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Why Self-Worth?
“To love yourself is the beginning  

of a lifelong romance.”
Oscar Wilde

To all outward appearances, Sam is a confident, friendly,  
and talented career woman. Now in her mid-thirties, she 
has broken through several layers of male-dominated 

management at the global media company where she works 
and has won respect everywhere for her ability to perform and 
deliver. Everyone speaks highly of Sam.

Unbeknownst to her work colleagues, however, Sam is on the 
verge of a breakdown. Behind the facade of confidence, she has 
spent a decade in a state of constant anxiety. Sometimes, she 
forgets to eat or just pretends to do so. When she comes home, 
she is often in a state of near collapse from exhaustion.

Skilled in the subtle art of how to present herself, she is adept 
at hiding her inner turmoil. If you met Sam, you would find no 
bitten nails, no fleeting eye contact, no visible clues about the 
unrest within. You might detect a slight tightness in her voice 
and in her laugh, which you would only hear if you listened very, 
very carefully.
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Sam’s friends know nothing about her anxiety. She is careful 
to share with them her frustrations about work or relationships 
or life issues, but she keeps her deepest fears a closely guarded 
secret. Even from herself.

Sam is constantly in motion: traveling, going to and from the 
yoga studio, social events, cocktails, the cinema. Even on holiday, 
Sam is moving: climbing, diving, sailing. She starts each day in 
a tornado of activity. . . even on weekends. When her last boy-
friend moved out, one of his comments was “I just cannot live 
at your pace.”

Once or twice, a well-meaning friend has asked, “Why the 
hurry?” Sam’s response has always been one of irritation. To 
her, life is about achievement, excellence, living the dream. She 
dismisses both Zen and Xanax as cop-outs, despising both med-
itation and medication as the consolations of the dispossessed. 
Life for Sam is about “living large”: having an impact on the 
world. Not just contemplating sunsets.

However, this ever-present anxiety is now starting to take 
its toll. With the collapse of her last relationship, the addi-
tional responsibilities of her latest promotion, and a recurring 
sleep problem, Sam is wondering how long she can hold all this 
together. Inside, she feels a hollow sense of failure, a gnawing 
suspicion that she has been an imposter all along. She constantly 
questions herself. If she stops, will it all come crashing down? 
How then will she live with herself? Who indeed will she be?

Sam is operating on self-esteem. To some extent, she is look-
ing for validation from others, too. But mostly she wants her own 
approval. This is hardly surprising: Sam is doing exactly what 
her education (and upbringing and peer group) has taught her 
to do. Her level of satisfaction with herself is based on certain 
conditions. As a result, her sense of self is rooted in shallow soil. 
Sam is in a constant state of anxiety, even when she sleeps.

Sam’s high self-awareness—which for so long has been an  
asset—somehow appears to have become a liability. The incessant  



1 1Why Self-Worth?

self-questioning is draining her energy. Her capacity to act is 
weakened. The very self-esteem that drove her early success and 
achievement now seems to be eating itself from within.

Seduced by Self-Esteem

Thousands of books have been written about relationships. 
From How to Win Friends and Influence People to finding love 
to impacting others, our relationships have long preoccupied 
our minds. Our relationship with ourselves, too, has come under 
close scrutiny, particularly in the Anglo-American world of per-
sonal development, where the self often sits center stage. The 
perennial pursuit of self-esteem has filled countless courses and 
therapy rooms, as well as been front of mind for at least two 
generations of educators. Let’s be honest: an entire personal 
development industry is eager for you to knock on its door, to 
share any issues you may have with your self-esteem and so be a 
candidate for their services.

But is self-esteem really the ultimate goal? There is mount-
ing evidence that self-esteem—long regarded as the holy grail 
of personal development—is not delivering on its promise. 
Instead, the widespread pursuit of self-esteem seems to be nur-
turing narcissism, addiction to praise, and ever-present anxiety 
about not living up to one’s full potential. Far from producing 
generations of self-assured adults, we seem to be cultivating 
even more self-preoccupation, anxiety, and depression than ever 
before. According to the World Health Organization, more than 
300 million people are now living with depression, an increase 
of more than 18 per cent between 2005 and 2015.

