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Introduction
Everyone, at some point or another, is uncertain about themselves, lacks self-confidence, doubts their
abilities, or thinks negatively of themselves.  However, if you think that you might have problems with low
self-esteem, or are not sure if you have this problem but want to find out, then this information package
might be helpful to you.  In this module, we will discuss what low self-esteem is and what kind of impact
low self-esteem might have on a person and their life.

What is Self-Esteem
Before we talk about what low self-esteem is, let’s start with understanding the term “self-
esteem.”   You might have heard and seen similar words like “self-image,” “self-
perception,” and “self-concept.”  All these terms refer to the way we view and think about
ourselves.  As human beings, we have the ability to not only be aware of ourselves but also
to place a value or a measure of worth to ourselves or aspects of ourselves.  So, self-
esteem usually refers to how we view and think about ourselves and the value that we
place on ourselves as a person.  Having the human capacity to judge and place value to something is where
we might run into problems with self-esteem.

Before we go further, take a few minutes to write a short description of yourself.

How did you describe yourself?  What words did you use?  Is your description of yourself generally
positive, balanced, or negative?  What value did you place on yourself or aspects of yourself?  Is that value
positive, balanced, or negative?

What is Low Self-Esteem
Have you ever been dissatisfied or unhappy with yourself on the whole?  Do you ever think that you are
weak, stupid, not good enough, flawed in some way, inferior to other people, useless, worthless,
unattractive, ugly, unlovable, a loser, or a failure?  Everyone uses these words on themselves at times,
usually when they experience a challenging or stressful situation.  However, if you often think about
yourself in these terms, then you might have a problem with low self-esteem.

Low self-esteem is having a generally negative overall opinion of oneself, judging or evaluating
oneself negatively, and placing a general negative value on oneself as a person.

Here are some examples of what people with low self-esteem might say about themselves:

“I get nervous talking to people I don’t know at parties.  I’m socially inept and I hate it!”
“I couldn’t understand a lot of what the instructor was saying today.  I must be really stupid.”
“I’m overweight.  I am so fat and ugly.” “I’m unimportant.”  “I’m a loser.”  “I’m unlovable.”
“I’m not good enough.”
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In essence, people with low self-esteem usually have deep-seated, basic, negative beliefs about themselves
and the kind of person they are.  These beliefs are often taken as facts or truths about their identity.  As a
result, low self-esteem can have a negative impact on a person and their life.

Based on what has been described about low self-esteem, do you think you are experiencing this problem?
Have you often had negative thoughts about yourself but had not included them in the previous description
of yourself?  Perhaps you might like to jot them down now.

Impact of Low Self-Esteem
Low self-esteem can have an effect on various aspects of a person.  A person with low self-esteem probably
says a lot of negative things about themselves.  They might criticise themselves, their actions, and abilities
or joke about themselves in a very negative way.  They might put themselves down, doubt themselves, or
blame themselves when things go wrong.  Often, they might not recognise their positive qualities.  When
compliments are given to them, they might brush such comments aside or say that “it was all luck” or “it
wasn’t that big a deal.”  Instead, they might focus on what they didn’t do or the mistakes they made.
People with low self-esteem might expect that things would not turn out well for them.  They might often
feel sad, depressed, anxious, guilty, ashamed, frustrated, and angry.  They might have difficulty speaking up
for themselves and their needs, avoid challenges and opportunities, or be overly aggressive in their
interactions with others.

Low self-esteem can also have an impact on many aspects of a person’s life.  It can affect a person’s
performance at work or at school.  They might consistently achieve less than they are able to because they
believe they are less capable than others.  They might avoid challenges for fear of not doing well.  They
might work extremely hard and push themselves to do more because they believe they need to make up
for, or cover up, their lack of skill.  People with low self-esteem might find it hard to believe any good
results they get are due to their own abilities or positive qualities.

In their personal relationships, people with low self-esteem might become upset or
distressed by any criticism or disapproval, bend over backwards to please others, be

extremely shy or self-consciousness or even avoid or withdraw from intimacy or
social contact.  They might also be less likely to stand up for themselves or protect

themselves from being bullied, criticised, or abused by their partners or family
members.

People with low self-esteem might not engage in many leisure or recreational activities, as they might
believe that they do not deserve any pleasure or fun.  They might also avoid activities where they could be
judged or evaluated in some way, such as competitive sports, dancing, art/craft classes or participating in
any type of competition or exhibition.

Personal self-care might also be affected.  People who do not value themselves might drink excessive
amounts of alcohol or abuse drugs.  They might not bother to dress neatly, wear clean clothes, style their
hair or buy new clothes.  On the other hand, they might try to hide any inadequacies by making sure that
every detail of their appearance is attended to and not allow themselves to be seen by others unless they
look absolutely perfect.



Improving
Self-Esteem

Page 4
• Psychotherapy • Research • Training

CCI
entre for

linical
nterventions Module 1: What Is Low Self-Esteem

If you have problems with low self-esteem, take a few minutes to write down how having low self-esteem
has affected your life.

The Problem of Low Self-Esteem
Low self-esteem can be part of a current problem.  If you’re experiencing clinical depression, low self-esteem
can be a by-product of your depressed mood.  Having a negative view of oneself is a symptom of
depression.  So is feeling very guilty and worthless almost all the time.  Here are some other symptoms of
depression:

• Feeling consistently sad, down, depressed, or empty
• Reduced pleasure in activities previously enjoyed or lack of interest in most things
• Increased or reduced appetite
• Sleep difficulties (inability to sleep, sleeping more than usual, waking up in the middle of the night and

unable to return to sleep)
• Feeling tired and without energy
• Being fidgeting and restless or slowed down compared to your usual speed of doing things (this is

observed by others)
• Having difficulties concentrating or making decisions
• Having thoughts that you might be better off dead or thinking about hurting yourself

If you have experienced 5 of these symptoms, which include low mood or loss of pleasure or interest, and
they are present on most days for the past 2 weeks or more, then it is possible that you are clinically
depressed.  We encourage you to seek help from your doctor or a mental health professional and get
treatment.  There are many effective treatments available for depression and the research has shown that
when depression has been treated successfully, low self-esteem is no longer a problem.

Have you been depressed lately?  Have you experienced any of those symptoms described above?  If so,
take note of those that have affected you most significantly.

Low self-esteem can be a result of other problems.  Low self-esteem can sometimes be a result of current
difficult and stressful life circumstances such as prolonged financial hardship, persistent illness, an accident
that has caused some kind of impairment, chronic pain, relationship difficulties, or a problem situation that
is difficult to solve.  Sometimes when a problem is experienced over an extended period of time, one can
become discouraged and demoralised.  Self-confidence can be undermined and low self-esteem can
develop.  Experiencing other psychological problems such as panic attacks, chronic worrying, or social
phobia can also chip away at a person’s self-esteem.
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What are your personal circumstances like at the moment?  What sorts of difficulties might you be
experiencing now?  How long have these been going on for?  Take a few minutes to jot these down.

Low self-esteem can be a problem in itself and be a risk factor for other problems.  Sometimes low self-esteem
can be a problem in and of itself because it puts the person at risk for experiencing other problems such as
depression, having persistent suicidal thoughts, eating disorders, and social phobia.  You may recognise that
while things might be okay at the moment and you don’t feel very depressed or anxious, or experience
other difficulties, things might not have been that well in the past.  If your mood often fluctuates depending
on your circumstances or you have experienced depression in the past, and you recognise that you might
have low self-esteem, then this could put you at risk of experiencing depression again.  We call this a
‘vulnerability factor.’  Low self-esteem as a vulnerability factor is like something that is hiding in the
background that could jump out and bite you when you least expect it.

Have you had problems with depression, anxiety, or any other mental health problems in the past?  Do you
think low self-esteem might put you at risk for any other problems in the future?

What You Can Expect From This Information Package
Whether you are experiencing low self-esteem as a result of other problems or as a problem in itself, this
information package can begin to help you address this.  Whether you are getting treatment for a clinical
problem, learning strategies to manage your mood, or are wanting to tackle this problem of low self-
esteem, this information package can be useful to you.

We have begun with discussing what low self-esteem is and what impact it can have on one’s life.  In the
next two modules, we will explore and discuss how low self-esteem develops and what keeps it going.  The
modules after these will focus on addressing the problem of low self-esteem.

When using self-help materials, some people might skip sections or complete things in a different order.
The modules in this information package have been designed to be completed in the order they appear.
We recommend that you work through the modules in sequence, finishing each module before moving on
to the next one in the series.  We believe that by doing this, you will maximise the benefits you might
receive from working through this information package.
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The following are the modules that make up this information package:

Module 1: What is Low Self-Esteem
Module 2: How Low Self-Esteem Develops
Module 3: How Low Self-Esteem is Maintained
Module 4: Biased Expectations
Module 5: Negative Self-Evaluations
Module 6: Accepting Yourself
Module 7: Adjusting Rules & Assumptions
Module 8: Developing Balanced Core Beliefs
Module 9: Healthy Self-Esteem

We believe that this information package will be beneficial for anyone who would like to address any
difficulties they might have with low self-esteem.  We encourage you to take this journey through all our
modules, where our aim is that you will come away with a balanced and healthy view of yourself and take
on new opportunities and challenges with an open mind.  You might find that it gets a little tough at times,
but we encourage you to stay with it, keep on working through these modules, and you will reap the
benefit when you stay through to the end.  See you at the next module!
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Module Summary
• Self-esteem refers to how we view and think about ourselves, and the value that we place on ourselves

as a person

• Low self-esteem is having a generally negative overall opinion of oneself, judging or evaluating oneself
negatively, and placing a general negative value on oneself as a person

• These deep-seated, basic, negative beliefs about oneself are often taken as facts or truths about who
they are as a person

• Low self-esteem can have a negative impact on a person (eg., self-criticism and high distress) and a
negative impact on their life (eg., work, relationships, recreation time, self-care)

• Low self-esteem can be part of a current problem, a result of other problems, or a problem in itself
and risk factor for other problems

• Completing the following modules in order will help you to tackle low self-esteem:

Module 1: What is Low Self-Esteem
Module 2: How Low Self-Esteem Develops
Module 3: How Low Self-Esteem is Maintained
Module 4: Biased Expectations
Module 5: Negative Self-Evaluations
Module 6: Accepting Yourself
Module 7: Adjusting Rules & Assumptions
Module 8: Developing Balanced Core Beliefs
Module 9: Healthy Self-Esteem

Coming up next …
In the next module, you will explore
and learn more about how low self-
esteem develops.
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About This Module
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BACKGROUND

The concepts and strategies in the modules have been developed from evidence based psychological
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the theory that unhelpful negative emotions and behaviours are strongly influenced by problematic
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Clark, D. M. & Wells, A. (1995).  A cognitive model of social phobia.  In R. Heimberg, M. Liebowitz, D.A.

Hope and F.R. Schneier (Eds), Social Phobia: Diagnosis, Assessment and Treatment.  New York:
Guidlford.
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Introduction
In Module 1, we said that people with low self-esteem hold deep-seated, basic, negative beliefs about
themselves and the kind of person they are.  These beliefs are often taken as facts or truths about their
identity.  In this module, we will explore how these beliefs about the self develop.

Facts & Opinions
Before we do that, let’s discuss the difference between facts and truths, and opinions.

The dictionary definition of fact is “a piece of information presented as having objective reality.”  This
means that a fact has evidence that says it is real – there is no doubt about it.  An opinion is “a view,
judgment, or appraisal formed in the mind about a particular matter.”  An opinion is how someone
perceives something, and this view may be unique to them.  Let’s have a few examples to better illustrate
the difference between facts and opinions.  

“I have green eyes” is a fact.  “I like blue eyes” is an opinion.  Why?  Because someone else might say, “I like
hazel eyes.”  “I am a mother,” “I have a car,” “I live in Perth, Western Australia” are facts.  These
statements can be checked and verified.  “Having heaps of money is really important,” “Job satisfaction is
about doing as little as I can get away with,” “There is nothing wrong with combining drugs and alcohol,”
are opinions.  Facts cannot be challenged, but opinions can be biased, inaccurate, mistaken, and unhelpful.

Our ideas of ourselves, the judgements that we make of, and the value we place on, ourselves as people are
opinions, not facts.  However, we often take these opinions as truth or facts and thus, believe in them very
strongly.  Therein lies the problem!  So, where do these beliefs and opinions of ourselves come from?
How did we develop these beliefs about ourselves?

Early Life Experiences
Beliefs about ourselves are learned as a result of the experiences we have had in our lives, especially our
early life experiences.  Often, the beliefs we have about ourselves are conclusions we arrive at based on
what has happened in our lives.  This means that at some point in time, it made sense to have those beliefs.
Down the track, we’ll explore whether or not such beliefs are helpful in the present, but first, let’s discuss
how we develop our beliefs about ourselves.

We learn things in different ways.  We may learn from direct experiences, the media, observing
what other people do, and listening to what people say.  This will continue throughout our lives
but beliefs about ourselves are often (though not always) developed earlier in life.  This means
that our experiences in our childhood, family of origin, the society we lived in, schools we went
to, and with our peers have influenced our thoughts and beliefs about all sorts of things, including ourselves.
If we have arrived at very negative thoughts and beliefs about ourselves, it is likely that we have
encountered a variety of negative experiences that might have contributed to this.  We will now talk about
what some of these negative experiences might be.

Punishment, Neglect, or Abuse

How we were treated earlier in life affects the way we see ourselves and who we are.  If children are
mistreated, punished frequently in an extreme or unpredictable manner, neglected, abandoned, or abused,
these experiences can leave some emotional and psychological scars.  It is not surprising, then, that a
person who has had these sorts of experiences in their earlier life can come to believe very negative things
about themselves.
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Difficulty in Meeting Parents’ Standards

Experiencing less extreme punishment or constantly being criticised can also have a negative effect.  If your
parents, carers, and family members often focused on your weaknesses and mistakes and rarely
acknowledged your positive qualities or successes (perhaps saying things such as “You could have done
better,” or “That’s not good enough”), or if they frequently teased you, made fun of you, and put you
down, you might also come to believe some negative things about yourself.

Not Fitting In at Home or at School

Some people may have experienced being the ‘odd one out’ at home or at school.  They might have been
less intelligent than their siblings at home or had different interests, talents or skills to others in the family
(such as being artistic, musical, sporty or love mathematics, science, arts).  Although they might not have
been criticised for their different interests or abilities, these might not have been acknowledged.  At the
same time, the activities or achievements of their siblings or peers might have been praised or celebrated.
As such, they might come to believe thoughts such as “I’m weird,” “I’m odd,” or “I’m inferior.”

Difficulty in Meeting Peer Group Standards

During late childhood and adolescence, our experiences with our peers and people around our age can also
influence how we see ourselves. This is a time when physical appearance may be very important to the
young person.  Together with messages conveyed by the media, an overweight, plump, or ‘well-built’ young
person who has not had many positive experiences with their peers can come to believe “I am fat and
ugly,” “I’m unattractive,” or “I’m unlikeable.”  Young people who have had other problems with their
appearance, such as problem skin, can also come away with negative beliefs about themselves if they have
been teased or ridiculed for this by their peers.

Being on the receiving end of other people’s stress or distress

Sometimes, when families experience stressful or distressing life events, parents may need to give their
attention to dealing with the problems that have occurred.  As such, parents may not be able to give much
attention to their child or children.  It is also possible that parents or carers in such circumstances become
frustrated, angry, anxious, or depressed and respond negatively towards their children or become role
models of unhelpful behaviour.  

Your Family’s Place in Society

How we view ourselves is not only influenced by how we are treated as individuals but also how our family
or group is viewed and treated by others in society.  If your family or the group that you belonged to was
seen to be different, less socially acceptable, or was on the receiving end of prejudice or hostility, these
experiences can also influence how you see yourself.

An Absence of Positives

The absence of positive experiences in our lives can also affect our self-esteem.  It might be that you did not
receive enough attention, praise, encouragement, warmth, or affection.  It could be that your basic needs
were just adequately met but no more was given.  Some parents or carers may have been emotionally
distant, not physically affectionate, spending a lot of time working (perhaps to meet the needs of the family)
or pursuing their own interests and had very little time with their children.  These experiences might
influence how people view themselves especially if they compare their experiences with their peers who
might have had more positive experiences. 
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What early experiences did you have that might have contributed to the way you view, and feel about,
yourself?  Take a bit of time to jot down a brief description of those experiences.  

Late Onset

Most of the time, the roots or beginnings of low self-esteem can be found in the experiences people have
had in their childhood or adolescence.  However, people with healthy self-esteem can also find their self-
confidence being dented and chipped away at if they encounter negative experiences later in life.  A person
can come to develop low self-esteem if they have experiences such as being bullied or intimidated at work,
being in an abusive relationship, experiencing prolonged financial hardship, continuous stressful life events,
traumatic events, or life-altering illnesses or injuries.

Have you had any recent stressful life experiences that have negatively affected how you view yourself?

How the Past affects the Present: Negative Core Beliefs
We have explored and discussed how different sorts of experiences can influence and shape how we view,
and feel about, ourselves.  Often, these are experiences that have occurred earlier in our lives.  So, if these
experiences happened long ago, why is it that we still see ourselves in a negative light today?  After all,
haven’t we had adult experiences that are quite different from the ones we had as children?  Yet, we might
still hear, in our minds, what our parents or other people had said to us years and years ago.  We might
hear ourselves saying things like “This is not good enough,” “You could have done better,” “You are so
stupid.” 

Why we continue to experience low self-esteem today, even when our current circumstances are different
from those of our past, is a result of our negative core beliefs.  Negative core beliefs are the conclusions
about ourselves we have arrived at when we were children or adolescents, likely as a result of the negative
experiences we have had.  For example, a child who was constantly punished and criticised may come to
believe “I am worthless,” or “I am bad.”  These thoughts are what we call negative core beliefs.  To a child or
young person, these beliefs seem to make sense during those experiences because they are probably unable
to explore other explanations for what is happening to them.  These negative core beliefs are thoughts that
are usually deep seated, firmly held, and strongly ingrained in our minds.  They are evaluations of ourselves
and our worth or value as a person.  These beliefs say, “This is the kind of person I am.”
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Here are some other examples of negative core beliefs:

“I am stupid.”
 “I’m not good enough.”
“I’m not important.”
“I’m unlovable.”
“I’m fat and ugly.”
“I’m unacceptable.”
“I’m good for nothing.”
“I am evil.”

Protecting Ourselves: Rules & Assumptions
When we strongly believe these negative statements about ourselves, it is not surprising that we feel very

bad about ourselves and experience strong negative emotions.  While we were experiencing
negative situations and coming to these negative conclusions about ourselves, the human survival
instinct was also in operation.  To ensure our survival and to keep on functioning, we begin to
develop assumptions, rules, and guidelines for how we live our lives that help protect our self-
esteem.  They aim to guard and defend us from the truth of our negative core beliefs.

