)

This common therapeutic practice proposes that thoughts, beliefs and attitudes can determine how we feel and behave. Therapists who practise CBT find that making changes to our cognitive areas can result in changes to feelings and behaviour; their aim is to develop reasonable thoughts that lead to balanced actions. I mentioned in chapter 8 how unhealthy thoughts lead to a cycle of unhealthy behaviour. Eradicating that cycle of unhealthy thoughts by developing reasonable thoughts that lead to balanced actions is the goal of CBT.

When we talk about eliminating negative self-talk, a therapeutic method like CBT can be massively helpful. It can help us identify the thoughts and beliefs that are affecting self-worth and help us shape better, more flexible alternatives.190

For example, we might have a thought that we’re not good enough for a promotion at work. The belief behind that thought is that we should be better; but if we work on that thought, it might be reframed into something like ‘I’m good at my job. I do what I can and I enjoy it. Nobody’s perfect, but I’ll continue to try hard.’

A thought is only damaging if we let it become so. Recognising thinking that doesn’t serve us can allow us to see things in a much more positive light. Dr Sarah Edelman recommends that using ‘logical disputing’ can help us make sense of faulty thinking. Logical disputing is identifying the irrational in our thinking and coming up with a more realistic way to perceive our situation. For instance, she lists a belief: ‘The world should be fair and I should always be treated fairly.’ Unfortunately, the world isn’t always fair, and persisting with this kind of thinking can lead to frustration when things don’t go our way. Disputing that thought might sound something like ‘It would be great if the world was always fair, but it’s not. Choosing to accept this is a strength.’191 Having a balanced view through logical disputing can give at least a sense of acceptance. This sort of thought reframing can keep unhelpful emotions at bay.

‘Behavioural disputing’ is another way of making sense of faulty thinking. This asks us to change our behaviour and observe the outcome. A third way is goal-focused thinking, which asks us to change our perceptions. In this method, we look at the negative or unhelpful aspects of our current way of thinking and use a motivational inner voice to see if this way of thinking is actually helping us or changing anything for the better.192

Challenging self-talk

If you have a particularly negative thought that constantly permeates your mind, consider reframing it. When you hear that thought in your head, ask yourself if it’s true. Ask yourself if you’re jumping to conclusions, but don’t blame yourself for the thought. Reassure yourself that it’s a natural thought, but it’s probably not true. Challenge it logically, ask yourself how things could be different, and ask your inner voice to reframe it into something more respectful. We might have some pretty strange conversations with ourselves, but we’re trying to retrain our brain, so it’s only to be expected!

US psychiatrist Dr Jeffrey Schwartz and Dr Rebecca Gladding have a method of challenging negative self-talk which you may find helpful on your own journey. It’s a simple way to look at how we think. They call it the Four Steps: Relabel, Reframe, Refocus and Revalue.193

These steps are an effective form of self-treatment that can be done at any time, and Schwartz recommends performing them every day. Their purpose is to manage the anxiety that negative thoughts can cause, and they ask you to practise mindful awareness of what you’re thinking. Your thoughts are something that you can control, given time and practice.

Step 1: Relabel

Identify your negative self-talk and the uncomfortable feelings and sensations that accompany it. Call the self-talk out for what it really is and make a mental note of it. ‘This thought is a negative thought’ is the type of recognition you need to apply to the negative thought. Try to catch them and note what they are. For example, ‘I’m worthless’. That’s a negative thought. Once you’ve noted it, call it out. ‘I’m having a negative thought, but it has no truth in reality. I’m not worthless.’ Relabelling the thought doesn’t necessarily make it go away but, as Schwartz notes, you’re trying to develop a resistance to them. This is no quick fix – changing our thinking takes time – but with effort we can learn to recognise and label thoughts for what they really are.