In my business-coaching work, I see the consequences of 
self-preoccupation every day. The incessant question “How 
am I doing?” is a recipe for weaker negotiators, narcissistic 
managers, and insecure professionals. In every walk of life, 
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self-preoccupation is a malaise that often weakens real job effec-
tiveness. If you are a manager of people, you probably see this 
every day. When it’s your turn to buy a service, don’t you want a 
professional who is focused on your needs, not his or her ratings 
or performance? Self-obsession usually diminishes a person’s 
capacity to bounce back from setbacks, because every disap-
pointment is a reflection on them.

One evening in London some years ago, this was summed 
up for me by an intelligent young man who was prey to a host 
of insecurities. In one sentence, he summarized his constant 
anxiety with the exclamation: “I’m not much . . . but I’m all  
I think about.”

The philosopher Alan Watts once labeled this the “law of 
reverse effect.” As Watts put it, “Insecurity is the result of try-
ing to be secure.” In the pursuit of self-esteem, we often become 
increasingly aware of that which we lack. For example, when 
you are finally able to run a half-marathon, you want to run a 
full marathon. When you move into that dream home, you start 
thinking about a yacht. Or a new lover. Or both.

The result is a vicious cycle of self-preoccupation. In the pur-
suit of self-esteem, we keep moving our aspirations one step 
further, and the end of the rainbow moves ahead of us however 
close we get to it.

Self-esteem can hold you back and limit your happiness in 
three ways. First of all, it’s a hungry ghost: an insatiable craving 
for endless approval from the Self. Second, while self-esteem can 
initially boost performance (in our desire to impress ourselves 
and others), it ultimately limits our effectiveness and resilience. 
(This is illustrated in chapter 5.) Third, it’s a recipe for narcis-
sism, anxiety, and depression.

Unlike self-esteem, self-worth is a loyal companion, not con-
tingent on meeting expectations—neither those of others nor 
of ourselves. Self-worth is independent of our performance; it’s 
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a fundamental, unconditional friendship with ourselves. Unlike 
the fickle friendship of self-esteem, self-worth is a faithful ally in 
the most challenging of times, on those gray days when we most 
need to be a friend to ourselves. We can have self-worth even 
when we skip the yoga class, eat a bag of chips, or get rejected.

No matter where we go, we take ourselves with us. So we 
might as well be friends. No matter how illusory a psychologist 
may claim a self-concept to be, what possible joy can we have in 
any relationship or accomplishment if we go home to be miser-
able with ourselves?

“I’m not much . . .  
but I’m all I think about.”
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Benefits of Self-Worth

When you possess real self-worth, you are not obsessed with 
proving yourself. An unconditional sense of your own value 
gives you a new lease on happiness and freedom. You develop 
energy and stamina. You recover quickly from setbacks and gain 
confidence that you can develop and grow. You are not afraid 
of people or situations, because you trust your power to deal 
with them. Being able to say yes and no, you negotiate with new 
clarity and confidence. Your relationships improve. You tackle 
hitherto difficult tasks with fresh energy, lightness, and purpose. 
No longer a hostage to prolonged spells of anxiety, frustration, 
envy, or guilt, you have an enhanced capacity to act. You are 
therefore more valued as a colleague, advisor, or partner at work. 
And your self-esteem grows, too, precisely when you are no lon-
ger chasing it.

You might imagine that such profound changes take time. 
While self-esteem certainly does take time to build, a powerful 
inner foundation of self-worth can be built in a relatively short 
time via a new awareness of clear distinctions coupled with a few 
focused affirmative actions. Welcome to the Self-Worth Safari.

For many of us, this was an unexpected, new adventure. 
Self-esteem is a bit like walking down the street as if you owned 
it. Self-worth is walking down the street and not caring who 
owns it. Self-worth is an intrinsic sense of your own value as a 
person, independent of what’s going on around you.