We might develop rules such as:

“I must be the best at everything.” 
“I must never make any mistakes.”
“I must never show any emotion in public.”
“I must always do the right thing.”

We might also develop assumptions such as:

“If I ask for something I need, I will be put down.”
“No matter what I do, it will never be good enough.”
“If I can’t control my food intake, I will never be able to control anything in my life.”

Rules and assumptions can also be combined, for example:

“I must do everything I can to gain others’ approval because if I am criticised in any way, it means I
am not acceptable.”  
“I won’t try anything unless I know that I can do it perfectly, because if I can’t, it means I’m a total
failure.”
“I have to always be slim and dress well, or else I will never be accepted.”

What sorts of rules and assumptions for living might you have to help you feel better about yourself?  Take
a few minutes to jot these down.
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Rules & Assumptions Guide Behaviour
The result of having these rules and assumptions is that they will guide your behaviour.  What you do on a
day-to-day basis is largely determined by what rules for living you have.  Makes sense, doesn’t it?  So,
depending on your rules, you will try very hard to do everything perfectly, avoid getting too close to
people, restrict your food intake and exercise vigorously to stay slim, do what it takes to please people,
avoid doing anything too challenging, avoid doing things you’ve never done before … and the list can go on.

Can you see how having such rules and assumptions for living might help you protect your self-esteem?
What happens if one of your rules for living is “I must never make any mistakes?”  The effect is that this
rule will guide your behaviour, making you become very careful about your work, checking your work
many times so it is likely that you don’t make many mistakes, if at all.  This means that you are less likely to
be criticised and so your self-esteem is protected.

Take a few minutes to jot down how your rules and assumptions might influence your behaviour.  What do
you do to try to live up to your rules or standards and assumptions for living?

What this means is that you can feel fairly good about yourself if you are able to meet these rules for living
or live up to the standards you have set for yourself.   For example, if you are able to always maintain your
body shape and weight, you will feel okay about yourself.  As long as you never make any mistakes, always
gain your friends’, colleagues’, or bosses’ approval, always get extremely good results at
school or university, you can maintain an adequate level of self-esteem.  However, there is a
disadvantage to having these rules and assumptions.  You can run yourself ragged by trying
to live up to all the rules.  Basically, you are putting yourself under a lot of pressure so that
you manage your self-esteem and don’t feel bad about yourself.  

Actually, while things might seem to be going well on the surface, the negative core beliefs are still there.
This is because the negative core beliefs have not been removed.  In fact, they are still there because they
have been protected by your rules and assumptions and your behaviour.  This is why these rules and
assumptions and your behaviour cannot really be considered to be helpful – because they serve to keep the
negative core beliefs alive, as it were.  At this point in time, if you have been able to live up to your rules,
you may be feeling fine, but the low self-esteem lies dormant.
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Model of Low Self-Esteem: How Low Self-Esteem Begins
As we go along, our discussions about how low self-esteem develops and what keeps it going will be put in
the form of a diagram, which will tie everything together.  We call all the concepts expressed in such a
diagram a ‘model’.   We will begin with the concepts discussed in this module and then add others in as we
move on to the next module.  Here’s the first part of the model of low self-esteem:

What this model depicts, is a snapshot of what has been discussed in this module.  Low self-esteem might
begin with our having had negative life experiences, especially during childhood and adolescence.  These
negative experiences can influence how we see ourselves and we can come away with some negative
conclusions about ourselves, which we call negative core beliefs.  (The dotted arrow in the diagram signifies
that negative life experiences do not automatically lead to negative core beliefs – it is just that they have
some influence in their development).  In order to protect our self-esteem and continue to function from
day-to-day, we develop rules and assumptions for living.  These rules guide us to behave in ways that end up
not being very helpful because they serve to keep our negative core beliefs intact.  While we are able to
stick to these rules for living, we can feel okay about ourselves, but the low self-esteem remains dormant.

On the next page is a worksheet for you to put all your notes together.  The worksheet shows the model
of how low self-esteem develops and includes spaces for you to write down your experiences, negative
core beliefs, the unhelpful rules and assumptions that guide your life, and the things you do to try to live up
to those rules and assumptions.  Keep this worksheet with you as you continue working through the
modules of this information package.

In the next module, we will discuss what might cause low self-esteem to ‘flare up’ or be activated.  We will
also discuss a number of things that keep low self-esteem going.

(Dormant Low Self-Esteem)

Negative Life
Experiences

Negative Core Beliefs
about Yourself

Unhelpful Rules &
Assumptions

Unhelpful Behaviour
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Low Self-Esteem: How It Begins
Negative Life Experiences

Events, relationships, situations that may have
influenced your view of yourself

Negative Core Beliefs
Evaluation of worth/value as a person; conclusions
about yourself based on experience – this is the

kind of person I am

Unhelpful Rules & Assumptions
Guidelines, rules, or strategies for getting by, given
the truth of the negative core beliefs about myself

Unhelpful Behaviour
The things I do to try to live up to

my rules and assumptions

(Dormant Low Self-Esteem)
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Module Summary
• It is important to remember that the judgements we make about ourselves are opinions, not facts

• Negative early life experiences may lead us to develop a negative view of ourselves.  Such experiences
may be:

 Punishment, Neglect, or Abuse
 Difficulty in Meeting Parents’ Standards
 Not Fitting In at Home or at School
 Difficulty in Meeting Peer Group Standards
 Being on the receiving end of other people’s stress or distress
 Your Family’s Place in Society
 An Absence of Positives

• While low self-esteem often develops in childhood or adolescence, it can also develop later in life if we
encounter certain negative experiences

• Negative core beliefs are the conclusions we arrive at about ourselves, given the negative experiences
we have had

• We develop rules and assumptions, to protect us from the truth of our negative core beliefs, so we can
go on functioning in our lives

• The behaviour our rules and assumptions generate is unhelpful, because they keep our negative core
beliefs intact

• As long as we stick to our rules and assumptions, we might feel okay in our everyday lives, but our
negative core beliefs remain, and hence our low self-esteem lies dormant.
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Coming up next …
In the next module, you will
learn more about what keeps
low self-esteem going.
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Introduction
In Module 2, we talked about how negative beliefs about ourselves can develop from past experiences.  It is
important to understand how and why we come to think about ourselves the way they do.  To begin to
tackle the problem of low self-esteem, it is also important to understand how negative beliefs about
ourselves are maintained, that is, why these beliefs persist, long after the experiences that allowed them to
develop have passed.  In this module, we will explore how negative beliefs about the self are maintained in
the long-term.

How Negative Core Beliefs are Maintained from Day to Day
As you have seen, the negative beliefs we have about ourselves often have their roots in our early life
experiences.  Through various things that have happened to us and the way we interpret these events as a
child or adolescent, we come to the conclusion that we are “stupid,” “incompetent,” “unlovable,” “ugly,” or
some other negative judgement.  That was then.  However, now as adults, there are things we do on a day-
to-day basis that keep the negative beliefs we developed about ourselves in our early life, very much alive
and well today.  The way we make sense of information from the world around us, the things we do to live
up to our unhelpful rules and assumptions, and particularly, our responses to certain day-to-day situations,
all serve to keep our negative core beliefs going.

Information Processing
The way we make sense of the things that happen around us (we call this “information processing”), plays a
very big part in maintaining low self-esteem.  There is so much happening in our environment at any one
time – so much information – that to deal with or make sense of all of it is an impossible task.  For this
reason, our brain tends to choose what we pay attention to and how we think about and make sense of

things.  Often, what determines what we pay attention to and how we think about these
things, are the beliefs we hold.  We tend to pay attention to things we expect and
interpret things in a way that is consistent with our expectations.  As a result, we tend to
remember only things that happen in our lives that are consistent with what we believe to

be true.  This process of attending to and interpreting things in a manner that is consistent (rather than
inconsistent) with our beliefs, is something all human beings do and not just those with problems with low
self-esteem.

Let’s look at this further using an example not related to self-esteem.  For example, you may have the
belief, “My neighbours are noisy.”  Now, this belief may be based on your experience of the first night they
moved into the house next door and had a loud party that kept you awake all hours of the night and early
morning.  However, your belief about your neighbours, which started from an initial experience, might still
remain a few years later because:

• you only pay attention to your neighbours at times when they are noisy, not at times when they are
quiet

• you interpret any noise you hear as coming from those particular neighbours, often without checking
if this is the case.

Therefore, whenever the topic of your neighbours comes to mind, you only remember the occasions that
they have been noisy.  Therefore, your original belief, “My neighbours are noisy” holds strong.

Let’s try another example, but this time related to low self-esteem.  Let’s say that your negative core belief
is “I’m a failure.”  This is a conclusion you arrive at following certain experiences you had when you were
younger, but how does this affect your information processing now?  Holding the belief, “I’m a failure,”
means that you probably only focus on the times you make mistakes or don’t do something well.  You
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probably ignore any successes, or play them down (eg., “That was a fluke”).  Also, it is unlikely that you
acknowledge the times when you had done an acceptable job – those times are never given a second
thought because to you they are “No big deal.”  Therefore, you only pay attention to negative incidents
that confirm your belief that you are a “failure.”  You probably also have quite an extreme view of what
success and failure is, with no middle ground.  As such, words like  “I did okay,” rarely enter your
vocabulary.  You might easily jump to the extreme conclusion that you have failed at something, when
realistically you might not have done too badly at all (“I didn’t get an A on the assignment – I’m a complete
failure!”).  Therefore, you also tend to interpret the things that happen in your life as confirming your
belief that you’re a “failure” when there are likely to be other less harsh interpretations you could make.

The problem is that you seem to be always gathering evidence that supports your negative core belief,
because you only ever pay attention to things and interpret things in a manner that confirms how you see
yourself.  In this way, your negative core beliefs are ‘self-fulfilling.’  Once they are in place, you will keep
gathering information to keep them strong, and rarely gather information to challenge and expose them as
biased and inaccurate opinions of yourself.

Unhelpful Rules & Assumptions Generate Unhelpful Behaviours
While the unhelpful rules and assumptions you were introduced to in Module 2 are designed to protect
you from the truth of your negative core belief, these also play a part in keeping the core belief alive.
Unhelpful rules and assumptions like,  “I must do everything 100% perfectly, otherwise I will fail,” or “If I
get too close to other people, they will reject me” or “People won’t like me if I express my true feelings
and opinions,” will tend to affect how you behave.  You will run yourself ragged trying to do everything
perfectly, or stay at a comfortable distance from others to avoid rejection, or not show anyone the true
you in the hope that you will be liked.  As long as you do these things, you will probably feel okay about
yourself.

The problem is that these rules restrict your behaviour in such a way that you don’t get an opportunity to
put your negative core beliefs to the test and see if they are true.  You never intentionally do a mediocre
job and see if dire consequences follow.  You never get close to others to see if you really would be
rejected.  You never express your opinion and see if people still accept you.  These rules make us behave in
ways that are unhelpful to us.  Essentially they stop us from putting ourselves ‘out there’ to see if the things
we believe about ourselves are true or to see if the consequences we fear are true.  In this way, the rules
and assumptions we have limit our opportunities to have experiences that are inconsistent with our
negative core beliefs.  They restrict us from behaving in ways that allow us to have experiences that would
challenge our beliefs and change them.  Hence, the unhelpful behaviour that is aimed at meeting our rules
and avoiding our assumptions, also keep our negative beliefs about ourselves alive and well.  In the previous
module, we mentioned that as long as we are able to live up to our rules and assumptions, we might not
feel bad about ourselves, but the low self-esteem lies dormant.

At-Risk Situations
Life is full of all sorts of challenges everyday.  When these challenges relate to your negative core beliefs
and unhelpful rules and assumptions, they become what we would call “At-Risk Situations” for low self-
esteem.  These are situations where your rules and assumptions are at risk of being broken or are broken
outright (ie., you can’t or will have great difficulty living up to your rules or avoiding your assumptions).
Such at-risk situations are always going to arise because our rules and assumptions are unrealistic, extreme,
and inflexible, and so because of the high and often impossible standards that have been set, these rules will
always be susceptible to being broken.
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What happens when we are faced with an at-risk situation?  This is when the dormant low self-esteem
becomes active.  When you encounter an at-risk situation, your negative core belief about yourself is
activated (i.e., it ‘goes off’ like an alarm, ’lights up’ like a light bulb, is ‘rekindled’ like a burning flame) and
influences how you think, behave, and feel in the situation.  When a negative core belief is activated in an
at-risk situation, you are likely to think that things will turn out badly or you become extremely critical of
yourself.  We call these two types of thoughts Biased Expectations and Negative Self-Evaluations, respectively.
These types of thoughts will then influence how you behave.  You might avoid doing certain things, try
things out but quit when things get too difficult, take precautions to prevent a negative outcome, or
withdraw from situations.  These behaviours are unhelpful because they do not address the main issue or
solve the problem.  Instead, they lead to negative unhelpful feelings (such as anxiety, frustration, depression,
or shame) and confirm the negative core belief.  This also causes the negative core belief to remain
activated and this time, the low self-esteem is no longer dormant – it is now acute low self-esteem.

Model of Low Self-Esteem: How Low Self-Esteem Is Maintained
Let’s look at how these concepts fit together in our model and then we will further illustrate this with
examples.  In the previous module, we presented the first part of the model.  Here’s the second part.

Here’s an example.  Let’s say that your negative core belief is, “I am incompetent,” and your unhelpful rule
is, “I must do everything 100% perfectly, without mistakes, and without the help of others.”  As long as you
follow your rule, you might feel okay about yourself, because your incompetence is quashed or hidden for
the time being.  However, let’s say you encounter a new and challenging experience – you are starting a
new and difficult course of study.  You are now in a situation where you are probably unable do things
100% perfectly, without mistakes or without the help of others, because the situation you are in is new and
challenging, and you lack experience in this area.  You are now in an at-risk situation for low self-esteem,
because your rule is either broken or looks likely to be broken.  When this happens, your belief, “I am
incompetent,” is activated, and this belief is brought to the forefront of your mind and now affects how you
respond in the situation.

At-Risk Situations
Situations in which unhelpful rules & assumptions
are under threat of being broken or are broken

Activation of Negative Core Beliefs

Biased Expectations
Thinking that things will turn out badly

Negative Self-Evaluations
Self-critical thoughts

Unhelpful Behaviour
Avoidance, safety precautions, escape

Unhelpful Behaviour
Withdrawal, neglecting self-care

Unhelpful Emotions
Confirmation of Negative Core Beliefs

(Acute Low Self-Esteem)
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Biased Expectations

If your rule is only threatened (ie., it hasn’t been broken yet, but looks likely to be broken at some point),
your response might be to expect that things will turn out badly.  We call this having biased expectations.
This means that the way you think is consumed by predicting the worst and jumping to negative
conclusions about how the situation will pan out, saying things such as, “I’m not going to be able to do
this,” “I will fail,” “Others will criticise me,” “I won’t do a good job.”

As a result of having these biased expectations, you might behave in certain ways.  You might begin to
avoid attending lectures or put assignments off until the last minute.  You might become extremely cautious
and over-prepared, such as staying up all hours of the night working on an assignment.
Alternatively, you might give the course a try but withdraw when an assignment seems too
difficult.  We call these three types of behaviours avoidance, taking safety precautions, and
escaping.  These thoughts and behaviours contribute to you feeling anxious, nervous, tense,
afraid, uncertain, and doubtful.  Your biased expectations, unhelpful behaviours, and anxiety
may impair your performance, and confirm to yourself that you were right – “I am incompetent.”  Your
negative core beliefs therefore remain unchanged and continue to be activated.  By avoiding things or
escaping from difficult situations, you never test out your biased expectations to see if they are accurate.
Even if your biased expectations do not come true and things go well, by taking safety precautions, you
might believe that everything is a “close call” this time, and that you might not be so lucky next time.
Again, your negative core belief is not changed.  So you can see that the way you think and behave in at-risk
situations leads to unhelpful emotions and maintains your negative beliefs about yourself.

Negative Self-Evaluations

If your rule is actually broken, your response might be to engage in negative self-evaluations.  This means that
the way you think is consumed by self-blame and self-criticism.  You become very harsh on yourself,
beating yourself up about perceived mistakes or inadequacies saying things such as, “I should have done
better,” “If I can’t even do this, I must be really dumb,” “I knew I didn’t have it in me,” “It just shows that
I’m really lousy.”

Again, as a result you may behave in certain ways, such as isolating yourself, withdrawing, hibernating, not
taking care of yourself, not doing much, being passive, not doing enjoyable things – all because you think
you don’t deserve positive things.

When you think and behave in this way, you will tend to feel depressed, sad, low, upset, dejected, and
hopeless.  Given that a sign of depression is negative self-talk, these feelings will also tend to keep your
negative beliefs about yourself activated.

What then happens is that your negative self-evaluations, unhelpful behaviours, and depression all confirm
to you that you were right –  “I am incompetent,” and keep this belief alive, well after the at-risk situation
has passed.  So again, you can see that the way you think, behave, and feel in at-risk situations, means your
negative beliefs gather further support and become even more unwavering.



Improving
Self-Esteem

Page 6
• Psychotherapy • Research • Training

CCI
entre for

linical
nterventions Module 3: How Low Self-Esteem Is Maintained

Model of Low Self-Esteem: The Full Model
Let’s put what we know from Modules 2 and 3 together and get it clear in our minds how low self-esteem
develops and is maintained.  Here is the full model.

This first part of the model shows that low self-esteem might begin with our having had negative
experiences in our lives, which influence how we see and place worth on ourselves or aspects of ourselves.
If we see ourselves in a poor light and place low worth on ourselves, it is likely that we have made some
negative conclusions about ourselves, which are called negative core beliefs.  In order to protect our self-
esteem and continue to function from day-to-day, we develop rules and assumptions for living.  These rules
guide us to behave in ways that, in the end, are unhelpful because they serve to keep our negative core
beliefs alive.  While we are able to stick to these rules for living, we can feel okay about ourselves, but the
low self-esteem remains dormant.

The second part of this model shows that at some point in our lives, we will encounter at-risk situations
because it is extremely difficult to live up to our rules and assumptions, which are unrealistic and rigid.
When these rules are at risk of being broken or have been broken, our negative core beliefs become
activated and we engage in negative thinking.  We expect that things will not work out (biased
expectations) or criticise and blame ourselves (negative self-evaluations).  We also engage in unhelpful

Negative Life
Experiences

Negative Core Beliefs
about Yourself

Unhelpful Rules &
Assumptions

Unhelpful Behaviour

(Dormant Low Self-Esteem)

At-Risk Situations
Situations in which unhelpful rules & assumptions
are under threat of being broken or are broken

Activation of Negative Core Beliefs

Biased Expectations
Thinking that things will turn out badly

Negative Self-Evaluations
Self-critical thoughts

Unhelpful Behaviour
Avoidance, safety precautions, escape

Unhelpful Behaviour
Withdrawal, neglecting self-care

Unhelpful Emotions
Confirmation of Negative Core Beliefs

(Acute Low Self-Esteem)
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behaviours and together with the unhelpful thinking, lead to negative unhelpful emotions and our negative
core beliefs remaining activated.  It is then that low self-esteem becomes acute.