Step 2: Reframe

Changing your perception of negative self-talk, and understanding why negative
                thoughts, urges and impulses bother you, may take time. The important thing to note
                is that they are false and stem from the way our brain creates and perceives
                messages, and how our mind interprets those messages. In this case, our negative
                self-talk comes from low self-worth. Don’t listen to the negative self-talk; it
                offers you nothing. Instead, realise that you give those thoughts power when you buy
                into their message. Listening to your inner self, or your Wise Advocate, as Schwartz
                calls it, will allow you to see that any negative feelings that those thoughts
                invoke will pass. Say to yourself, ‘These feelings won’t last. It’s a negative
                message that I have received because I have low self-worth. It will pass soon.’ This
                can allow you to re-evaluate your situation from a healthier perspective.

Step 3: Refocus

Consider directing your attention towards an activity or thought that is wholesome and productive. You can do this even as you hear the negative self-talk and experience its accompanying unhealthy urges, impulses and sensations. This step takes effort, as you need to apply the two previous steps to get to this point. You need to relabel your negative self-talk as a negative thought, then reframe it by acknowledging that you’re having a negative thought caused by low self-worth. You then need to refocus your attention elsewhere. You might start this by mentally acknowledging that you’re experiencing a symptom of low self-worth. ‘I’m experiencing a symptom of low self-worth. I need to think another thought, or I need to do something good for me.’ You might choose to put on your favourite music, remind yourself of your positive points or boost your happy hormones by going for a walk. Refocusing isn’t always easy, especially if you get caught in a loop of negative thinking. Be mindful of your thinking and learn how you can best refocus your thoughts.

Step 4: Revalue

When you clearly see negative self-talk for what it is, and understand what negative behaviours come from those thoughts, you can start to realise that they are just messages with no truth and little value. They are something to be dismissed and don’t deserve your time and energy. The thoughts will start to diminish in intensity because you know it’s just your low self-worth trying to push you about. You know how to build your self-worth, so when you hear that voice you can dismiss the negativity because you already have the tools in place to manage it.

Of course, if you don’t act to change your negative thoughts, nothing changes. Schwartz developed this method to manage the anxiety that negative thoughts can bring. The technique is preventative as it asks us to practise a mindful awareness around these thoughts. They are in our control.

Giving ourselves a chance at a happier and healthier life is the task of a lifetime. It’s a daily journey to ensure that you’re treating yourself well and nurturing your self-worth in such a way that’s respectful and productive. How we talk to and treat ourselves is a big part of that.

Lifestyle and self-worth

Did you ever have one of those really great days when you were out with family and friends, the weather was great, everything was fun and you just didn’t want it to end? Those days don’t have to be a one-off. This kind of day can help us build our self-worth too. Being around people who care about us and doing things that we enjoy are the times that tell us without words how much we matter to the ecosystem that is our life. Whether it’s a picnic at the local national park, a family wedding, attending a sporting event, going to the fair or a birthday celebration, these events are life-affirming and the reason why having people around us matters. The pain of loneliness is a threat to self-worth, so having those connections is another way of showing us just how much we are valued by those around us. Your self-worth can be boosted by enjoying a lifestyle that suits you – you just need to find out what makes you happy.

Lifelong lessons

Building self-worth is one thing, but maintaining the work we do is another matter altogether. It’s not just a ‘set and leave’ scenario in which we do the work and then move on to other things. We need to check in regularly and do maintenance work on our self-worth when necessary. It doesn’t take much to lose our equilibrium and sense of self. A death in the family, an illness, the loss of a job, a hit to our body image – anything can send a person spiralling.

To maintain lifelong healthy self-worth, you need to have the following processes of thought in mind. They will help you handle life whenever you feel your self-worth is flagging. These are skills for lifelong self-worth management.

Acknowledge and identify

Find the thoughts and feelings that are causing you to doubt yourself. Identify them and acknowledge their presence.

Choose

When negative voices try to disrupt your day with intrusive thoughts, remind yourself that you have a choice in how to respond to those thoughts. You can choose to listen and fuel negative feelings or you can choose to change the thoughts and reinforce self-worth.

Make a decision

Recognise that you have a choice not to feel bad about yourself and decide to think and do something different. Sometimes a decision is all it takes. No one is forcing you to think negatively and only you can make yourself feel bad, so make the decision not to.