It’s worth noting that this is not how we have been taught 
to think . . . in the Western world, at least. For several decades 
now, we have been indoctrinated with a self-esteem mindset. 

“If you want self-esteem, do esteeming things” goes the man-
tra of achievement. So we are constantly exhorted to prove  
ourselves—in school, in higher education, in sports, in phy-
sique . . . —by setting goals and achieving them. By the time we 
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reach the workplace—if we achieve that goal at all—we have 
been fully indoctrinated and feel we must somehow prove our-
selves at every turn of the road.

The problem, however, is this “prove yourself ” religion is a 
surefire recipe for insecurity. Self-esteem thinking writes a blank 
check for anxiety, a check that Big Pharma is ready and willing 
to cash. In the United States, prescription rates for Xanax have 
been climbing at an average 9 per cent annual rate since 2008. 
The number of Xanax prescriptions has risen from 29.9 million 
to 37.5 million between 2010 and 2015.

By cultivating self-worth, you nurture a rich soil in which real 
achievement can grow. When setbacks happen, your sense of self 
is not undermined but is strengthened. You go into meetings and 
presentations with a new attitude. Self-care comes easily, as a 
natural consequence of your friendship with yourself. You enjoy 
a new level of energy and happiness. Your capacity to have an 
impact in the workplace and in the world is increased. In the 
words of Irene—an experienced yoga teacher who participated 
in the Safari—“Self-worth just comes from the belly. . . and lifts 
you from the ground.”

From Words to Reality

“A man cannot be comfortable 
without his own approval.”

mark Twain

Sounds plausible, doesn’t it? Particularly when attributed to 
Mark Twain. But we are going to expose the fallacy behind the 
Twain quote above, as well as questioning a few other clichés 
along the way.
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If someone always needs their own approval, then they are 
destined to have many uncomfortable days, indeed. Worse still, 
they may spend a lifetime in a state of “undeserving.” Approval 
has to be earned, right? If approval has to be granted, it can just 
as easily be withdrawn.

We begin with a distinction between self-worth and self- 
esteem. This is not just a semantic, intellectual difference. To get 
the full significance of this distinction, it is necessary to live it. 
Intellectually, I understood the distinction for at least two years 
before I began to live it. I hope you find it more easily.

To fully benefit from the Self-Worth Safari, it’s necessary 
to get clear not just about certain words but about the reality 
behind the words. Let’s start with a few basic descriptions.

Other-Esteem
Other-esteem is chasing recognition and affirmation of your 
value from an external source, often a person or group.

Until I was in my mid-thirties, my confidence in myself was 
low. In one way or another, I seemed to always be chasing a rain-
bow. No matter how much I succeeded in college, in jobs, or in 
society, there always remained a sense of hollowness inside, cou-
pled with an insecurity that sooner or later I would be “found out.” 
When, later in life, my colleague at the Self-Worth Academy Clau-
dia Vettore told me about imposter syndrome, I readily related 
to the phenomenon, which is discussed in depth in chapter 15.

Outwardly, I could wear the mask of confidence, even as a 
student. In my first project-management roles, for example, I 
did my best to “act the part,” at least on good days. Confidence 
(defined here as how we present ourselves to the world) can be 
faked and I had a master’s degree in pretending.

Because my self-esteem was low, as was my confidence, I did 
a lot of things to win the approval of others and of myself. Like 
many a young person, at work I pursued promotions, solved 
difficult problems, and volunteered to take on responsibilities 
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(occasionally working all night); I was friendly so that I’d be liked, 
told jokes to make people laugh; I bought property and a bigger 
car. . . You get the picture.

From the surveys done by my colleague Alison Spackman at 
the Self-Worth Academy, we see a similar pattern. Other-esteem 
seems to climb steadily during the twenties and peak in the early 
thirties. Winning the approval of other people is a key motivator 
in early professional life.

All the time, I was chasing other-esteem in a vain attempt to 
fill the hollow within. I was like an Easter egg in search of more 
chocolate. Because my self-esteem was low, my need for approval 
from others was high. Hence, I expended a lot of energy on the 
behaviors noted above. The unconscious rationale was that if 
other people thought well of me, I would eventually feel good 
about myself.