The Good News
While it can be helpful to understand how the problems we have today might have developed from our
past experiences, it might also be discouraging, because unfortunately we cannot change our past.
However, what we have seen in this module is that there are things we do on a day-to-day basis in the
‘here-and-now’ that maintain the negative core beliefs we have about ourselves, keeping them alive and
active today.

This is good news, because given that these things happen on a daily basis, you can work on changing them.
You can change the negative views you have developed about yourself.  This means that things can be
different and you can overcome low self-esteem.  What is important now is that you commit yourself to
making the effort in addressing your unhelpful thinking and unhelpful behaviour from day to day.  The rest
of the modules in this package will focus on the things that you can start doing to chip away at your low
self-esteem.  Before long, you will begin to see yourself in a better light and treat yourself more kindly.

The approach taken in this information package of identifying and changing unhelpful thinking and behaviour
to overcome low self-esteem comes from a type of treatment known as cognitive-behavioural therapy.
This type of psychological treatment has been evaluated scientifically and shown to be effective in treating a
number of psychological problems.  Cognitive-behavioural therapy is aimed at changing your unhelpful
thinking patterns and beliefs (the cognitive part), as well as any unhelpful style of behaving (the behavioural
part).  This will bring about a change in how you see yourself and how you feel.

The modules in the remainder of this information package will focus on how to deal with biased
expectations and negative self-evaluations first.  The modules will then move to addressing unhelpful rules
and assumptions, and finally negative core beliefs.  You may ask why we do not start with negative core
beliefs first, given that these are what determine how we think, feel, and behave from day to day.  The
reason we don’t start with negative core beliefs is that these are a lot harder to shift than our thinking and
behaviour in daily situations.  Examining our thinking and behaviour in specific situations tends to be easier
to do, so by starting here you can begin to get some immediate benefit for your efforts.  Starting here can
also have an effect of slowly chipping away at your negative core beliefs, and allows you to practice skills
you will be applying to tackling your unhelpful rules and negative core beliefs later.  So, we recommend that
you work through this package in the order the modules are presented (rather than skipping ahead), as this
will bring the most benefit to you.
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Module Summary
• There are things that we do everyday that maintain our negative core beliefs, long after the negative

experiences that generated them have passed

• Low self-esteem is maintained by:
 The way we process information in our environment (eg., our attention and interpretation)
 The restricting behaviour our unhelpful rules and assumptions generate (eg., no opportunity to

put negative core beliefs to the test)
 Our responses in ‘At-Risk Situations’ (eg., biased expectations and negative self-evaluations)

• ‘At-Risk Situations’ are situations where your unhelpful rules and assumptions are at risk of being
broken or are broken outright.  When this occurs, negative core beliefs and dormant low self-esteem
become activated

• When your negative core beliefs are activated, they lead you to either expect that things will not turn
out well (eg., biased expectations) or become highly critical of yourself (eg., negative self-evaluations).
Both types of thoughts will lead you to engage in unhelpful behaviours and feel unhelpful emotions like
anxiety or depression

• The unhelpful thoughts, behaviours, and feelings that are generated from ‘At-Risk Situations’ confirm
your negative view of yourself and keep it alive.  Therefore, these responses maintain your negative
beliefs about yourself over the long-term

• Overcoming low self-esteem involves addressing the factors in the here-and-now that maintain low self-
esteem.  The strategies used to address these factors come from a style of therapy known as cognitive-
behavioural therapy, which involves changing unhelpful thinking and behaviour patterns to change how
you feel.

Coming up next …
In the next module, you will
learn more about biased
expectations and how to
challenge them.
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Introduction
In Module 3, we talked about how dormant low self-esteem becomes active and maintains itself until it
becomes acute.  When you encounter an at-risk situation, your negative core belief about yourself is
activated and leads to two types of negative thoughts – biased expectations and negative self-evaluations.
In this module, we will examine biased expectations in more detail, and discuss ways of changing and
overcoming them.  By addressing your biased expectations in daily situations, you can prevent the negative
beliefs you hold about yourself from being confirmed and re-activated.  Ultimately, this will help you to chip
away at your low self-esteem.

What Are Biased Expectations?
Biased expectations are negative thoughts that commonly occur when you encounter an ‘At-Risk Situation’
where it looks likely that your unhelpful rule or assumption will be broken and your negative core beliefs
have been activated.  When this happens, you will tend to make predictions about how things will turn out
and these predictions often tend to be negative.  You will tend to:

• Overestimate the likelihood that bad things will happen
• Exaggerate how bad things will be
• Underestimate your ability to deal with things if they don’t go well, and
• Ignore other factors in the situation, which suggest that things will not be as bad as you are predicting.

When you jump to such negative conclusions about the future, you will tend behave in particular ways –
often engaging in unhelpful behaviours.  You will tend to:

• Avoid the situation totally,
• Try the situation out but escape when things seem too difficult or the anxiety seems

overwhelming,
• Be overly cautious and engage in safety behaviours.  These are behaviours that

you use to help you get through the situation.  For example, you might take
someone with you, over-prepare so that you can better face the situation, take
medication to help you through, or place certain conditions on entering the situation (eg.,
turn up late/leave early).

At the end of the day, the unhelpful thoughts and behaviours contribute to you feeling incredibly anxious,
nervous, uncertain, and unconfident about things – and this is confirmation that your negative core beliefs
are true.

Here’s an example of biased expectations in action.  You can follow this example that is illustrated in the
form of the model on the next page.  Let’s say that you have the negative core belief, “I am stupid.”  At
present, your low self-esteem is dormant as you have developed the rule and assumption, “I must never let
others see my true abilities, because if they do, they will know that I am stupid and not want to have
anything to do with me.”  As long as you are able to live up to your rule, you might feel okay about
yourself.  However, the situation is about to change.  A few of your friends invite you to join their team for
a quiz night.  You are now in an at-risk situation because you will have to show others your abilities at the
quiz night.  This means that your rule is likely to be broken.

At this point, you might have thought, “I’ll be no good,” “I’ll let everyone down,” or “Everyone will know
how dumb I am,” and are probably feeling anxious.  It’s also at this point that you could choose how to
approach this situation.  You could avoid the situation totally by declining your friends’ invitation or you
decide that you will accept the invitation.  If you accept the invitation, you might then think about how you
could make sure that people do not come to the conclusion that you are stupid.  As such, you might
prepare very hard for the quiz night by reading all of the week’s newspapers, watching current affairs
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programmes and documentaries on TV, and reading trivia books.  You might also think about how you
could leave the quiz night half way through if things are not turning out well.  As discussed above, all these
are unhelpful behaviours, and they maintain your negative emotions and confirm your negative core belief.

Continuing with the above example, your belief “I am stupid” gets confirmed in a number of ways.  Firstly,
it is confirmed by all the negative predictions you are making – all that ‘negative self-talk.’  Secondly,
because you feel so anxious, you might use this as a sign that you are all the negative things you believe
about yourself – “If I feel so anxious about this, I must be stupid.”  Thirdly, all your unhelpful behaviours
mean that you are acting in a manner consistent with the idea that you are “stupid.”  So, if you act as if you
are “stupid,” you will continue to think and believe that you are “stupid.”  Finally, if things don’t go the way
you would like them to (eg, you get some of the questions wrong), you leave early.  Because you do so,
you don’t give yourself a chance to answer a question correctly, or realise that getting a question wrong
isn’t such a bad thing, or just have fun regardless of the outcome.  Alternatively, if things go okay and you

Negative Life
Experiences

Negative Core Belief
“I am stupid”

Unhelpful Rules & Assumptions
“I must never let others see my true

abilities, because if they do, they will know
that I am stupid and not want to have

anything to do with me.”

Unhelpful Behaviour
Make sure that I check my work many times before

showing it to anyone, make excuses to avoid
presentations or if I have to, write out a script and say

only what is on the script

(Dormant Low Self-Esteem)

At-Risk Situation
Friends invite me to join their team for a quiz night

Biased Expectations
“I’ll be no good”

“I’ll make them lose”
“I’ll make a complete fool of myself”
“Everyone will see how dumb I am”

“The others will wish I wasn’t on their team”

Activation of Negative Core Belief
“I am stupid”

Unhelpful Behaviour/s
Avoid: Say no to invitation

Over-prepare (safety): watch all the news items during the
week, read the week’s newspapers, read trivia books

Conditions (safety): only answer questions if I am 100%
sure, so I don’t get anything wrong.

Escape plan: say “I’m not feeling well” and leave if things
are not going well.

Unhelpful Emotions
Anxiety, nervousness

Confirmation of Negative Core Belief
“I was right – I am stupid”

(Acute Low Self-Esteem)
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answer a few questions correctly, you might ignore your efforts as “no big deal.” If things go really well and
you answer heaps of questions, you might attribute it to all your preparation or say, “The questions were
really easy,” but not acknowledge your own abilities.

What we have seen is an unhelpful way of responding to a daily situation, which helps keep your low self-
esteem alive and well.  So how could you respond differently, in a way inconsistent with low self-esteem?
How could you have realistic expectations and engage in helpful behaviour?

Challenging Biased Expectations
One way to address biased expectations is to challenge them ‘head on.’  In cognitive behavioural therapy,
this is also called ‘disputation.’  Remember that our thoughts and expectations are often opinions we have
picked up or learned, rather than facts.  Therefore, they can be questioned, and should not be something
we just blindly accept if they are causing us distress.

To challenge or dispute your biased expectations means that you dissect them, evaluate how
accurate or likely they are, examine what evidence you base your expectations on, and look at
any positive things you may be ignoring.  In this way, you are like a detective or lawyer, trying to
get to the facts of how realistic your expectations are, and putting things in perspective.

Challenging your biased expectations isn’t something you should do in your head as this can get messy and
confusing.  The best way is to write it down.  To help you through the process, we suggest using a Thought
Diary for Biased Expectations.  This helps you work through the challenging process step by step, on paper,
making things clearer and more helpful for you.

On the next page is an example of how to complete a Thought Diary for Biased Expectations, and following
that is a blank Thought Diary for you to practise on.  The Thought Diaries guide you through how to get
your biased expectations out on paper.

The Thought Diary will first ask you to Identify Your Biased Expectations.  To help you do that, first
ask yourself:

• What is the situation I am in?

Then:

• What am I expecting?
• What am I predicting?
• What do I see happening in this situation?
• What conclusions am I making?

After you have written these down, you’ll then need to ask yourself:

• How strongly do I believe this will happen?  Rate the strength of your belief between 0 and100%
• What emotion(s) am I feeling?
• How intense are these emotions?  Rate the intensity of your emotion(s) between 0 and 100%

Once you have completed the first section, you are ready to begin to Challenge Your Biased
Expectations.  Here are the questions asked in your Thought Diary to challenge these types of negative
thoughts:

• What is the evidence for my expectations?
• What is the evidence against my expectations?
• How likely is it that what I am expecting will actually happen (Rate 0-100%)?
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• What is the worst that could happen?
• What is the best that could happen?
• What is the most likely thing that will happen?
• How does it affect me when I expect the worst?
• If the worst did happen, what could I do to cope?
• How else could I view the situation?
• Are there any positives in me or the situation that I am ignoring?

The ultimate aim of doing this Thought Diary is for you to Develop more Realistic Expectations.  Once
you have explored the answers to the above ‘challenging’ questions in your Thought Diary, ask yourself:

• What would be a more realistic expectation?

The final step is then to:

• Re-rate how much I now believe the original biased expectation I was making,
• Re-rate the intensity of the emotions that I was originally feeling.

If you work through the entire Thought Diary for challenging your biased expectations, it is likely that you
will experience a decrease in your belief in the negative predictions you were making and a decrease in the
intensity of your emotions.  Using a Thought Diary to develop realistic expectations will help quieten,
rather than activate or confirm, your negative beliefs about yourself.  This will help you approach situations
with an open mind, try new things, and often be pleasantly surprised by what you find, instead of letting
your negative opinion of yourself constantly interfere with how you live your life.

Try using a Thought Diary for Biased Expectations the next time you notice when you start feeling anxious,
nervous and uncertain, or doubt yourself and your abilities.  Stop yourself when you notice these sorts of
feelings, and see if you can find any biased expectations that are contributing to the feeling.  See if you
notice any predictions you are making, negative conclusions you are jumping to, or bad outcomes you are
envisaging.  If you notice these biased expectations rearing their ugly head, use a Thought Diary to tackle
them.  Continue to use a Thought Diary to deal with these sorts of thoughts and feelings, until it becomes
second nature.  Then, you will find that you can easily catch the biased expectations in your head and
challenge them in your head.  This will take some time and a lot of practice, so for now, stick to writing it
all down in your Thought Diary.
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Thought Diary for Biased Expectations
(example)

Identify Your Biased Expectations
What is the at-risk situation?

Friends invite me to be on their quiz team
How much do I believe it will
happen (0-100%)?

80%What am I expecting? What am I predicting? What do I see happening
in this situation? What conclusions am I jumping to?

I’ll be no good; I’ll make them lose; I’ll make a complete fool
of myself; Everyone will see how dumb I am; The others will
wish I wasn’t on their team.

What emotion(s) am I feeling?
(Rate the intensity 0-100%)

Anxious (70%)

Challenge Your Biased Expectations
What is the evidence for my expectations?

There are times I don’t know the answers to
other people’s questions

There are times I am not up to speed with
current affairs

What is the evidence against my expectations?
I have been able to answer some questions at

quiz nights before.
I have had experiences where I have known

things that other people haven’t.

How likely is it that what I am expecting will actually happen (0-100%)? 30%

What is the worst that could happen?

I won’t answer a single question correctly, we
will lose, and my team mates won’t talk to me

for the rest of the night

What is the best that could happen?

I will know the answers to most questions,
and because of me our team will win

What is the most likely thing that will happen?

I will be able to answer some questions, and
our team will do OK

How does it affect me when I expect the worst?

Expecting it will be a disaster just makes me
feel anxious and likely not go to something

that is supposed to be fun
If the worst did happen, what could I do to cope?

If I couldn’t answer anything, I could make a joke of it to the others. They probably wouldn’t
notice or care that much – they are my friends after all.  I’d feel a bit bad, but I probably
wouldn’t remember it in a couple of weeks’ time.
How else could I view the situation?

It’s just a quiz night.  It’s supposed to be for fun.  They probably invited people for their
company and to have fun, rather than their intellectual abilities.  They probably don’t take it
that seriously.  Quiz nights are suppose to be tricky – they may ask questions that are in areas
I know little about.  That doesn’t mean that I am dumb or know nothing.
Are there any positives in me or the situation I am ignoring?

It’s a team effort.  If we lose, it isn’t just one person’s fault.  I am good at music and science
questions, so it is likely I might know some of the answers to those types of questions.

Develop Realistic Expectations
What’s a more realistic expectation?

I don’t have to be really good – it’s just a quiz night.  They are my friends, they are just there
to have fun and don’t really care about winning or who answers what.  It is likely that I will
be able to answer some questions that are in my area of interest.  How I do at a quiz night
isn’t a reflection of who I am as a person - everyone has their strengths and weaknesses.

How much do I believe my original
biased expectation now (0-100%)               30%

How intense are my
emotions now (0-100%)                     20%
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Thought Diary for Biased Expectations
Identify Your Biased Expectations
What is the at-risk situation? How much do I believe it will happen

(0-100%)?

What am I expecting? What am I predicting? What do I see happening in this
situation? What conclusions am I jumping to? What emotion(s) am I feeling? (Rate

the intensity 0-100%)

Challenge Your Biased Expectations
What is the evidence for my expectations? What is the evidence against my expectations?

How likely is it that what I am expecting will actually happen (0-100%)?

What is the worst that could happen? What is the best that could happen?

What is the most likely thing that will happen? How does it affect me if I expect the worst?

If the worst did happen, what could I do to cope?

How else could I view the situation?

Are there any positives in me or the situation I am ignoring?

Develop Realistic Expectations
What’s a more realistic expectation?

How much do I believe my original
biased expectation now (0-100%)?

How intense are my
emotions now (0-100%)?
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Experimenting with Biased Expectations
By challenging your biased expectations as you did in the last section (using a Thought
Diary), you can now be in a better position to approach situations with an open mind and
with more realistic and balanced expectations.  The next step of challenging biased
expectations is to test them out to see how accurate they really are.  This is like a
scientist doing an experiment with your biased expectations, to test how true they are.

As with a Thought Diary, there are some steps you have to work through to properly experiment with
your biased expectations.  Below is an example of how to do this, and on page 11, there is a worksheet to
help you complete the process for yourself.

Step 1: Identify Your Biased Expectations

From the first section of your Thought Diary, you will already know what the at-risk situation is and what it
is that you have predicted in this situation, and how much you believe it will happen.  Also, write down
specifically how you will know if your biased expectations have come true.  Ask yourself: What exactly would
happen?  What would an outsider see happening?  What would you be doing?  What would others be doing?

The Situation: Friends invite me to be on their quiz team

My Biased Expectations: I’ll be no good; I’ll make them lose; I’ll make a complete fool of
myself; Everyone will see how dumb I am; The others will wish I wasn’t on their team.

How much do I believe it will happen (0-100%):  80%

How will I know it has happened: I won’t know a single question.  Everyone except me will know
the answers.  The others will make rude comments or glare at me.

Step 2: Identify Your Unhelpful Behaviours

Next you need to identify what unhelpful behaviours you might be engaging in to cope with your negative
predictions and anxiety (e.g., avoidance, escape, safety behaviours).

Over-preparing for the quiz (e.g., news, newspapers, trivia books), placing conditions on
going (eg., planning to only answer if I am 100% sure), having an escape plan.

Step 3: Remember Your Realistic Expectations

Next remind yourself of the new perspective that you developed from your Thought Diary, as you will also
want to test your new realistic expectations against your old biased expectations.

I don’t have to be really good, it’s just a quiz night.  They are my friends, they are just there
to have fun and don’t really care about winning or who answers what.  It’s likely that I will
be able to answer some questions that are in my area of interest.  How I do at a quiz night
isn’t a reflection of who I am as a person – everyone has their strengths and weaknesses.
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Step 4: Identify Your Helpful Behaviours

This involves noting what it is you will do differently to test out your new and old expectations, to see
which is more accurate.  This is really setting up the experiment and specifying what it is you will actually
do.  This will generally involve confronting rather than avoiding the situation, staying in the situation rather
than escaping, and stopping safety behaviours to see how you go by yourself and without imposing
conditions and restrictions on you entering the situation.