Shift the focus

After you choose NOT to listen to negative thoughts and make a decision not to dwell on it, move your focus onto something else. The more you focus on something, the bigger a catastrophe it becomes. Do something better with your time.

Support

When an issue arises, the last thing you probably want to do is be around others; however, surrounding yourself with positive people helps to get you out of your inner self. Connecting with others can have a positive influence on negativity.

Appreciate

Instead of focusing on how dark your thoughts are, think of all of the wonderful attributes and strengths you have instead. Make a gratitude list of all the things you appreciate about yourself. Self-appreciation is something you need to do regularly.

Redefine

Create a new definition for the thought that’s troubling you. For example, if you feel your body dissatisfaction is driven by the inability to measure up to rigid societal standards, then think about how you can change your personal definition of beauty to include yourself.

Stop comparing

The more we compare, the more we feel despair. When you compare yourself with someone else, you are always going to see their positives and nothing but negatives in yourself. Remind yourself that we are all unique.

Have compassion

Treat yourself with kindness. There’s no need to be harsh on yourself for any reason. You might make a mistake, but so does everyone else. If you’re suffering from body image issues, try not to let your critical inner eye control your narrative. It’s judgmental, rude and has no respect. Offer yourself a word of kindness and then pay it forward to someone else.

Acceptance

You are who you are. You are worthy and you matter. You are in your body, you don’t get another, so make the most of it. Imagine how different your life could be if you stopped trying to berate, force or bully yourself to be something you’re not. Allow yourself a moment to accept you for you. When you accept who you are, you can let go of the struggle of trying to be something that you’re not and just live for life itself.









Points for a mind shift

       1.   Building self-worth is a lifelong journey

       2.   The benefits of healthy self-worth are worth the effort

       3.   Challenge your negative self-talk to create meaningful emotional change

       4.   Be committed to growth

       5.   Accept yourself for who you are.
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Taking care of yourself

It’s not really surprising that so many people feel exhausted right now. Life seems to be spent moving from one task to the next. Obligations seem to rule our days, with our personal needs often put last on our list of priorities.

If this is you, then maybe it’s time to change.

Hitting burnout won’t help you. The time to start looking after yourself is now. The time to pay attention to yourself is now. This is not a selfish or indulgent act, it’s a medical necessity to heal body, mind and heart.

This is called self-care. Self-care can prevent burnout. It can reduce the effects of ongoing stress and it can ensure that our body gets the right fuel and rest. Self-care is not about rewarding ourselves, it’s our all-day, every-day routine. It’s our mind and body management.

Managing and maintaining self-worth should be part of your self-care routine, in fact it should sit at the core of it. We know that we deserve and are worthy of nurturing, not just from others but from ourselves. We have the opportunity of doing that by giving ourselves enough sleep, by preparing our favourite healthy lunch and by taking a walk in our favourite park. We nurture our self-worth when we switch off from that which causes us stress and turn to that which gives us strength.

Self-care also has a practical consideration in that it asks us to do whatever we can to reduce our risk of preventable illness. In doing this, we actually support our community. Other than an annual check-up, wouldn’t it be nice to not need to see a doctor? Not everyone is in this position, but if we know that we could decrease our need for health services, wouldn’t we want to aim for it? Watching our diet and taking exercise helps protect against conditions like heart disease or diabetes. Building and maintaining self-worth can reduce the risk of depression or anxiety.

Don’t mistake me here: if you know you need help, then see your GP. The whole point of preventative healthcare is to decrease our dependence on overburdened healthcare services. That comes when we take responsibility for our health – physical, mental and emotional. Education, awareness and action can lead to a life with less dependence on the healthcare industry, but it doesn’t change the validity of our message, which is to ask for help if you know you need it.

Creating a new normal comes with effort, but it’s not without reward. Life could be so much more meaningful with better self-care. The MindShift Foundation supports holistic self-care health management strategies; everyone has different needs, so it’s worthwhile trying what suits you best.

Here are my top tips to maintain self-worth and live a healthy life.