Ask my friends if they are doing anything to prepare for the quiz night.  If they do any
preparation, do only as much as they are doing.  If they are not preparing at all, go to the
quiz night, without preparing beforehand.  Stay at the quiz night until the end, regardless
of how I am going with answering the questions.  Answer questions even if I am not totally
certain.  Purposely suggest an answer that I know is wrong.

Step 5: Carry Out the Experiment

Follow through with what you set out to do in Step 4.  Carry out the experiment, engaging in the more
helpful behaviours you have identified, and see what happens.

Step 6: Evaluate the Results

The last step is to reflect on what actually happened and how this compares to what you were expecting in
Step 1.  What were the results of the experiment?  What did you observe?  How does this compare to
your biased expectations?  Which expectations did the results support (biased or realistic)?  What was it
like to carry the experiment out and act differently?  What did you learn from the experience?

What actually happened? I answered some questions that were in my areas of interest.  I got
some questions wrong, but so did others – no one saw it as a big deal.  I had a good time.
No one seemed to take it too seriously.  They seemed to be pleased to have me on their team.

How much did my biased expectations come true (0-100%)? 10%

Which expectations were supported by the experiment?  My more realistic expectations.

What was it like to act differently?  It was hard at first.  But not overpreparing, purposely
suggesting a wrong answer, and not planning how to escape showed me that I can do this,
and that not knowing everything is not so bad.

What did I learn?  This shows me that what I predict will happen in situations may be guided
by my opinion of myself, and may not always be true.  So I may need to make my
expectations more realistic, act accordingly, and see what happens.

If the results of your experiment do not support your biased expectations, which is often the case, that is
great!  It will be important to remember that the next time you find yourself making biased expectations.  It
will also be important to reflect and ask yourself “What does this mean for you as a person?”

However, should your biased expectations be supported, which may happen at times, it will be important
to ask yourself some questions about this.  Ask yourself: Were there are any other reasons for the result, aside
from who you are as a person?  What else was happening at that time?  Are there other ways of viewing what
happened?  What could you learn from the experience to improve or change things in the future?
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It is important to note that not everything we think is inaccurate, or has no grain of truth to it.  However,
often when we have problems with low self-esteem, we predict negative things about ourselves and our
abilities all the time, and act accordingly.  We never step back to question these predictions or test them
out.  This is a habit that is important to break.  It is the automatic process of predicting the worst, because
of our negative view of ourselves that we want to change.  It is important to tackle this because if you can
make more realistic predictions in your day-to-day life, you will think and act differently, in a manner
inconsistent with someone with low self-esteem.  Behaving in a manner that is inconsistent with your low
opinion of yourself, is the path to overcoming this negative opinion.  When you do this, you will start to
gather new information about yourself, which will allow you to see yourself in a less harsh, more positive,
and kinder light.

Now, it’s time for you to do an experiment.  Use the worksheet on the next page to help you plan an
experiment to test out your biased expectations.
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Experiment Record for Biased Expectations
Step 1: Identify Your Biased Expectations
The Situation:

My Biased Expectations:

How much do I believe it will happen (0-100%)?

How will I know it has happened?

Step 2: Identify Your Unhelpful Behaviours

Step 3: Remember Your Realistic Expectations

Step 4: Identify Your Helpful Behaviours & Set Up Your Experiment

Step 5: Carry Out the Experiment (from Step 4)

Step 6: Evaluate the Results
What actually happened?

How much did my biased expectations come true (0-100%)?

Which expectations were supported by the experiment?

What was it like to behave differently?

What did I learn from this experiment?
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Module Summary
• Biased expectations occur when it looks likely that your unhelpful rule or assumption will be broken

• Biased expectations involve: overestimating the likelihood that something bad will happen and how bad
the consequences will be, as well as underestimating your ability to cope

• Biased expectations will lead to certain types of unhelpful behaviours (eg., avoidance, escape and safety
behaviours) and unhelpful emotions (eg., anxiety, nervousness, fear, doubt, uncertainty)

• One way to overcome biased expectations is to challenge or dispute them using a Thought Diary.  This
involves identifying what you are expecting, challenging your expectations, and developing more
realistic expectations

• Another way to overcome biased expectations is to experiment with them.  This involves planning
experiments to test the accuracy of your expectations, and is based on identifying your unhelpful
behaviours and engaging in more helpful behaviour.  It will often involve behaving in a manner
inconsistent with what you are expecting (eg., approaching challenges, and stopping avoidance, escape,
and safety behaviours).

Coming up next …
In the next module, you will learn to
identify and challenge negative self-
evaluations, and develop more
balanced evaluations of yourself.
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Introduction
In Module 3, we talked about how dormant low self-esteem becomes active and maintains itself until it
becomes acute.  When you encounter an at-risk situation, your negative core belief about yourself is
activated and leads to two types of negative thoughts – biased expectations and negative self-evaluations.

In the previous module, we talked about how to address biased expectations.  In this module, we will
discuss negative self-evaluations in more detail, and discuss ways of changing and overcoming them.  By
addressing your negative self-evaluations in daily situations, you can prevent the negative beliefs you hold
about yourself from being confirmed and re-activated.  Again, this will help you to chip away at your low
self-esteem.

What Are Negative Self-Evaluations?
As we have already seen in Module 3, negative self-evaluations are negative thoughts that
commonly occur when you encounter an ‘At-Risk Situation’ where your unhelpful rule or
assumption is broken and your negative core beliefs have been activated.  When this
happens you will tend to evaluate yourself in a negative way, becoming harsh and critical of
who you are as a person.  You will tend to:

• Tell yourself that you “should” have done this or “shouldn’t” have done that, chastising yourself and
beating yourself up, for not meeting the standards you have set for yourself

• Put negative and derogatory labels on yourself, calling yourself hurtful names like “pathetic,” “useless,”
“idiot,” and

• Make sweeping generalisations about yourself, based on a very specific event, saying things such as “I
am always doing this,” “I never learn,” “Everything is ruined.”

When you are so critical of yourself, you will tend to tend behave in particular ways – often engaging in
unhelpful behaviours.  You will tend to:

• Withdraw or isolate yourself from family or friends,
• Try to overcompensate for things,
• Neglect things (opportunities, responsibilities, self-care), or
• Be passive rather than assertive with others.

At the end of the day, the unhelpful thoughts and behaviours contribute to you feeling depressed, low, sad,
guilty – and this is confirmation that your negative core beliefs are true.

Here’s an example of negative self-evaluations in action.  You can follow this example that is illustrated in
the form of the model on the next page.  Let’s say that you have the negative core belief, “I am worthless.”
At present, your low self-esteem is dormant as you have developed the rule and assumption, “I must make
everyone else happy to be accepted.”  As long as you are able to live up to your rule, you might feel okay
about yourself.  However, the situation is about to change.  You have had to cancel dinner with a friend
because of work commitments.  You are now in an at-risk situation because you have disappointed
someone.  This means that your rule has been broken.

At this point, you might have thought, “I’m a useless and pathetic friend,” “I don’t deserve to have friends,”
or “I should not let other people down,” and are probably feeling sad, depressed, and guilty.  It’s also at this
point that you could choose how to behave in this situation.  You could apologise profusely and put
yourself down to your friend.  You could try to make up for cancelling the dinner by offering to pay for the
next outing or re-scheduling your dinner to a time that suits your friend but is inconvenient to you.  This is
overcompensation.  Alternatively, you could withdraw from your friends for a while and avoid their calls
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and emails.  All these are unhelpful behaviours, and they maintain your negative emotions and confirm your
negative core belief.

Continuing with the example, your belief, “I am worthless,” gets confirmed in a number of ways.  Firstly, it
is confirmed by all the negative self-evaluations you are making – all that ‘negative self-talk.’  If you keep
telling yourself these negative things, you will continue to believe them.  Secondly, feeling depressed can
confirm your belief that you are ”worthless,” because a symptom of depression itself is thinking negatively
about everything, including yourself.  Thirdly, all your unhelpful behaviours (eg., acting in a passive and
apologetic way, trying to overcompensate, or withdrawing) mean that you are acting in a manner consistent
with the idea that you are “worthless.”  So, if you act as if you are “worthless,” you will continue to think
you are “worthless,” and feel sad or depressed.

Negative Life
Experiences

Negative Core Belief
“I am worthless”

Unhelpful Rules & Assumptions
“I must make everyone else happy to be

accepted.”

Unhelpful Behaviour
Say yes to all requests made to me

Bend over backwards to please people
Observe people carefully to see if they are ever

displeased with me

(Dormant Low Self-Esteem)

At-Risk Situation
Cancelled dinner with a friend because of work commitments

Negative Self-Evaluations
“I am a useless and pathetic friend”
“I don’t deserve to have friends”

“I shouldn’t let people down”
“I am always being selfish”

“They are better off without a friend like me”

Activation of Negative Core Belief
“I am worthless”

Unhelpful Behaviour/s
Apologise profusely and put myself down to my friend

or
Overcompensate when trying to make it up to my friend
(eg, offering to pay for the next outing, re-scheduling our

dinner at a time that is not convenient to me)
or

Withdrawing and avoiding my friends for a while

Unhelpful Emotions
Depressed, Sad, Guilty

Confirmation of Negative Core Belief
“I was right – I am worthless”

(Acute Low Self-Esteem)
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It is important to note that some people think that making negative self-evaluations is a good thing.  Some
people think that:

• Being critical and harsh on yourself keeps you grounded
• It stops you from getting too big for your boots
• It prevents you from becoming a ‘tall poppy’ that needs to be ‘cut down’
• It spurs you on, motivating you to do better and better.

Some of these might be commonly held beliefs, but are they really true?  Is putting yourself down and
criticising yourself actually a good and healthy thing to do?  If it is, then we would do it to our loved ones
regularly.  When something goes wrong and our loved ones are in distress, would we help them through by
abusing them, calling them names, and telling them off?  Is this what we do to the people we love?

Most people would probably not agree.  Most people would say that they do the exact opposite – that
when times are tough, they show compassion and kindness to the ones they love, comforting them and
encouraging them.  So if this is what you would do for other human beings, why is it that you don’t do it
for yourself?

Take a moment to think about this issue of whether being harsh and critical of yourself is a healthy or
unhealthy thing to do?  Perhaps write down the costs of making negative self-evaluations.  Note the
disadvantages of being so critical of yourself.  Think about how talking to yourself in such a harsh manner
affects you?  Does it prevent you from doing certain things?  Does it make you feel a certain way?  Is it
unfair to yourself in some way?

Hopefully you are coming to see that constantly making negative self-evaluations is not only generally
unhelpful, it also helps keep your low self-esteem alive and well.  So how could you respond differently, in a
way that is inconsistent with low self-esteem?

Challenging Negative Self-Evaluations
As we did with biased expectations, one way to address your negative self-evaluations is to challenge them,
and develop balanced self-evaluations.  Remember that our thoughts and evaluations are often opinions
we have, rather than facts.  Therefore they are open to question, and should not be something we just
blindly accept if they are causing us distress.  Instead, you can dispute, dissect, examine, and assess them –
like a detective or lawyer would, to see how realistic they are and put things in perspective.

Again, challenging your negative self-evaluations isn’t something you should do in your head as this can get
messy and confusing.  The best way is to write it down.  To help you through the process, we suggest using
a Thought Diary for Negative Self-Evaluations.  This helps you work through the challenging process in a
step-by-step way, on paper, making things clearer and more useful for you.

On the next page is an example of how to complete a Thought Diary for Negative Self-Evaluations, and
following that is a blank Thought Diary for you to practise on.  The Thought Diaries guide you through
how to get your negative self-evaluations out on paper and challenge them.
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The Thought Diary will first ask you to Identify Your Negative Self-Evaluations. To help you do that,
first ask yourself:

• What is the situation I am in?

Then:

• What am I saying to myself?
• How am I evaluating myself?
• How am I putting myself down?
• How am I criticising myself?

After you have written these down, you’ll then need to ask yourself:

• How strongly do I believe these evaluations of myself?  Rate the strength of my belief between 0 and
100%

• What emotion(s) am I feeling?
• How intense are these emotions?  Rate the intensity of my emotion(s) between 0 and 100%
• What unhelpful behaviours did I engage in?

Once you have completed the first section, you are ready to begin to Challenge Your Negative Self-
Evaluations.  Here are the questions asked in your Thought Diary to challenge your negative self-
evaluations:

• What is the evidence for my evaluations?
• What is the evidence against my evaluations?
• Are these opinions I have of myself or facts?
• How helpful is it for me to evaluate myself in this way?
• How else could I view the situation?  What are other perspectives might there be?
• What advice would I give to a friend in this same situation?
• Are there any positives in me or the situation that I am ignoring?
• What would be more helpful behaviour I could carry out?

Note.  If you have engaged in any unhelpful behaviours, ask yourself: How could I act differently?  How
could I behave in a manner that is inconsistent with my negative self-evaluations?  For example, instead
of withdrawing and isolating yourself, be active and a part of things around you; instead of
overcompensating for things, just do what you think the average person might do in this situation;
instead of neglecting things, make time for them; and instead of being passive, try to be more assertive.

The ultimate aim of doing this Thought Diary is for you to develop more Balanced Self-Evaluations.
Once you have explored the answers to the above ‘challenging’ questions in your Thought Diary, ask
yourself:

• What would be a more balanced self-evaluation to replace my negative self-evaluation?

The final step is then to:

• Re-rate how much I now believe the original negative self-evaluations I was making,
• Re-rate how intense I now feel the emotions that I was originally feeling.

If you work through the entire Thought Diary for challenging your negative self-evaluations, it is likely that
you will experience a decrease in your belief in the evaluations you were making and a decrease in the
intensity of your emotions.  Using a Thought Diary to develop balanced self-evaluations will help quieten
rather than activate or confirm your negative beliefs about yourself.  This will help you approach situations
with an open mind, rather than letting your negative opinion of yourself constantly interfere with how you
live your life.
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Try using a Thought Diary for negative self-evaluations the next time you notice yourself feeling down, sad,
depressed, guilty or hopeless, and you have the sense that you are beating yourself up, being hard on
yourself, telling yourself off, and criticising yourself and your abilities.  Stop yourself when you notice these
sorts of feelings, and see if you can find the specific negative self-evaluations that are influencing your
feelings.  When you find these, use a Thought Diary to tackle them.  Continue to use a Thought Diary to
deal with these sorts of thoughts and feelings, until it becomes second nature.  Then you will find that you
can easily catch the negative self-evaluations in your head and challenge them in your head.  This will take
some time and a lot of practice, so for now, stick to writing it all down in your Thought Diary.
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Thought Diary for Negative Self-Evaluations
(example)

Identify Your Negative Self-Evaluations
What is the at-risk situation?
Cancelled dinner with a friend due to work commitments

How much do I believe these
evaluations of myself (0-100%)?

85%What am I saying to myself?  How am I evaluating myself, putting
myself down, or criticising myself?
I am a useless and pathetic friend; I don’t deserve to have
friends; I shouldn’t let other people down; I am always being
selfish; They are better off without a friend like me.

What emotion(s) am I feeling?
(Rate the intensity 0-100%)
Guilt (90%); Depressed (70%)

What unhelpful behaviours did I engage in?
I apologised profusely to my friend and said that I had been a really pathetic friend to her.  I
also said that I would pay for our next outing and re-scheduled to a time that wasn’t quite
convenient for me.

Challenge Your Negative Self Evaluations
What is the evidence for my evaluations?

I disappointed a friend by cancelling our
dinner.
This is not the first time I have disappointed a
friend.

What is the evidence against my evaluations?
I only cancelled for a very good reason.
If I could have made it to dinner, I would
have.
Most of the time I am very considerate with
all of my friends.
I never intentionally hurt my friends.
People have told me I am a valued friend.

Are these opinions I have of myself or facts?  It’s probably an opinion, not a fact.
How helpful is it for me to evaluate myself in this way?
It is pretty unfair to beat myself up for something that was mostly beyond my control.  It just
makes me feel really bad and like I have to overcompensate for being a “bad friend”.
How else could I view the situation?  What are other perspectives are there?
Things will often interfere with plans we make, it is a fact of life.  It happens to everyone.
Cancelling dinner with a friend due to work commitments doesn’t make me a bad friend.
You can’t please everyone all the time – that’s impossible.  If the tables were turned and my
friend did this to me, I wouldn’t think badly of them.  As long as I show I care and want to
still go out with them, then I am being a good friend.
What advice would I give to a friend in this same situation?
If they are a real friend, they will understand and get over it.  They won’t think badly.  If they
are disappointed it is probably because they think you are a good friend and want to spend
time with you.  Being disappointed about not spending time with you doesn’t mean they think
you are a bad friend, or are upset with you as a person.
What would be more helpful behaviour I could carry out?
Instead of being overly apologetic and overly keen to make it up, I can just explain the
circumstances, apologise once or even twice, and re-schedule our plans for a time that suits us
both.  I don’t have to grovel or bend over backwards to prove I am a good friend.

Balanced Self-Evaluations
A more balanced evaluation of myself is:
I am being the best friend I can be under the circumstances.  My friends have told me they
value me, that must mean I am a good friend.  I am generally considerate to my friends and
never set out to hurt people.  Disappointing this friend was beyond my control.  Unfortunately,
you can’t make everyone happy all the time.
How much do I believe my original
negative self-evaluation now (0-100%)             35%

How intense are my emotions now (0-100%)?
Guilt (45%); Depressed (20%)
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Thought Diary for Negative Self-Evaluations
Identify Your Negative Self-Evaluations
What is the at-risk situation? How much do I believe these

evaluations of myself (0-100%)?
What am I saying to myself? How am I evaluating myself? Putting myself down?
Criticising myself? What emotion(s) am I feeling? (Rate

the intensity 0-100%)

What unhelpful behaviours did I engage in?

Challenge Your Negative Self Evaluations
What is the evidence for my evaluations? What is the evidence against my evaluations?

Are these opinions I have of myself or facts?
How helpful is it for me to evaluate myself in this way?

How else could I view the situation?  What are other perspectives are there?

What advice would I give to a friend in this same situation?

What would be more helpful behaviour I could carry out?

Balanced Self-Evaluations
A more balanced evaluation of myself is:

How much do I believe my original negative
self-evaluation now (0-100%)?