Ask for help from your GP

Going to your GP for a check-up is always a good move. It’s important to deal with physical issues and get them out of the way, and your GP is your best gateway into mental health management. You can talk to them about your mental health needs and ask for referrals to specialist services.

Confide in someone you trust

Talking to someone you care about and who knows you is important. You don’t need to journey alone, and having a friendly shoulder to lean on can be beneficial.

Maintain your self-worth and mental health

If you have generally good mental health, it may still be worthwhile adding a psychologist to your healthcare roster, together with your doctor, dentist and physiotherapist. Having someone to confide in who can also help you with issues like negative self-talk is a great therapeutic option. Maintaining your self-worth can help your mental health, as we’ve demonstrated, and you can do it at home too.

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT)

This is one of the most effective evidence-based psychological therapies that you can continue to practise long after any session with a therapist. In using CBT to pick up inaccurate or negative thinking, you can better challenge that thinking and respond to situations in much more effective ways than before. The skills you learn with CBT can help you build resilience and teach you how to cope whenever your mindset struggles on a day-to-day basis.

Eat a healthy diet

Eating healthily helps protect our bodies against disease. Eating balanced meals that suit your body and palate, which are healthy and natural, can give you energy and ensure you function at your best. If you’re considering a specific regimen, the Mediterranean diet has been found to lower rates of depression and other diseases, such as Alzheimer’s disease, diabetes and heart disease.

Exercise

Walking, swimming, gardening or any other physical activity that you enjoy can help you manage the symptoms of depression, stress and anxiety. The endorphin release that comes from exercise circulates through our bodies and raises energy levels. Exercise also boosts our general fitness levels and immune system.

Stress management

Manage the stressors in your life. Accept that problems may occur, but try to keep them in perspective. Stress-management techniques, such as mindfulness, meditation and yoga, can help you stay calm and relaxed.

Live with purpose

A sense of purpose provides the framework for all that we do, whether it’s work, our health or personal relationships. Identifying and living out your purpose promotes creativity, productivity and life engagement. Acting according to your purpose turns your intensity outwards, yet it can have a profound effect on your sense of self. Passion + Effort = Purpose. It’s a powerful, life-affirming message.

What does your day look like? Here’s an exercise for you: create an ideal day for yourself that focuses on self-care. Here’s an example:

        •  Write in my journal in the morning before breakfast

        •  Have a healthy breakfast

        •  Have honest and joyful conversations during the day

        •  Put effort into my endeavours to the best of my ability

        •  Eat a healthy homemade lunch in the park, go for a short walk

        •  Keep an eye on my self-critical thoughts, look for the positives

        •  Make sure that I’m treating myself and my co-workers well

        •  Spend quality time at home, go for a walk

        •  Have a healthy dinner

        •  Take some quiet time for myself

        •  Write down three great things about today

        •  Make a note of how I added to my purpose today

        •  Spend some time doing something I enjoy

        •  Have a relaxing shower before bed

        •  Do a short meditation before bed

        •  Go to bed at the right time to ensure I get enough sleep.

This is just a simple example, but one that tries to cover off the events of a day. See if you can determine how you want your ideal day to look.

It’s not self-indulgent to look after yourself. It’s about being fully present and engaged in your life. You shouldn’t need to switch off and retreat from the world when you’re in a good place. Ask yourself what nourishes, nurtures and recharges you. Refuelling, loving yourself and being kind to yourself are the basics of self-care. In reality, taking care of yourself is not an optional decision: no one else will do it. You need to learn what works best for you and identify the small, yet powerful, changes that can help transform how you feel. In the end, you are the best person to determine what you need to feel best about your life.

In the meantime, I wish you well on your journey. Explore the resources at the end of this book if you need a specific service; if you think of one that’s missing, be sure to let us know. We have a comprehensive list of resources on the The MindShift Foundation website, put together with the assistance of our clinical advisors on an extensive range of subjects.