How intense are my emotions
now (0-100%)?
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As a preview, the next module can be thought of as complementing the present module.  In the present
module, we have looked at how to quash your negative self-evaluations, allowing you to be less harsh and
critical of yourself.  The next module also tackles this tendency to be very hard on yourself, but we will
take a different route.  Instead of trying to combat negative self-evaluations, we will look at how to
promote balanced self-evaluations by paying attention to the positives aspects of yourself and treating
yourself more kindly.  Therefore, this and the next module go hand in hand, working together to tackle our
automatic tendencies to evaluate ourselves in a negative way.
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Module Summary
• Negative self-evaluations occur when your unhelpful rules and/or assumptions are broken

• Negative self-evaluations involve: being highly self-critical, putting negative labels on yourself, and
making sweeping generalisations about yourself and your abilities

• Negative self-evaluations will lead to certain types of unhelpful behaviours (eg., withdrawal, isolation,
overcompensation, neglect, passivity) and unhelpful emotions (eg., depression, sadness, guilt)

• Some people think that being critical of yourself is a good thing, but at the end of the day, it is an
unhelpful and unfair way to treat yourself

• One way to overcome negative self-evaluations is to challenge or dispute them using a Thought Diary.
This involves identifying your negative self-evaluations, challenging your negative self-evaluations, and
developing more balanced self-evaluations.

Coming up next …
In the next module, you will
explore how to identify your
positive qualities and treat
yourself more kindly.
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Introduction
In the previous module we looked at how to combat negative self-evaluations.  Battling against some of the
negative things you say to yourself is one path to overcoming low self-esteem.  However, another path is to
promote balanced evaluations of yourself.  This means noticing and acknowledging the positive aspects of
yourself, and behaving like someone who has positive qualities and is deserving of happiness and fun.  In this
module, we will show you exactly how to go about doing these things to boost your self-esteem.

Focusing On the Positive You
Very quickly, jot down a few of your positive qualities in the space below, and then read on.

How easy was it for you to do that?  Some people might struggle to bring things to mind.  This is because,
as we mentioned in earlier modules, when you have low self-esteem, you have a tendency to only pay
attention to negative things that confirm your negative view of yourself.  You rarely pay attention to the
positive things you do, your positive qualities, positive outcomes or positive comments from others.  This
will make the positive aspects of you very hard to get to at first, because you have not taken any notice of
them.  Other people might have less trouble recalling positive things about themselves, but instead might
feel uncomfortable thinking about, talking about, or writing about the positive qualities they have.  They
might consider it as being conceited, arrogant, or stuck up to think about such things.

If either of these apply to you, you will need to approach this module with an open mind.  In this module
you will be asked to start noticing the positives in you that you often ignore and acknowledge these
positives.  Remember, most of the time all you pay attention to are your negative qualities and you feel
comfortable dwelling on these negatives.  Ask yourself how fair that is.  By getting you to begin
acknowledging your positives, you are really tipping the scales of self-evaluation back into balance.  These
scales have been pretty off balance (towards the side of negativity) for some time now.

Positive Qualities Record
So, where do we start?  When we notice something and it’s really important for us to remember it, what is
it that we do to help us remember?  We write things down, make a note of it, or make a list if there are
many items.  The same approach applies here.   To start acknowledging your positives, you need to write
them down.

What was your initial reaction to this suggestion of writing a list of your positive attributes?  Did you feel
any anxiety, shame, uneasiness, sadness, fear?  Did you think “What could I possibly write?” “I have nothing
worth writing down,” “Me! Positive attributes? Ha!”  You need to be careful here, and listen out for
negative self-evaluations coming through, and the tendency you may have to discount or minimise anything
positive about yourself.  Remember that this is a nasty habit that may rear its head when you try to do this
exercise.  Should this happen, just acknowledge it and try to move on to the task at hand.  If the negative
self-evaluations simply won’t release their grip on you that easily, then go back to the Thought Diary for
Negative Self-Evaluations to help you out.
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Now, start a ‘Positive Qualities Record.’  Make a list of the positive aspects of yourself, including all your
good characteristics, strengths, talents, and achievements, and record them on the worksheet on page 5.
You might want to record all of this in a special book or journal – one that is dedicated especially to this
task of focusing on your positive qualities.

Here are some important tips for getting started:

When you are recording something in your Positive You Journal, make sure you set aside a special time
to commit to the task and carry it out.  Don’t do it on the run, or while you are doing other things, or fit it
in around other activities.  Instead, give it the due attention and time it deserves.

Remember to write them down on the worksheet provided or in your special journal,
rather than just making a mental note or writing something on the back of a napkin or scrap
of paper.  Write your positive qualities in your journal or worksheet so that you remember
it and know exactly where to find it.  In this way, the positive qualities won’t get lost.

Write as many positive things about yourself as you can think of…there is no limit.  Exhaust all avenues
and brainstorm as many ideas as possible.  If you run out of steam, take a break.  Come back to it over the
course of a few days, until you have a substantial list of your positives.

Get help if you feel comfortable to do so.  Enlist the help of a trusted friend or family member – someone
whom you know would be supportive of you doing this, rather than someone who may be a contributor to
your self-esteem problems.  Two heads are better than one and an outsider might have a different
perspective of you, than you do of yourself.  Who knows what nice things you might discover about
yourself with their help.

As already mentioned, watch out for negative self-evaluations or discounting your positives as “small” or
“no big deal” or “not worth writing.”  You tend to remember detailed negative things about yourself,
therefore we must do the same with the positives – it is only fair!  Also remember, you don’t have to do
these positive things absolutely perfectly or 100% of the time – that is impossible.  So be realistic about
what you write down.  For example, if you tend to be ‘hardworking,’ but recall the one time you took a
sick day after a big weekend, you might say to yourself “I can’t write that down because I haven’t done it
100%.”  If you take that attitude, you are not being fair and realistic with yourself.

Finally, don’t just do this exercise for the sake of it, and then put it in the back of a drawer, never to be
seen again.  It is important that you re-read the things you write in your journal, reading them over and
over with care and consideration.  Reflect on what you have written at the end of the day, week, or month.
Let all the positive qualities pile up and ‘sink in.’  This is really important so that you learn to take notice of
these things and feel more comfortable acknowledging them, rather than just giving them lip-service.

Listing the positives:

Now, let’s get you started writing down all your positive qualities.  Use the worksheet on page 5 to help
you start writing down all the positive aspects of yourself.  If you get stuck, the worksheet has some
questions that can help you jog your memory.  Ask yourself questions like:

What do I like about who I am?
What characteristics do I have that are positive?
What are some of my achievements?
What are some challenges I have overcome?
What are some skills or talents that I have?
What do others say they like about me?
What are some attributes I like in others that I also have in common with?
If someone shared my identical characteristics, what would I admire in them?
How might someone who cared about me describe me?
What do I think are bad qualities?  What bad qualities do I not have?
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*Remember to include everything no matter how small, insignificant, modest, or unimportant they are!

After using these questions to identify your positive attributes, your list may look something like this (of
course everyone’s list will be different, as we are all different individuals with different positive qualities):

Considerate Good Listener Diligent Good Cook
Reliable Good Humoured Fun Helpful
Health Conscious Well Travelled Animal Lover House Proud
Resourceful Adventurous Loved A Good Friend
Avid Reader Politically Conscious Charitable Movie Buff
Artistic Creative Active Outdoors Person
Strong Friendly Responsible Determined
Organised Appreciative Praise Others Cultured

‘Positive You Journal’
Part 1: Remember Past Examples

Using the worksheet on page 6, recall specific examples of how you have demonstrated each of the positive
attributes you have listed in the Positive Qualities Record.  This way, you will make each attribute you have
written not just meaningless words on a page.  Instead, each attribute will become a real, specific, and
detailed memory of something that actually happened.  So for example:

Considerate 1.  I took my friend some flowers and a book when they were sick.
2.  I offered a listening ear to my colleague who was going

through some difficult times.
3.  I lent my brother some money when he was down on his luck.

Doing this will take some time, but is well worth the effort.  Remembering the specific incidents that
illustrate your positive qualities will allow the list to have an impact on your view of yourself, making it real.

Part 2: Noting Present Examples

Once you have spent time recalling past examples of your positive qualities, it is now time to turn to
recognising examples of your positive attributes on a daily basis.  Use the worksheet on page 7 to help you
do this.  This will be an ongoing exercise – something you do everyday.  Each day, set out to record three
examples from your day, which illustrate certain positive qualities you have.  Write exactly what you did
and identify what positive attribute it shows in you.  Here’s an example:

Day/Date Things I Did Positive Attributes
1. Mopped the floors House Proud

2. Finished project DiligentTue 5/7/05

3. Played with kids Fun to be with

Start with noticing three a day if that is comfortable (you can always start with fewer if need be), but try to
build from there, increasing it to 4, or 5 or 6.  By doing this, you will not only be acknowledging your
positive qualities as things you did in the past, but also acknowledging them as things you are everyday.
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Positive Qualities Record
To help you make a list of your positive qualities, ask yourself the following questions:

• What do I like about who I am?
• What characteristics do I have that are positive?
• What are some of my achievements?
• What are some challenges I have overcome?
• What are some skills or talents that I have?
• What do others say they like about me?
• What are some attributes I like in others that I also have in common with?
• If someone shared my identical characteristics, what would I admire in them?
• How might someone who cared about me describe me?
• What do I think are bad qualities?  What bad qualities do I not have?

*Remember to include everything no matter how small, insignificant, modest, or unimportant you think they are

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 
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Positive You Journal
(Part 1: Past Examples)

For each positive quality that you have written in your Positive Qualities Record, recall specific examples that illustrate
that quality.  Try to list as many examples as you can.

Positive Quality Specific Examples that Illustrate the Quality
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Positive You Journal
(Part 2: Everyday Examples)

1. For each day of the week, think of 3 examples of positive qualities that you have shown during the day
2. Write the day and date, what you had done during the day, and what positive qualities your actions demonstrate

• eg. Spent time working on my budget (Organised)
• eg. Sitting by the river (Ability to appreciate beauty)

Day/Date What You Did During the Day Positive Qualities Shown
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Acting Like the Positive You
Another way of promoting a balanced view of yourself is by addressing your behaviours and how you treat
yourself.  When you think negatively about yourself, how do you tend to behave?  Do you treat yourself as
someone deserving of fun and recognition for your achievements?  Or instead, do you neglect yourself and
withdraw from life?  If you have problems with low self-esteem, it is likely that you take the latter approach
to life.  This means that you probably engage in few activities that are pleasurable or do things that are just
for you, and discount the things you accomplish from day to day.  Taking such an approach keeps all those
negative self-evaluations alive.

Experiencing enjoyment and a sense of accomplishment are an important part of
everyday experience, which makes us feel good about ourselves and our lives.  The
problem for people with low self-esteem is that they often believe that they are
undeserving.  Therefore, enjoyment and achievement does not feature in their day,
and this keeps them thinking negatively about who they are as a person.  This is
something we want to reverse, and get you treating yourself kindly and treating yourself to a fulfilling and
satisfying life.  Treating yourself well will help you start seeing yourself in a more balanced and accepting
light.

Getting Started
The first step to changing the way you treat yourself is to first observe how your life is currently.  Using the
Weekly Activity Schedule on page 10, start recording the activities you get up to during the week.  Then,
for each activity, rate the sense of pleasure and achievement (0-10) that you get from doing that activity.
When doing this, it is important to remember that a sense of achievement does not only come from doing
huge things (e.g., a promotion, an award, graduating), but achievement can come from the day-to-day things
(e.g., cooking a nice meal, confronting a situation you had some anxiety about, doing some housework
when feeling unmotivated, etc).

By observing what you do during your week and rating your activities, you can see how much fun or sense
of achievement you are having in your average week.  If there is not much that is pleasant, fun, or enjoyable
to you, this will be a sign that you need to increase your fun activities.  By observing how your week is
currently, you can also start recognising your accomplishments and achievements, which you may have
ignored or discounted previously, or tackle some tasks to give you a sense of achievement.

Making Changes
Once you have a good sense of what a typical week looks like for you, you can think about what you would
like to change.  Do you need more fun activities in your week?  What activities would be enjoyable,
pleasant, or relaxing?  What would be something you can do just for you, to treat yourself kindly?  On what
days or at what times in particular could you do fun things for yourself?  Are you avoiding or neglecting
things in your life, so that there is little sense of achievement in your week?  What could you start doing to
rectify this?  When could you do these things?

Once you have a sense of what needs changing, it is time to put the changes in place.  On page 11 is a Fun
Activities Catalogue.  There are 183 activities listed in this catalogue.  These are suggestions to help you
think about what you might enjoy.  You may be able to think of others.  Choose two or three from the list
to do in the coming week.  Remember to also include one or two achievement-type tasks to your schedule
as well.  Use the worksheet on page 13 to plan ahead which activity you will do, when you will do it (date),
and then rate your sense of pleasure and achievement BEFORE and AFTER the activity.  This will let you
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know if the activity has been helpful.  You could also use the Weekly Activity Schedule from before to plan
your fun and achievement activities for the week.

Starting Simple
Even though there are a number of advantages to increasing your fun and achievement, it might not be easy
to get started.  Often, this is because you have rarely done things just for you, and you think negative
thoughts such as “I don’t deserve to do things for myself,” “It’s too hard,” “I am not worth it,” “I won’t
enjoy doing this,” or “I’ll probably fail at this too.”  These thoughts may stop you from getting started.
Often the big mistake people make is trying to do too much too soon.

If you hadn’t been doing any running for 6 months, would you try and run a marathon without doing any
training?  Of course not!  You would go on a training programme that starts out within your present
capabilities, and then slowly build up your fitness and endurance.  Similarly, when you are down on yourself,
it is unreasonable to expect yourself to be able to jump out of bed and clean the house before going out to
meet a friend for a late lunch.  If you set your goals too high, you might end up not doing them, become
disappointed in yourself, and feel worse than ever about who you are.  Instead, plan to do things that are
achievable at your current level of functioning.  Start with small steps if necessary and slowly build yourself
up to the large tasks that seem unmanageable right now.  For example, don’t try to tidy the whole house in
one go – start with one room and just aim to tidy one particular area.  If you’re wanting to clean the
kitchen, start with the dirty dishes.  Then, aim to get the bench tops clean, before you move to the stove.
Any task can be broken down into smaller steps until you find something achievable.

Sometimes it is easier to aim to do a task for a set period of time rather than trying to achieve a set
amount.  Exercise for 5 to 10 minutes rather than aim to do an hour’s worth.  Say you will spend 10
minutes weeding the garden rather than aiming to weed a certain area.  In this way, it will be easier for you
to achieve your goal.  In the beginning, the important thing is not what you do or how much you do, but
simply the fact that you are DOING.  Remember that action is the first step, not motivation, and you‘ll
soon find yourself feeling better about doing things for yourself or approaching challenging things.
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Weekly Activity Schedule
Use this worksheet to record the activities you get up to during the week.  Then, for each activity, rate the sense of
pleasure and achievement (0-10) that you get from doing that activity.  When you have done this, reflect on what you
have recorded.  What do you make of your activity schedule?

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday
8 to 9am

9 to 10

10 to 11

11 to 12pm

12 to 1

1 to 2

2 to 3

3 to 4

4 to 5

5 to 6

6 to 7

7 to 8

8 to 9

9 to 10

10 to 11

11 to 12am
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Pleasurable Activities Catalogue
The following is a list of activities that might be pleasurable for you.  Feel free to add your own pleasurable
activities to the list.

1. Soaking in the bathtub
2. Planning my career
3. Collecting things (coins, shells, etc.)
4. Going for a holiday
5. Recycling old items
6. Relaxing
7. Going on a date
8. Going to a movie
9. Jogging, walking
10. Listening to music
11. Thinking I have done a full day’s work
12. Recalling past parties
13. Buying household gadgets
14. Lying in the sun
15. Planning a career change
16. Laughing
17. Thinking about my past trips
18. Listening to others
19. Reading magazines or newspapers
20. Hobbies (stamp collecting, model building,

etc.)
21. Spending an evening with good friends
22. Planning a day’s activities
23. Meeting new people
24. Remembering beautiful scenery
25. Saving money
26. Gambling
27. Going to the gym, doing aerobics
28. Eating
29. Thinking how it will be when I finish school
30. Getting out of debt/paying debts
31. Practising karate, judo, yoga
32. Thinking about retirement
33. Repairing things around the house
34. Working on my car (bicycle)
35. Remembering the words and deeds of loving

people
36. Wearing sexy clothes
37. Having quiet evenings
38. Taking care of my plants
39. Buying, selling stocks and shares
40. Going swimming
41. Doodling
42. Exercising
43. Collecting old things
44. Going to a party
45. Thinking about buying things
46. Playing golf

47. Playing soccer
48. Flying kites
49. Having discussions with friends
50. Having family get-togethers
51. Riding a motorbike
52. Sex
53. Playing squash
54. Going camping
55. Singing around the house
56. Arranging flowers
57. Going to church, praying (practising religion)
58. Losing weight
59. Going to the beach
60. Thinking I’m an OK person
61. A day with nothing to do
62. Having class reunions
63. Going ice skating, roller skating/blading
64. Going sailing
65. Travelling abroad, interstate or within the

state
66. Sketching, painting
67. Doing something spontaneously
68. Doing embroidery, cross stitching
69. Sleeping
70. Driving
71. Entertaining
72. Going to clubs (garden, sewing, etc.)
73. Thinking about getting married
74. Going birdwatching
75. Singing with groups
76. Flirting
77. Playing musical instruments
78. Doing arts and crafts
79. Making a gift for someone
80. Buying CDs, tapes, records
81. Watching boxing, wrestling
82. Planning parties
83. Cooking, baking
84. Going hiking, bush walking
85. Writing books (poems, articles)
86. Sewing
87. Buying clothes
88. Working
89. Going out to dinner
90. Discussing books
91. Sightseeing
92. Gardening
93. Going to the beauty salon
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94. Early morning coffee and newspaper
95. Playing tennis
96. Kissing
97. Watching my children (play)
98. Thinking I have a lot more going for me than

most people
99. Going to plays and concerts
100. Daydreaming
101. Planning to go to TAFE or university
102. Going for a drive
103. Listening to a stereo
104. Refinishing furniture
105. Watching videos or DVDs
106. Making lists of tasks
107. Going bike riding
108. Walks on the riverfront/foreshore
109. Buying gifts
110. Travelling to national parks
111. Completing a task
112. Thinking about my achievements
113. Going to a footy game (or rugby, soccer,

basketball, etc.)
114. Eating gooey, fattening foods
115. Exchanging emails, chatting on the internet
116. Photography
117. Going fishing
118. Thinking about pleasant events
119. Staying on a diet
120. Star gazing
121. Flying a plane
122. Reading fiction
123. Acting
124. Being alone
125. Writing diary/journal entries or letters
126. Cleaning
127. Reading non-fiction
128. Taking children places
129. Dancing
130. Going on a picnic
131. Thinking “I did that pretty well” after doing

something
132. Meditating
133. Playing volleyball
134. Having lunch with a friend
135. Going to the hills
136. Thinking about having a family
137. Thoughts about happy moments in my

childhood
138. Splurging
139. Playing cards
140. Having a political discussion
141. Solving riddles mentally
142. Playing cricket
143. Seeing and/or showing photos or slides
144. Knitting/crocheting/quilting

145. Doing crossword puzzles
146. Shooting pool/Playing billiards
147. Dressing up and looking nice
148. Reflecting on how I’ve improved
149. Buying things for myself
150. Talking on the phone
151. Going to museums, art galleries
152. Thinking religious thoughts
153. Surfing the internet
154. Lighting candles
155. Listening to the radio
156. Going crabbing or prawning
157. Having coffee at a cafe
158. Getting/giving a massage
159. Saying “I love you”
160. Thinking about my good qualities
161. Buying books
162. Having a spa, or sauna
163. Going skiing
164. Going canoeing or white-water rafting
165. Going bowling
166. Doing woodworking
167. Fantasising about the future
168. Doing ballet, jazz/tap dancing
169. Debating
170. Playing computer games
171. Having an aquarium
172. Erotica (sex books, movies)
173. Going horseback riding
174. Going rock climbing
175. Thinking about becoming active in the

community
176. Doing something new
177. Making jigsaw puzzles
178. Thinking I’m a person who can cope
179. Playing with my pets
180. Having a barbecue
181. Rearranging the furniture in my house
182. Buying new furniture
183. Going window shopping

Other Ideas
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Fun & Achievement Activities Schedule
Treat yourself to some fun and acknowledge your achievements.  Experiencing enjoyment and a sense of
accomplishment can help you to feel good about yourself and your life.  Try it and see!