In closing, I’d like to say the perfect life is unlikely to be achieved. For most of us, perfection is a standard so high that there’s no chance of hitting it in reality. The real goal is to take care of ourselves, accept ourselves for both our flaws and our brilliance, and realise that we deserve to feel good and be happy. Be compassionate to yourselves, educate yourselves and plan well.

Your self-worth, when well-managed and maintained regularly, will help you live to the best of your ability. It can help prevent physical and mental illness and sustain you to the end of your journey.

Best wishes,

[image: image]

Elizabeth Venzin

Founder and CEO, The MindShift Foundation
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RESOURCES

Crisis support lines

Lifeline Australia 13 11 14

Suicide Call Back Service 1300 659 467

Kids Helpline 1800 55 1800

MensLine Australia 1300 78 99 78

Family Drug Support 1300 368 186

Beyond Blue 1300 22 4636

1800RESPECT 1800 737 732

Online resources

Mental health treatment and prevention

The MindShift Foundation: www.mindshift.org.au

Beyond Blue: www.beyondblue.org.au

Black Dog Institute: www.blackdoginstitute.org.au

Centre for Clinical Interventions: www.cci.health.wa.gov.au

Headspace: www.headspace.org.au

Kids Helpline: www.kidshelp.com.au

Lifeline: www.lifeline.org.au

Post & Antenatal Depression Association (PANDA): www.panda.org.au

R U OK?: www.ruok.org.au

Salvation Army Hope for Life: www.suicideprevention.salvos.org.au

SANE Australia: www.sane.org

Smiling Mind: www.smilingmind.com.au

Suicide Call Back Service: www.suicidecallbackservice.org.au

The Butterfly Foundation: www.thebutterflyfoundation.org.au

Mayo Clinic www.mayoclinic.org

Your Health in Mind: www.yourhealthinmind.org

Relationships

Relationship Australia: www.relationships.org.au

The Line: www.theline.org.au

Men’s Referral Service (No to Violence): www.ntv.org.au

Family Relationships Online: www.familyrelationships.gov.au

Children and young people

The Australian Parenting Website: www.raisingchildren.net.au

Reach Out: au.reachout.com

Australian Childhood Foundation: www.childhood.org.au

Medicare and government

CyberSmart: www.cybersmart.gov.au

Healthdirect: www.healthdirect.gov.au

Australian Department of Heath: www.health.gov.au

DoctorConnect: www.doctorconnect.gov.au

My Health Record: www.myhealthrecord.gov.au

MBS Online: www.mbsonline.gov.au

Head to Health: www.headtohealth.gov.au

Remote Area Health Corps: www.rahc.com.au

National Health and Medical Research Council: www.nhmrc.gov.au

National Mental Health Commission: www.mentalhealthcommission.gov.au

Medicare: www.humanservices.gov.au/individuals/medicare

Centrelink Crisis Payments: www.humanservices.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/crisis-payment

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare: www.aihw.gov.au

Food and lifestyle

Real Drug Talk: www.realdrugtalk.com.au

Eat for Health: www.eatforhealth.gov.au

Nutrition Australia: www.nutritionaustralia.org

eHealth programs

This Way Up: thiswayup.org.au

Mental Health Online: www.mentalhealthonline.org.au (Swinburne)

MindSpot: mindspot.org.au (therapist-guided online programs Beyondblue/ Macquarie/ Head to Health)

Other

Creativity Australia: www.creativityaustralia.org.au

ASIC – Protecting Yourself from Financial Abuse: www.moneysmart.gov.au/life-events-and-you/families/financial-abuse

Financial Counselling Australia: www.financialcounsellingaustralia.org.au

Moneysmart: www.moneysmart.gov.au

National Legal Aid: www.nationallegalid.org
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EMERGENCY HELP

Please seek urgent assistance if you or someone you know is having persistent distressing thoughts. Your life matters. You matter. You do not need to suffer in silence. For 24-hour telephone counselling, if you are in Australia, please call:

Emergency 000 (or 112 from a mobile phone)

Lifeline Australia 13 11 14

Kids Helpline 1800 551 800

MensLine Australia 1300 789 978

Suicide Call Back Service 1300 659 467
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