Identify a number of pleasurable and achievement-type activities that you might want to try.  If you find it
difficult to generate a list, see if you can get some ideas from the Pleasurable Activities Catalogue.  Then,
plan your activities and engage in them.  Use the following rating scale to rate your sense of fun and
achievement BEFORE and AFTER the activity.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Absolutely

None
Minimal Slight Mild Moderate Much Higher Very High Extreme

Fun Achievement

Before:

Date:
Activity:

After:

Before:

Date:
Activity:

After:

Before:

Date:
Activity:

After:

Before:

Date:
Activity:

After:

Before:

Date:
Activity:

After:

What might you have learned from doing this exercise?
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Module Summary
• Promoting more balanced self-evaluations requires listing your positive qualities.  This might be difficult

because you have never really paid attention to them or you feel uncomfortable acknowledging them

• When completing your Positive Qualities Record, remember to set aside a special time to do this.
Write your positive qualities down; think of as many as you can – there is no limit; get help if you feel
comfortable; watch out for negative self-evaluations or discounting your positives; and re-read it
regularly

• To make your positive qualities real and something that has an impact on you, complete the Positive
You Journal.  This is where you think of examples of things you have done in the past, which
demonstrate the positive qualities you have identified.  It is also where you note specific things you do
everyday and the positive qualities these behaviours highlight

• Increasing the amount of fun, enjoyment, and pleasure during your week and increasing or
acknowledging your achievements during the week are other ways of promoting more balanced self-
evaluations.  This will first involve monitoring what your week is like currently.  Then you will need to
make changes and plan where you will put new fun activities and achievement tasks in your week

• Identifying your positives and treating yourself well are both important in redressing the balance in how
you see yourself.

Coming up next …
In the next module, you will learn
more about challenging your
unhelpful rules and assumptions,
and adjusting them.
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Introduction
In modules 4 and 5, we discussed biased expectations and negative self-evaluations and introduced some
strategies for you to work at challenging them.  In the previous module, we discussed the importance of
accepting yourself and explored strategies for identifying and acknowledging your positive qualities and
experiences.  We hope that you have found these strategies helpful in improving how you feel about, and
see, yourself.  Now that you have had some experience in working through these strategies, it is also
important that we tackle some of the more difficult issues and work toward addressing negative core
beliefs.  In this module, we will discuss adjusting and changing the unhelpful rules and assumptions that
restrict your behaviour and keep your negative core beliefs alive.

Rules for Living
Here are some things to review and keep in mind, before we begin tackling our unhelpful rules.

Rules are learned.  It is not often that unhelpful rules are formally taught.  Rather these are developed
through trial and error and observations you had made in your earlier life experiences.  You may not
consciously know that you have developed these rules but they consistently influence how you behave and
live your life anyway.  These rules often grew out of the conclusions you made about yourself as a result of
your earlier life experiences.  Therefore, these rules are also unique to you.

Rules can be culture-specific.  The rules and assumptions for living that you have developed reflect the norms
and culture of the family and the society or community in which you grew up.  For example, you might have
grown up in a family where boys are favoured over girls and if you are female, you might have concluded
that you are a second-class citizen.  You might then have learned the rule, “Women must always be
subservient to men,” and continue to live according to this rule even if circumstances are different now.

Rules can be stubborn and resist change.  Rules for living not only guide your behaviour, they also influence
how you perceive, interpret, and absorb information throughout your life.  In Module 3, we talked about
how there are many things happening, and there is a lot of information available, around us.  Often we are
not aware of all that is going on because our brains would be bombarded with too much information if we
tried to make sense of everything.  Therefore, we are equipped with an ability to sift out information and
focus on only those things that are important to us.  Unfortunately this could also work against us because
we tend to only pay attention to, and make sense of, those things that are consistent with our beliefs and
rules.  So, if you have the negative core belief, “I am an unattractive person,” and the rule “I must always be
funny and witty or else no one will like me,” you might only notice the person who doesn’t laugh at your
remarks and not the other three who were laughing heartily.  You might also then interpret that as “People
didn’t laugh at my jokes, so they must not like me.”  This is why unhelpful rules for living and negative core
beliefs can be resistant to change.  However, now that you know this, you can learn to notice other things
as well and to challenge any unhelpful interpretations so that you can have a more balanced view of
yourself.

Rules for Living: What’s Helpful, What’s Not
Rules and assumptions for living guide our behaviour and enable us to cope with our everyday lives.
Rules for living are necessary for us to make sense of the world around us and to help us function on a day-
to-day basis.  So, having rules, in itself, is not unhelpful.  The question is what type of rules do we have?
There are many rules for living that are helpful.  Helpful rules are realistic, flexible, and adaptable, and they
enable us to function healthily and safely.  For example, “People should not drive when they have had too
much to drink (ie, have a blood alcohol level of more than .05)” is a helpful rule.  These types of rules are
realistic, that is, there is evidence to support them.  There is evidence that the judgement of people who
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have more than a blood alcohol level of .05 can become impaired.  They are less able to see clearly and
concentrate on what they are doing.  So, based on this evidence, keeping this rule can help ensure our
survival!

Helpful rules are also those that are flexible and adaptable.  This means that they allow you to adapt your
behaviour to various situations.  No one can be absolutely certain about everything in life nor does one
have control over everything.  That is why rules that have some ‘give’ in them are probably more helpful
than those that are absolutistic.  Consider the rule, “It would be great if we could all try our best and work as
hard as we can for this project” compared with “We must always be the best at everything we do, at all costs.”  In
the first rule, we are asked to work to the best of our abilities, given the circumstances, for a particular
project.  This means that the rule takes into consideration the times that for some reason, we are not able
to match the standards that we reached previously.  Perhaps we are ill or are experiencing a problematic
situation in our personal lives.  The rule is also flexible in that it applies to a particular situation (a project)
as there are other times when we may choose not to work so hard at something (eg, gardening, cooking,
or cleaning our house).  We may decide that we want to work but also to take it a little easier.

Unhelpful rules are unrealistic, unreasonable, excessive, rigid, and unadaptable.  Look at the second rule in
the above paragraph.  According to that rule, we have to achieve a particular standard (“best at
everything”) in every situation (“always”) and not caring about what we might have to do or give up to
achieve it (“at all costs”).  If we believed strongly in this rule and made ourselves live up to it everyday,
what would happen?  We will probably feel strong negative emotions when the rule is broken, which is
quite likely.  The reality is that we cannot be the best all the time.  There are times when others might
achieve better results.  This rule also ensures that our self-esteem remains low because it is setting us up to
fail.

Let’s explore further how unhelpful rules keep low self-esteem going.

Unhelpful Rules & Low Self-Esteem
In essence, low self-esteem is viewing yourself and valuing your self-worth in a negative way.  This is
reflected in the negative core beliefs you might have about yourself, such as, “I am unlovable,” or “I am not
important.”  As discussed in Module 2, you might have come to these conclusions as a result of significant
negative experiences early in life.  To help you get by and manage from day to day, you might have
developed rules and assumptions to help protect your self-esteem.  Unfortunately, these rules and
assumptions are usually unrealistic, unreasonable, rigid, and unadaptable.  Let’s say, for example, that you
have the belief, “I am incompetent.”  You might have developed the rule and assumption “I must never ask for
help, because if I do, people will laugh at me” or “I must never take on a task that seems too difficult for me
because if I don’t do well, people will think I’m a total idiot.”  If you are able to stick to, and carry out, these
rules and assumptions, you might feel okay about yourself because then no one will know how bad you are
at doing things.  But what is the effect of having such rules?

Although these rules appear to help protect your self-esteem, they actually keep your negative
core beliefs and your low self-esteem in place – they are ‘locked in’ as it were.  Living up to
such rules and assumptions means that your behaviour is restricted in such a way that these
rules and your negative core beliefs do not have the opportunity to be challenged.  Let’s
continue with the previous example, with the rule and assumption, “I must never ask for help,
because if I do, people will laugh at me.”  If you never ask for help, you will not be able to check
out what people’s responses are if you do.  If you occasionally asked for help, you might find that some
people were quite happy to lend a helping hand and did not laugh at you.  In this way, your assumption that
people would laugh at you if you asked for help would have been challenged.  However, because of your
reluctance in asking for help, you don’t get a chance to debunk it.  As such, your rule and assumption stays
in place and your negative core belief also remains intact.
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Not only do such unhelpful rules and assumptions keep low self-esteem in place, they also put a
considerable amount of pressure on you.  Note that the rule is “I must never ask for help.”  The words
“must” and “never” are an indication of the inflexibility of the rule.  The rule demands that you behave in a
particular way all the time.  It does not allow you to behave differently in, or adapt to, different
environments and situations.

Identifying My Unhelpful Rules & Assumptions
Let’s now begin to identify what unhelpful rules and assumptions you might have developed for yourself to
live by.  You might already have an idea of these now that you have learned to challenge your biased
expectations and negative self-evaluations.  When identifying your rules and assumptions, ask yourself:

What do I expect of myself when I am at work or school?
What standards do I expect myself to meet?  What would I accept and not accept?
What do I expect of myself when I am socialising?
What do I expect of myself in my various roles – child, friend, partner, parent, staff
member/supervisor?
What do I expect of myself regarding leisure or fun activities, and self-care?

Rules and assumptions for living can be in the form of statements such as:

“I must/should/have to always … or
else … ,”

eg, “I must always be the best at everything,” “I have to always
keep it together and control my emotions.”

“I must/should never … ,” eg, “I must never show any sign of weakness or back away from a
challenge,” “I should never ask for something that I need.”

“If … , then … ,” eg, “If I let people know the real me, they will think I’m a total
loser,” “If I ask someone out, I will look like I’m desperate for a
partner.”

“If I don’t …., then … ,” eg, “If I don’t work as hard as I possibly can, then I will not gain
recognition from my boss,” or “If I don’t do whatever it takes to
stay slim, I will never have any friends.”

The following are other sources from which you might be able to identify your rules and assumptions for
living.

Thought Diaries.  What you have recorded in your Thought Diaries are biased expectations and negative
self-evaluations, which are also known as unhelpful thoughts.  Often, there is another layer behind those
unhelpful thoughts.  For example, thoughts such as, “This report really sucks.  I didn’t have time to include
coloured charts.  I should have done better,” might reflect the rule, “I have to do everything perfectly.”  Usually,
there are rules and assumptions for living that are already present that generate or “drive” the unhelpful
thoughts.  Can you recognise if there are any rules for living reflected in your unhelpful thoughts?

Themes.  Another way of identifying the rules and assumptions that guide your behaviour is to ask
yourself if you notice any themes that might be common to the concerns you have or the issues that you
are preoccupied with.  You could ask yourself questions such as:

In what types of situations might I experience the most anxiety or self-doubt?
What aspects of myself am I most hard on?
What types of negative predictions do I make?
What behaviours in other people are linked with me feeling less confident about myself?
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Negative Evaluations of Self & Others.  Ask yourself:

In what types of situations do I put myself down?
What aspects of myself do I criticise most?  What does this say about what I expect of
myself?
What might happen if I relax my standards?  What type of person do I think I might
become?
What don’t I allow myself to do?
What do I criticise in other people?  What expectations of them do I have?  What
standards do I expect them to live up to?

Direct Messages/Family Sayings.  Sometimes, your rules and assumptions for living might be direct
messages given to you when you were a child or adolescent.  Ask yourself:

What was I told about what I should and should not do?
What happened when I did not obey those rules?  What was I told then?
For what was I punished, criticised, and ridiculed?
What was said to me when I was not able to meet expectations?
How did people who were important to me respond when I was naughty, made mistakes, or
didn’t do well at school?
What did I have to do to receive praise, affection, or warmth?

Some of those messages you received when you were much younger could be in the form of particular
sayings that some families might have, or some sort of a “motto.”  For example, adults in families might say,
“The only person you can depend on is yourself,” “People who are nice to you always want something in return,”
“Practice makes perfect,” “If you can’t do something well, you might as well not try,” or “If you don’t aim high, you
will never be successful.”  Did your family have any sayings or mottos that you remember or use today?

Now that you have read this section on identifying your rules and assumptions for living, have you been
able to identify or recognise any that are operating right now in your life?  What are some of those rules
and assumptions?  Take a few minutes to write them down.

Adjusting the Rules
By now, you might have come to recognise some unhelpful rules and assumptions for living that you might
have developed when you were younger and have been trying to live according to them.  Just as in the
previous modules, you can work at challenging your rules and assumptions for living in a step-by-step way
using a worksheet.  If you have worked through the previous modules, you will probably find that changing
the rules is not that difficult.  It isn’t easy, but it might not be that difficult either, given that you have
already had some practice at challenging your biased expectations and negative self-evaluations.  On page 9,
you will find a worksheet for you to work through.  Before doing that, read through the following notes
that will provide a guide for you.

1. Identify an unhelpful rule and/or assumption that you would like to challenge.  If you have a number of
rules and assumptions and are not sure which one to work on first, choose one that is related to an
aspect of your life that you really want to change (eg, your social life or your relationship with your
colleagues).
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2. Have a think about how this rule and/or assumption for living has impacted your life.  Ask yourself:
What aspect of my life has this rule had an impact?  Has it affected my relationships, work or studies, how I
take care of myself or engage in social or leisure activities?  How do I respond when things don’t go well?  How
do I respond to challenging situations or new opportunities?  How do I express my emotions?  Am I able to ask
for my needs to be met?  Evaluating the effect of unhelpful rules and assumptions on your life is important
because you not only want to change and adjust these rules, you also want to change how they affect
your life.

3. Ask yourself how do you know when this rule is in operation?  How do you know when the rule is
active in your life?  How do you feel?  What are the things you do and say (to yourself or others)?

4. Ask yourself, “Where did the rule come from?”  The purpose of this question is to provide a context
for your rule and assumption.  It is to help you understand how this rule developed and what might
have kept it going all this while.  As we have discussed before, unhelpful rules and assumptions might
have made sense at the time when you were experiencing a difficult situation and you adopted them so
that you could cope and function from day to day.  However, the main issue is whether or not this rule
or assumption is still relevant today.  Ask yourself, “Is this rule still necessary today?  Is it useful?”

5. Next, ask yourself, “In what ways is this rule (and/or assumption) unreasonable?”  Remember that we
have discussed that unhelpful rules and assumptions are inflexible and rigid.  Sometimes when you live
according to such rules and assumptions, you don’t recognise that the world around us does not
behave that way in general.  Also, these rules and assumptions were made when you were a child or
young person.  As an adult now, you don’t have to live according to the rules you made as a child.

6. Although unhelpful rules and assumptions are not beneficial in the long term, there might be certain
advantages in living according to these rules.  It is probably why these rules and assumptions are still
intact.  Make a list of these advantages.  Ask yourself, “What advantages do I gain from living according
to this rule and/or assumption?  What benefits have I obtained?  How have these been helpful?  What
do they protect me from?”

7. What are the disadvantages of living according to this rule and assumption?  You have identified the
advantages but it is also important to evaluate whether or not the advantages are really genuine.  Then
ask yourself about how this rule/assumption might limit your opportunities, prevent you from
experiencing fun and pleasure, downplay your achievements and successes, negatively impact on your
relationships, or prevent you from achieving your life goals.  Write these down on the worksheet and
then compare them with the advantages you had written down.  Do the disadvantages outweigh the
advantages?  If it is the other way round, then maybe you need not challenge this particular rule and
assumption.  If you decide that this rule and assumption is not helpful, then let’s move on to the next
important point.

8. Now, think carefully about what might be a more balanced rule – what would be more realistic,
flexible, and helpful?  Try and think about how you could maximise the advantages and minimise the
disadvantages of the old rule.  Think about the ability to adapt this rule to different situations.
Consider using less extreme terms such as “sometimes,” “some people,” “prefer,” “would like,” “it
would be nice if,” compared with “must,” “should,” “it would be terrible if…”  For example, instead of
the unhelpful rule, “I must do whatever it takes to stay slim, or else I will never have any friends,”
consider the alternative “I will try to maintain a healthy lifestyle and it would be nice if I could continue
to be slim.  However, it is unlikely that my friends only like me because I am slim.”  Balanced rules and
assumptions might end up being longer than old ones.  This is because they are more ‘sophisticated’ –
you are making it more realistic, flexible, and adaptable.  If you find it difficult to think of an alternative
rule and/or assumption that is more balanced, don’t worry.  Just give it a try and put it in practice for a
week or two.  You can always revise your rule and adjust it as you become more familiar with the
process of challenging and adjusting your unhelpful rules and assumptions.
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9. The final step is to consider what you could do to put your new rule and assumption into practice.
Why do you think it might be important to do this?  Remember that your old rule and assumption had
been in operation for some time now so it is important that you not only have a new rule but new
behaviours so that the new rule can be ‘house-broken’ and settle into your balanced belief system.

On the next page is an example of how an “Adjusting the Rules” worksheet can be completed.  On the
page after that, there is a blank worksheet.  After you have had a chance to look at the example, try
working through a worksheet yourself.
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Adjusting the Rules
(example)

Rule and/or Assumption I would like to Adjust

I must do whatever it takes to stay slim, or else I will never have any friends

What impact has this rule (and/or assumption) had on my life?

I put myself under a lot of pressure to stay slim.
I use extreme measures to get rid of the food I eat and to burn the fat away

I’m always thinking and worrying about my weight and body.
Sometimes I get so sick of it.

How do I know this rule is in operation?

Whenever I eat, I feel guilty
I think, “I should not eat this.  It will make me fat!”

If I happen to have eaten a big meal, I will use laxatives to get rid of the food.

Where did this rule (and/or assumption) come from?

My mother always said I was a fat kid and had to lose weight.
Kids at school used to call me “fat-face” and “whale.”

My mother made me go on all sorts of diets.

In what ways is this rule (and/or assumption) unreasonable?

When I say to myself, “I must do whatever it takes …” I am being inflexible and
unreasonable.  It drives me to use extreme measures that might not be healthy.

I don’t think a lot of people go to such extreme measures to lose weight or stay slim.
Nowadays people talk more about eating a balanced diet and staying healthy.

I look around and I see a lot of overweight people who have friends.

Advantages of this Rule

It makes me conscious of my weight and my
appearance.  A lot of people say that I look

very good and have a nice body.

Disadvantages of this Rule

It puts a lot of pressure on me.  I am always
conscious of my weight and my food intake.
I can’t be like some of my friends who don’t

seem to care what they eat.
Sometimes it seems like I’m so superficial that

I only care about my weight and
appearance.

What is an alternative rule (and/or assumption) that is more balanced and flexible?

I enjoy being slim and wearing nice clothes.
However, it is more helpful if I think about trying to maintain a healthy lifestyle.

Also, it is unlikely that my friends only like me because I am slim

What can I do to put this rule (and/or assumption) into practice on a daily basis?

Check out what healthy portions are and eat that without using laxatives after.
Exercise regularly rather than extremely vigorously.

Ask my closest friends what it is that they like about me.
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Adjusting the Rules
Rule and/or assumption I would like to adjust

What impact has this rule (and/or assumption) had on my life?

How do I know this rule is in operation?

Where did this rule (and/or assumption) come from?

In what ways is this rule (and/or assumption) unreasonable?

Advantages of this Rule Disadvantages of this Rule

What is an alternative rule (and/or assumption) that is more balanced and flexible?

What can I do to put this rule (and/or assumption) into practice on a daily basis?
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Following Through
Now that you have worked through the worksheet, it might be a good idea to write down your new rule
on a card that you can carry around with you and review every now and again.  You could also write down
the things you will aim to do to put this rule in practice.

Importantly, put the new rule into practice by carrying out those actions that you have planned.  Although
it might seem difficult to you now, it will get easier as you keep doing them.  These behaviours are new to
you so it’s normal that they don’t seem to be done naturally.  With practice, will come progress!

Sometimes, the old rule might be activated again, so be prepared.  This is because the old rule has been
with you for awhile and you have become quite used to it.  But remember, circumstances have changed and
the old rule is outdated.  This is when challenging the old rule is important, as well as reviewing your
flashcard, and practising the new behaviours.
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Module Summary
• Rules are learned, can be culture-specific, and can be stubborn and resistant to change

• Helpful rules are realistic, flexible, and adaptable, and they enable us to function healthily and safely

• The rules and assumptions that we develop to help protect low self-esteem are unhelpful, because they
are usually unrealistic, unreasonable, excessive, rigid, and unadaptable

• Although the rules appear to help protect self-esteem, they actually keep negative core beliefs and low
self-esteem in place.  Living up to such rules and assumptions restricts behaviour in such a way that
these rules and negative core beliefs do not have the opportunity to be challenged

• The first step to changing your rules and assumptions is to identify them.  To do this examine:

 What you expect of yourself in various situations
 What you expect from others
 The contents of your Thought Diaries for biased expectations and negative self-evaluations
 Themes you have noticed in things you have problems with
 Direct messages or family sayings you were exposed to as a child

• To adjust the rules and assumptions you will need to do the following:

 Question their impact and helpfulness
 Identify their advantages and disadvantages
 Develop new balanced rules and assumptions
 Think of new ways of behaving that would put the new rule into practice.

Coming up next …
In the next module, you will
learn how to challenge negative
core beliefs and develop
balanced beliefs about yourself.
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Introduction
We have now come to the final step in tackling low self-esteem – changing the negative core beliefs you
have about yourself.  In earlier modules, you learned how to tackle the negative unhelpful thoughts you
might have in day-to-day situations, which sprout from your negative core beliefs.  In Module 7, you learned
how to change the unhelpful rules and assumptions that have kept your negative core beliefs intact.  All of
these previous modules have put you in a strong position to now directly tackle the negative core beliefs
that are at the root of your low self-esteem.  All the hard work you have done so far has been undermining
your negative core beliefs, shaking the ground beneath them, and sowing the seed of doubt as to how
accurate they are.  So let’s finish the job, and focus on adjusting those negative core beliefs – from negative
and biased, to balanced and realistic.

Identifying Your Negative Core Belief
Remember, your negative core beliefs reflect the negative, broad, and generalised judgements you have
made about yourself, based on some negative experiences you might have had during your earlier years.
Based on the work you have done in the earlier modules, you may already know what those beliefs are and
you may have begun to question them.  However, let’s really focus on this now.

If you are not clear as to what your negative core beliefs are as yet, you need to first pin them down and
identify them, before you can start changing them.  Reflecting on the work you have already done will
provide information and clues as to what your negative core beliefs are.  To uncover those negative core

beliefs, you will need to think about the implications of the specific clues and information you already
have, that is, think about what they say about the overall view you have of yourself.  Important

questions to ask yourself throughout this ‘identification’ process are: What does this
information mean about me as a person? What does this clue say about who I am?  Asking
yourself these questions will help you uncover your negative core beliefs from specific
thoughts and experiences you have already identified.

Below are the various clues and information you can use to identify your negative core beliefs.  Go through
each of them, and see if you can discover the specific negative core beliefs that ring true for you.

Negative Life Experiences

The negative life experiences that you identified in Module 2 as contributing to the development of your
low self-esteem could provide clues as to what your negative core beliefs are.  Reflect on these experiences
and ask yourself the following questions.  Jot down any ideas about the negative core beliefs that come to
mind.

• Did these experiences lead me to think there was something wrong with me in some way?  If
so, what was wrong?

• Do I remember specific situations that accompany the negative thoughts or feelings I have
about myself?  What do my memories of these situations say about me as a person?

• Can I link a specific person I know to the way I feel about myself?  Has that person used
certain words to describe me?  What does their treatment of me say about me as a person?
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Biased Expectations

The biased expectations that you identified in Module 4 could provide some ideas as to what your negative
core beliefs are.  Reflect on the key concerns you identified in your Thought Diaries for biased
expectations, and ask yourself the following questions.  Jot down any ideas about the negative core beliefs
that come to mind.

• If my biased expectations were to come true, what would that mean about me as a person?
• If I didn’t avoid or escape or use my safety behaviours, what would I be worried about

revealing to other people about who I am?

Negative Self-Evaluations

The negative self-evaluations you uncovered in Module 5 will also provide clues regarding your negative
core beliefs.  Think about the sorts of criticisms you made of yourself in your Thought Diaries for negative
self-evaluations, and ask yourself the following questions.  Jot down any ideas about the negative core
beliefs that come to mind.

• What do my negative self-evaluations say about me as a person?
• What are the common themes, labels, words, or names I use to describe myself?  What do

they mean about me?
• Do my negative self-evaluations remind me of criticisms I have received from others when I

was young?  What do those criticisms tell me about myself?
• What things make me critical of myself?  What do these things say about who I am?

Difficulties Promoting Balanced Self-Evaluations

The difficulties you may have had in Module 6 with focusing on the positive you (by writing down your
positive qualities) and acting like the positive you (by doing pleasant activities that are just for yourself) may
give you some ideas regarding your negative core beliefs.  Reflect on any troubles you had with thinking
about yourself kindly and treating yourself kindly, and ask yourself the following questions.  Jot down any
ideas about the negative core beliefs that come to mind.

• What made it difficult to think about myself kindly or treat myself kindly?
• What was I telling myself when I tried to do these things?
• What do my reactions to thinking/treating myself well tell me about how I see myself?



Improving
Self-Esteem

Page 4
• Psychotherapy • Research • Training

CCI
entre for

linical
nterventions Module 8: Developing Balanced Core Beliefs

Perceived Outcomes Of Not Fulfilling The Rules

In Module 7, you clearly identified your unhelpful rules and assumptions.  You can also use these to uncover
your negative core beliefs.  Think about what you fear will happen if your rules are broken.  Sometimes
your rule will incorporate the negative core belief (eg., “If I don’t do things perfectly, I am incompetent,” “If
people see the real me, then they will know I am inferior,” “If I disappoint someone, then I am a bad
person.”).   Ask yourself the following question and jot down any ideas about the negative core beliefs that
come to mind.

• If my rule was broken, then what would that mean about me?

Using all of the above clues and asking yourself what these things tell you about how you see yourself will
help you to uncover your negative core beliefs.  Once you think you have a clear idea as to what they are,
write them down in the space below.

Adjusting Your Negative Core Beliefs
1. Choose One Negative Core Belief

If you have identified a number of negative core beliefs, choose only ONE to begin working on.  You could
choose the one that is of greatest concern to work on now or one that is related to any biased
expectations, negative self-evaluations, or unhelpful rules and assumptions that you have previously worked
on.  Write that negative core belief in the top box of the ‘Adjusting Core Beliefs Worksheet’ on page 10.
Also note how much you believe the negative core belief at now, when it’s most convincing, and when it’s
least convincing.  Note how the negative core belief makes you feel.  Throughout this module, you will
need to keep referring to this worksheet and completing the relevant sections as we go.  This will ensure
that as you work through your negative core belief and tackle it, you have a clear record of this process to
refer to at anytime in the future.  There’s an example of how to complete the worksheet on page 9.

Once you have worked through the process of adjusting this first negative core belief, you will then be able
to apply it to other negative core beliefs you might want to change.

2. Develop a Balanced Core Belief

Now it’s time to develop an alternative core belief to replace your old negative one.  When developing a
new core belief, you want to aim for something that is more positive, balanced, and realistic.  Think of
something that is a more accurate reflection of yourself.  It is important that the work you do on your
negative core beliefs is not just about squashing the belief that you have been carrying around, but also
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about promoting a new balanced view of yourself.  So it is not so much about saying what you are not (eg.,
“I am not stupid”), but more about saying what you are (eg., “I am capable in many ways”).

From the work you have done in previous modules, you may already have some idea of what a more
balanced core belief might be.  It might be the opposite to your old belief (eg., “I am incompetent”  “I am
competent”), a more moderate view of yourself (eg., “I am a failure”  “I am great at many things, average
at other things, and weaker in some areas like anyone else”), or something else (eg., “I am no good”  “I
am a worthwhile person”).  The important thing is that the new belief is more balanced, weighing up all the
information (not just the negative) available, and including both your strengths and weaknesses.  When
developing a new core belief, ensure that your worth as a person is not being determined by only your
faults or weaknesses.  Also make sure that you are not painting an overly positive view of yourself (eg., “I
am perfect in everyway”), as this will be unrealistic, and it is unlikely that you will believe it.   Remember
not to discount any new alternative core beliefs on the basis that you don’t fulfil these 100% (eg., “I can’t
put down that I am competent because sometimes I get things wrong.”).  No one is capable of such feats of
perfection, so instead, accept that you are your new view of yourself – not perfect, but “good enough.”

Now that you have an idea of your new balanced core belief, write it in the ‘Adjusting Negative Core
Beliefs’ worksheet’ on page 10.  Also note how much you believe this new core belief at various times
(now, when it is most convincing, and when it is least convincing) and how it makes you feel when you
reflect on it.  In these early stages, you might not believe it a whole lot.  That is to be expected, given that
you have carried the other negative view of yourself around with you for some time.  To help you be more
open to the new balanced view of yourself, let’s work through the process further.

3. Examining the Evidence for Old Beliefs

To start to chip away at your old negative core belief, we first need to examine the evidence you base this
belief on.  What evidence do you have for this negative view of yourself?  What experiences do you use to
justify this negative core belief?  To try to uncover what you base your belief on, ask yourself the following
questions:

• Are there current problems I am having that I base this belief on? (eg., problems with
depression or anxiety, relationship problems, etc)

• Am I condemning myself because I need help and can’t manage alone? (eg., turning to
friends, family or mental health professionals for assistance)

• Am I condemning myself based on past mistakes I have made? (eg., failing school,
trouble with the law, infidelity in past relationships, etc)

• Am I condemning myself based on specific weaknesses of mine? (eg., not being
academically minded, not being good at sport, etc)

• Am I condemning myself based on my physical characteristics or my personality
attributes? (eg., my body size, my attractiveness or my shyness, my untidiness)

• Do I base my view of myself on how I compare to other people? (eg., whether I am
better than them in certain tasks, achievements, appearance, etc)

• Do I use how other people treat or have treated me as a basis for how I view myself?
(eg., abuse, neglect, mistreatment)

• Do I use the behaviour of other people as a basis for how I view myself? (eg., my
child’s poor behaviour)

• Have I lost something that is important to my self worth? (eg., job loss, relationship
break-up)

Once you have a clear idea of some of the evidence you use to justify the negative view you have of
yourself, write the evidence down in the column marked “Evidence For” your Old Negative Core Belief, on
the worksheet on page 10.



Improving
Self-Esteem

Page 6
• Psychotherapy • Research • Training

CCI
entre for

linical
nterventions Module 8: Developing Balanced Core Beliefs

When you have identified the evidence for your negative core belief, it is time to assess how credible and
accurate the evidence is.  This is like being a lawyer who questions how good or trustworthy the evidence
is, whether or not it stands up under scrutiny.  This is where you also ask yourself: Are there alternative ways
of understanding this evidence?  Are there other explanations you have not considered?  Are there other ways of
interpreting or making sense of the evidence, other than condemning who you are as a person?  Try to uncover
other ways of understanding the evidence by asking yourself the following questions:

• Are there other explanations for the current problems I am having, other than personal
shortcomings? (eg., “I have not been meeting my commitments – not because I am lazy –
but because procrastination and neglect are symptoms of depression”)

• Are there benefits in getting help from other people?  How do I view people that ask me
for help? (eg., “I guess two heads are better than one, and I don’t think badly of people
who ask me for help, sometimes it takes a stronger person to admit they need help”)

• Is it reasonable to base my self-esteem on my past mistakes? (eg., “Everyone makes
mistakes.  It is unfair to beat myself up over things I can’t change”)

• Is it reasonable to base my self-esteem on my specific weaknesses? (eg., “Just because I am
not good at something, does not make me useless as a whole person.  Everyone has their
strengths and weaknesses”)

• Is it reasonable to base my self-esteem on my appearance or on certain personality
attributes I have? (eg., “I don’t’ judge others by how they look, so why do it to myself”;
“Just because I am shy, doesn’t mean I am a freak, it is just who I am, everyone is different
in that way”)

• Is it fair to compare myself to others, and base my self-esteem on whether I am better
than they are? (eg., “Just because someone is better than me at this doesn’t make them a
better person.  There will always be people I am better than at certain things and others
who are better than me at certain things”)

• What are other reasons for the way people treat or have treated me, other than personal
shortcomings? (eg., “The way they treated me was probably due to the type of person
they are and problems they have, rather than who I am”)

• Can I be 100% responsible for other people’s behaviour? (eg., “As much as I try to do my
best, I don’t have absolute control over my child’s behaviour.  There are other factors
involved, it is not all my fault”)

Once you have identified some other ways of understanding the evidence for your old negative core belief,
list these new perspectives in the column marked “Alternatives Ways of Looking at the Evidence” on the
worksheet.  Now that you have completed this section of the worksheet, what did you make of what you
had written?  Hopefully this exercise will show you that the evidence you base the old negative view of
yourself on is not totally accurate and probably unfair in many ways.  Did you find this difficult to do?  It can
be in the beginning, because you have always accepted your negative core beliefs and the evidence for
them.  However, with practice, and putting on a different perspective (like putting on a different pair of
spectacles), you’ll soon find that you can do this exercise with ease.

4. Supporting New Beliefs

You have spent time gaining a new perspective on the evidence you have used in the past
to support your old negative view of yourself.  Now let’s turn to supporting the new
balanced view of yourself that you have developed.  To support your new core beliefs, to
take them on board, let them sink in, and make them believable, you need to do two things.
Firstly, you need to gather evidence that is consistent with this new view of yourself, paying
attention to evidence from the past/present and looking out for appropriate evidence in the
future.  Secondly, you need to act on, and experiment with, this new view of yourself.  This means that you
need to test it out, try it on for size, and act in ways that are consistent with the new you.
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Evidence

In previous modules, we have discussed how when you have a core belief about yourself, you will tend to
only pay attention to things that confirm your belief.  Therefore, to enhance the new balanced view of
yourself, you will need to start paying attention to evidence from the past and present that confirms this
new view.   You also need to be ready to pay attention to evidence that arises in the future that confirms
this new view.  On the ‘Adjusting Negative Core Beliefs’ worksheet, fill in past or present examples or
experiences you have had that are consistent with your new balanced core belief.  When doing this, pay
attention to things that have happened that support this kinder view of yourself.  Once you have done this,
fill in the types of evidence likely to arise in the future, which will confirm your new balanced view.  This
will act as a reminder of what to be on the look out for, to help you strengthen this kinder view of yourself.

Experiments

The last part of adjusting your negative core beliefs involves behaving as if the new balanced view of
yourself is true.  At the moment it doesn’t sound very good, does it?  But of course, it is true!  It’s just that
you might not quite believe it as yet.  Do you agree?  This is because you have been carrying around the
negative core beliefs for a while.  However, you are beginning to loosen their hold on you.  Let’s loosen it
further by changing how you behave and live your life!  Ask yourself how someone who believed this kinder
view of themselves might act or behave from day to day?  How you can test out this new perspective you
have of yourself?  What things could you do to obtain more evidence for your new balanced core belief?
What new experiences might further support this new perspective you are developing?

In general, to create new opportunities for more experiences that will support your new core belief will
involve:

• Approaching rather than avoiding things
• Sticking with challenges rather than escaping
• Stopping safety behaviours and approaching things without taking precautions
• Treating yourself well
• Doing pleasant things for yourself
• Taking note of achievements and positive qualities
• Being active and engaged in life
• Being assertive

At a more specific level, think about exactly what you could do to ‘test-drive’ this new view of yourself.
Exactly what new behaviours will you need to try out?  How will you be behaving differently to before?
Once you have some specific ideas about how to experiment with this new core belief, write these down in
the “New Behaviour/Experiments” section of the ‘Adjusting Negative Core Beliefs’ worksheet.

5. Evaluating Your Beliefs

Now that you have been through the step-by-step process for adjusting your negative core beliefs, it is
important to reflect on what impact this process has had on you.  You can do this by re-rating how much
you now believe your old negative core belief and compare it to how much you now believe your new
balanced core belief.  Complete these ratings at the bottom of the worksheet.
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An Ongoing Process
It is important to remember that changing your core belief about yourself is a difficult task that might take
some time and practice.  It will involve revisiting the steps in this module a number of times, reflecting on
what you have written, and perhaps adding more things.  It will involve continually re-training your
attention in everyday life so that you take note of all the future evidence that will arise to further support
your new belief.  It will involve behaving differently and using experiments to help accumulate more
experiences and evidence for you new belief.  It is an ongoing process.  Remember, you have carried this
old belief around for many years, so it will take some time to adjust it and embrace your new belief.
However, you will find that if you continue to apply these strategies over time, your conviction in your old
negative core beliefs will decrease and your conviction in your new balanced core beliefs will rise.
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Adjusting Negative Core Beliefs
(example)

Old Negative Core Belief I would like to Adjust

I am incompetent

Rate how much I believe it (0-100%):

Now: 50% When it is most convincing: 95% When it is least convincing: 80%

Emotions
Depressed,

Sad, Hopeless
New Balanced Core Belief I would like to Adopt

I have some weaknesses like anyone does but I am good at many things

Rate how much I believe it (0-100%):

Now: 30% When it is most convincing: 60% When it is least convincing: 5%

Emotions
Ok, Calm,
Accepting

Old Negative Core Belief
Evidence For

I am anxious all the time.
There are other people better than me.
Everyone knows what they are doing.

I have made mistakes and gotten things wrong.
Bosses have told me I am no good.

I have to ask people for help at times.
I find things hard.

Things don’t come naturally to me.

Alternative Ways of Looking at the Evidence
Feeling unconfident is a symptom of anxiety - it

doesn’t mean I can’t do things well.
There will always be some people who are better

than me.  Lots of those people have more
experience than me. It doesn’t make me

incompetent. I can always improve further.
I don’t know for sure that everyone knows what
they are doing - it just appears that way. They

may be feeling the same way I do on the inside.
Everyone makes mistakes. It is not fair to use

that as a reason to keep beating myself up and
telling myself I’m incompetent.

The two bosses who criticised me did it to
everyone, not just me, so it probably doesn’t
accurately reflect my level of competence.

Finding things a challenge doesn’t mean I am
incompetent – I just need to work at what I do.

New Balanced Core Belief
Evidence For New Balanced Core Belief

(from the past/present)
I complete most of my projects on time.

I complete all of the duties expected of me as a
worker, parent, partner, daughter, etc.

I juggle work and home commitments well.
I am able to do things that others can’t do.
I have had positive feedback about my work.

People acknowledge I do a good job.

Evidence For New Balanced Core Belief
(what to look out for in the future)

Meeting deadlines.
Completing tasks at work and home.
Fulfilling commitments I have made.

Handling difficult challenges.
Positive feedback from others.

Signs others value my work or abilities.

New Behaviour/Experiments (things I can do to support or gain more evidence for my New Balanced Core
Belief):
Less preparation for presentations and meetings.  Stop checking work so much (just proof once).
Leave small mistakes and note reactions from others.  Try not to do everything perfectly at work
and home, aim for 80% or “good enough” with some tasks.  Approach challenging work
opportunities.  Ask for help with something at least once a week.  Admit to not knowing something
regularly.  Express my opinion even when I am not 100% sure of the correct answer.  Spend time
weekly doing pleasant activities just for myself.  Treat myself kindly, rather than filling my week
with striving to achieve.

Rate how much I believe the following now (0-100%)

Old Negative Core Belief: 30% New Balanced Core Belief: 70%
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 Adjusting Negative Core Beliefs
Old Negative Core Belief I would like to Adjust

Rate how much I believe it (0-100%):

Now: When it is most convincing: When it is least convincing:

Emotions

New Balanced Core Belief I would like to Adopt

Rate how much I believe it (0-100%):

Now: When it is most convincing: When it is least convincing:

Emotions

Old Negative Core Belief
Evidence For Alternative Ways of Looking at the Evidence

New Balanced Core Belief
Evidence For New Balanced Core Belief

(from the past/present)
Evidence For New Balanced Core Belief

(what to look out for in the future)

New Behaviour/Experiments (things I can do to support or gain more evidence for my New Balanced Core Belief):

Rate how much I believe the following now (0-100%)

Old Negative Core Belief: New Balanced Core Belief:
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Module Summary
• A negative core belief is a broad, negative, and generalised judgement you have made about yourself,

based on some previous negative experiences

• Activities you have done in previous modules will give you information and clues for identifying your
negative core belief

• You may have more than one negative core belief, but it is best to choose the most problematic belief
first, and work on them one at a time

• To identify your negative core belief, reflect on the following and ask yourself what these things mean
about you as a person?

 Negative life experiences you have already identified
 Biased expectations you have noted
 Negative self-evaluations you have become aware of
 Difficulties you had promoting balanced self-evaluations
 What you fear will be the outcome if you don’t fulfil your old rules

• To adjust your negative core belief you need to:

 Develop a new understanding of the evidence on which you based your old beliefs
 Develop a new balanced core belief
 Identify evidence from the past and present that support this new belief
 Identify what evidence you need to look out for in future to support this new belief
 Behave and experiment in ways that confirm your new core belief

Coming up next …
In the next module, you will be
able to explore what healthy self-
esteem is and put all the concepts
in this infopax together.
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Introduction
Congratulations on making it to the end of this information package!  We’re glad you stayed on with us.  If
you haven’t read all the modules, it might be good to go back to the ones you missed.  In this module, you
will find a summary of all the important concepts and strategies introduced to you in the previous modules
and a discussion on how to continue to improve on what you have learned and maintain your gains.

Putting It All Together
Just as we provided a model to help you understand how low self-esteem developed and what kept it going,
we will leave you with a model of healthy self-esteem.  This model brings all the important concepts and
strategies you have learned together.

This model begins with an at-risk situation and the activation of old negative core beliefs.  Having healthy
self-esteem doesn’t mean that you will never encounter an at-risk situation again.  It also doesn’t mean that
you will never again think of yourself in a negative light.  Everyone might think of themselves in a
negative way or get down on themselves at times.  The important thing to remember is
not to do it too often.  Healthy self-esteem is about thinking about ourselves and our
worth in a BALANCED way.  It is absolutely okay and appropriate that we recognise our
weaknesses.  What we need to do is accept that we all have weaknesses, and make a
decision about whether or not we want to improve on them.  We also need to recognise,
acknowledge, and celebrate our strengths and successes.  Also, don’t forget any skills and
abilities that might be neutral.  Remember, it’s all about being balanced!

The reason we might still encounter at-risk situations is that we cannot change our past experiences.  We
discussed that some of these experiences, especially if they are negative, can influence how we see
ourselves and the rules and assumptions that we have developed.  So, it is because we cannot go back and
change those experiences that they might have a lingering effect on our self-esteem.  The important thing
to remember is that the effect of your past experiences on how you see yourself can be worn down the
more you practise those strategies in the previous modules.

So, the model of healthy self-esteem begins with an at-risk situation and the activation of old negative core
beliefs.  However, by this time, you will be able to tackle any biased expectations or negative self-
evaluations by using Thought Diaries to challenge them.  You will also have learned to identify and
celebrate your positive qualities and recognise new achievements.  It is also important that you engage in
helpful behaviours, which means that you are dropping any avoidance, escaping, use of safety measures,
approaching new situations with an open mind, engaging in life and doing pleasant activities, treating yourself
kindly, and not withdrawing.  If you then add to these, the adjusting of your old negative core beliefs and
unhelpful rules and assumptions, and put these new rules and assumptions into practice…the possible
consequences of all these actions are numerous!  You might encounter opportunities for new experiences
and new learning.  Unhelpful rules and assumptions, and old negative core beliefs may or may not be
confirmed, but there are possiblities for adjustments being made and increased flexibility in the way you see
things.  Finally, your threshold for at-risk situations might be increased.  This means that you are not as
sensitive to possible negative situations and will be more open-minded and balanced in how you view new
situations.
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Model of Healthy Self-Esteem

Possible Consequences
• Opportunities for new experiences & new

learning
• Unhelpful rules & assumptions may or may

not be challenged, but possibility of
adjustments & increased flexibility

• Old negative core beliefs may or may not be
confirmed, but possibility of adjustments &
increased flexibility

• Threshold for at-risk situations may be
increased

At-Risk Situations
Situations in which unhelpful rules & assumptions
are under threat of being broken or are broken

Activation of Old Negative Core Beliefs

Develop Realistic Expectations
• Use Thought Diaries

Develop Balanced Self-Evaluations
• Use Thought Diaries
• Identify positive qualities

Engage in Helpful Behaviour
• Approach challenges with open mind
• Stop avoidance, escaping, & safety behaviours
• Treat yourself well (pleasure & achievement)
• Engage in life
• No withdrawal, isolation, neglect

Negative Life
Experiences
(Cannot change
the past)

Adjust Negative Core Beliefs
• Develop new understanding of

evidence for old negative beliefs
• Develop new balanced core beliefs
• Identify evidence supporting the

new core belief (past, present,
future)

• Behave & experiment in ways that
confirm new core beliefs

Change Unhelpful Behaviour
• Put new rules & assumptions

into practice

Adjust Unhelpful Rules & Assumptions
• Question impact & helpfulness of

unhelpful rules & assumptions
• Identify the advantages &

disadvantages of these
rules/assumptions

• Develop new balanced rules &
assumptions

• Put new rules & assumptions into
practice
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Keep Practising
Now that you have come to the end of this information package, the most important thing for you now is
to keep practising the strategies you have learned in all the modules.  This means continuing to apply all the
useful skills and insights about yourself you might have gained.  If you continue practising the concepts and
skills you have learned, they will become healthy habits that have been integrated into your lifestyle.

There are a few things to keep in mind now that you have learned some important skills in overcoming low
self-esteem.  One area to think about is how to maintain the gains that you have made.  Another area to
think about is how to minimise setbacks that might occur.

Maintaining Gains
It is important to recognise the progress that you've made, and as your self-esteem improves, it is helpful
and appropriate to pat yourself on the back and celebrate your achievements.  This will encourage you to
keep going – to keep practising and applying the new skills you have learned.  Maintaining the gains you have
made relies on you continuing to practise these skills.  Remember, developing new skills to challenge what
may be years’ worth of old habits takes time and persistence.

So, there are some important things you will need to do in order to make the most of what you have
learned to stay well or gain that extra improvement.  The easiest way to summarise this is by looking at
the “Healthy Self-Esteem” worksheet on the next page.  It shows the main strategies you have learned to
tackle low self-esteem and develop a more balanced view of yourself.  Continuing to work on these
strategies will help you continue maintaining your gains.

You will notice that on the “Healthy Self-Esteem” worksheet, there are some key things that you have
learned over this series of modules to manage low self-esteem:

• You have learned how to adjust your core beliefs and rules, so that they are more reasonable, flexible,
balanced and realistic

• You have learned to question and test out negative thoughts (ie, biased expectations and negative self-
evaluations) and address unhelpful behaviours in day-to-day situations

• You have learned to promote and support balanced self-evaluations by paying attention to your positive
qualities and treating yourself well from day to day.

The key message is to keep practising the strategies summarised in the “Healthy Self-Esteem” worksheet.
When you do this, you will be well on the road to overcoming low self-esteem and developing more
healthy self-esteem.
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Realistic Expectations

Healthy

Self-
Esteem

Balanced Rules & Assumptions

Helpful Behaviour

Balanced Self-Evaluations

Balanced Core Beliefs

Helpful Behaviour

Positive Qualities

Positive Experiences to
Look Out For
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Minimising Setbacks
Setbacks or slip-ups in progress can happen at any time and are to be expected.  Try not to
fall into the trap of believing that you are ‘back to square one’ as this will only make you feel

worse.  Change is not a steady process, it's more like the old saying: “Two steps forward, one
step back” from time to time.

Think about how you learned to ride a bike.  It probably took a few unsteady attempts and a few falls
before you gained your balance.  Even when you get your balance, you might still be unsteady when
travelling over new ground, or on different surfaces.  In the same way, different situations or times in your
life may be more challenging, and may require extra effort and persistence (i.e., more challenging of biased
expectations or negative self-evaluations, more pleasant activities, more paying attention to positive
qualities, more experimenting with your behaviours, etc).  Even after much practice, there may be times
when you think you've slipped back and feel a little off balance.  Developing new skills is never a smooth
process, you're always being faced with new challenges and different situations to apply those skills.

There are several reasons for setbacks occurring.  There may be an increase in physical or mental stress.
Just like riding a bike over challenging terrain, physical and mental stress can be challenges to the new ways
of thinking and behaving that you have developed, and you may go back to old habits.  Also, when we are
physically unwell, we are less likely to have the mental or physical energy required to challenge or
experiment with our negative thoughts, rule or beliefs, to treat ourselves well, or think of our positive
qualities.

It may help to remind yourself that most people have ‘down days’ or days where life’s hassles are harder to
deal with – its part of being human!  Use the Thought Diary skills you have learned to help when these
situations occur.  Also, you can use setbacks as a way of learning something new about yourself to help
avoid similar problems in the future.

Preventing Major Setbacks
As you are progressing, try not to focus too much on small setbacks.  If you are experiencing several small
setbacks then there are some ways of preventing a major setback.

1. Identify Early Warning Signs

The first step is to look out for your own early warning signs.  Some common examples are:

• Spending increased time expecting the worst or being self-critical
• Reverting back to unhelpful behaviours (e.g., avoidance, escape, safety behaviours, withdrawal, isolation,

neglect, passivity, etc)
• An increase in anxiety or depression.

2. Revise Skills

Think about the skills you have learned and what has been helpful in addressing your low-self esteem (eg.,
challenging/experimenting with biased expectations and negative self evaluations, paying attention to
positive qualities, engaging in fun and achievement activities, treating yourself kindly,
challenging/experimenting with your rules, challenging/experimenting with your negative core beliefs).
Have you stopped practising these skills consistently?  You may wish to revise the modules and techniques
you have learned and perhaps increase practising those skills.
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3. Social Support

It is wise to find someone with whom you can sit down and have a good talk.  This doesn’t mean a therapy
session where you pour out your heart but rather just a chance to talk through what’s going on in your
life, what your goals are, and generally just to ventilate with someone you trust.  Often, problems seem
bigger than they really are when a person tries to deal with them on their own.  Hearing yourself talk
through something can help to put it into perspective.

On the next page is a self-management plan for you to complete.  Make a note of the early warning signs
that might signal a setback then write down the strategies and tools you have learnt about that can help
you to deal with a setback.
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Self-Management Plan
What are the early warning signs that tell me that I might be heading for a setback and need to do something about it
myself? eg. I am more depressed or anxious OR I am more critical of myself OR I am expecting the worst more often OR I am
avoiding or withdrawing from things.

What are some of my biased expectations, negative self-evaluations, unhelpful behaviours, unhelpful rules or
assumptions, and negative core beliefs I need to watch out for?

If I do experience a setback, what will I do about it?

What are my future support options? Eg, friends, family, GP, other, etc.

What strategies/techniques have I found most helpful and need to continue to practise?

How can I build on what I have learned in this information package?
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Module Summary
• Healthy self-esteem is thinking about ourselves and our worth in a balanced way

• From the strategies you have practiced, you will now be able to approach ‘At-Risk Situations’ and

 Develop realistic expectations
 Develop balanced self-evaluations
 Engage in helpful behaviour

• From the strategies you have practiced, over the long-term you will be able to work at adjusting your
negative core beliefs and adjusting unhelpful rules and assumptions

• Using the strategies introduced in this information package will allow you to approach situations with
an open mind and to have the opportunity for new experiences and learning

• It is important that you keep applying and practising the strategies you have learned to maintain
and further your gains in overcoming low self-esteem

• Consistent and continuous practice will enable you to integrate the strategies into your lifestyle

• Setbacks are expected when we make changes to the way we think and act – challenge any
unhelpful thoughts that might get in the way of your progress, and repeat the modules to remind
you of the strategies you have learnt and get you back on track

• Find some friends with whom you can be with and talk to.  A group of friends can be a source of
social support during difficult times.

To finish up …
We hope that you have found this
information package to be of benefit
to you and that you will maintain
the gains you have made.  Do
continue to practise the strategies
you have learned and review the
modules from time to time.  For
now, it’s goodbye from us at CCI.
Take care!
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practice, primarily Cognitive-Behaviour Therapy (CBT).  CBT is a type of psychotherapy that is based on
the theory that unhelpful negative emotions and behaviours are strongly influenced by problematic
cognitions (thoughts).  This can be found in the following:

Beck, A.T., Rush, A. J., Shaw, B.F., & Emery, G. (1979).  Cognitive Therapy of Depression.  New York:
Guildford.

Clark, D. M. (1986).  A cognitive approach to panic.  Behaviour Research and Therapy, 24, 461-470.
Clark, D. M. & Wells, A. (1995).  A cognitive model of social phobia.  In R. Heimberg, M. Liebowitz, D.A.

Hope and F.R. Schneier (Eds), Social Phobia: Diagnosis, Assessment and Treatment.  New York:
Guidlford.
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These are some of the professional references used to create the modules in this information package.

Fennell, M. (1998). Low Self-Esteem. In N. Tarrier, A. Wells and G. Haddock (Eds), Treating Complex Cases: 
The Cognitive Behavioural Therapy Approach. London: John Wiley & Sons.

Fennell, M. (2001). Overcoming Low Self-Esteem. New York: New York University Press.
Fennell , M. & Jenkins, H. (2004). Low Self-Esteem. In J. Bennett-Levy, G. Butler, M.Fennell et al (Eds), 

Oxford Guide to Behavioural Experiments in Cognitive Therapy. Oxford: Oxford Medical Publications.

ADDITIONAL REFERENCES

Burns, D. (1993). Ten Days to Self-Esteem. New York: Quill William Morrow.
Dryden, W. (2003). Managing Low Self-Esteem. London: Whurr Publishers.
Field, L. (1995). The Self-Esteem Workbook. An Interactive Approach to Changing Your Life. Brisbane: Element 

Books Limited.
McKay, M. & Fanning, P. (1987). Self-Esteem. Oakland: New Harbinger Publications.

“IMPROVING SELF-ESTEEM”

This module forms part of:

Lim, L., Saulsman, L., & Nathan, P. (2005).  Improving Self-Esteem.  Perth, Western Australia: Centre for
Clinical Interventions.
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