Self-Esteem
Self-esteem is the reputation that we have with ourselves . . . even 
when nobody is watching.

During the time I spent chasing approval from others, I was 
also trying to build a reputation with myself. When I worked all 
day and night to solve a difficult problem at work, I was not just 
trying to get approval from my boss, I was trying to prove some-
thing to the guy in the mirror. Sometimes this was fun: it was a 
game I played, competing against myself. But it still absorbed a 
lot of my energy and attention.

The need for self-esteem starts very early in life. In pursuit 
of self-esteem, we can aim for high marks, weight loss, awards, 
qualifications, romance, children, charitable giving, appear-
ance, cars, houses, financial security, personal fitness, better/
more sex, or a different career. Naturally, we tell ourselves that 
we are choosing to do these things—that we are doing them for 
ourselves, not for anyone else. Or we convince ourselves we are 
having fun doing so. To be fair, sometimes we are.



19Why Self-Worth?

Indeed, are we not educated to think this way? From a very 
early age, we are encouraged to develop exactly this sort of inner 
motivation. We are often expressly taught that this quality of 
self-esteem is precisely what differentiates successful people 
from the broad mass of average achievers. The catechism of 
twenty-first-century secular belief begins with self-belief and 
the liturgy of self-esteem is by now an extensive one. A recent 
example of this is the rise of “your optimized self ”: a myriad of 
apps tracking your every move, exhorting you to set goals and 
be the best you can be. The implication being that you are not 
already okay.

Having a value of excellence from early days, I totally bought 
into the self-esteem credo. Five years in an Irish boarding school 
ensured I had the survivor’s dubious gift of self-reliance. By the 
time I left college, I believed in total freedom and responsibil-
ity. . . even before I read Sartre’s writing on the subject.

With self-esteem as the new credo, its litany is made 
up of affirmations. Day by day, we try to affirm that we are 
smart, beautiful, successful, whatever it takes to establish 
that chimerical relationship with the Self. “Fake it ’til you 
make it” is expressly taught in Confidence School, along with 
power stances and the absolute imperative of self-belief. The 
slightest deviation from the path of positive self-regard is 
pounced upon and corrected. Like a Catholic nun might have 
reproached your venial sins a half-century earlier, lapses of “self- 
limiting beliefs” are now exposed and shamed in the orthodoxy 
of self-esteem.

But while believing in self-esteem is one thing, possessing it 
is something else. It was to be another decade before I gained 
any real measure of self-esteem. As fast as I met my own self- 
imposed conditions for self-esteem, new conditions appeared. 
Self-esteem is a hungry tyrant: the more you feed him, the more 
he expects. So it was not enough to get a job, get married, and 
have kids, I also had to emigrate, support my family of origin, 
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go on foreign holidays, buy property, start my own business . . . 
and still the monster was forever hungry. So I was never really 
happy with myself.

Drawing on the results of Alison Spackman’s research at the 
Self-Worth Academy, we see that in the early thirties, self-esteem 
seems to take over from other-esteem as a key driver. Our rep-
utation with ourselves now begins to assume more importance. 
So, without knowing this at the time, I guess I was part of the 
general pattern.

Both other-esteem and self-esteem have one characteristic 
in common: they are contingent. Only the source is different. 
When we are operating in esteem mode, it hardly matters what 
the source is. Whether we are getting that validation from inside 
or outside, the level will always be variable and based on achieve-
ment. We pursue each new validation with all the earnestness of 
a dog chasing a car.

Self-Worth
Self-worth is a deep belief in your inherent value as a person, 
from a position of unconditional friendship with yourself. You 
don’t earn self-worth by doing worthy things: you already have it.

Like many people, I used to equate self-worth and self-esteem, 
assuming they were synonyms. It took a succession of losses in 
my fifties to teach me this vital distinction.

When you are in love, or your career is booming, you feel good 
about yourself. In those halcyon days, self-worth and self-esteem 
both seem to be on the rise. The distinction will appear merely 
semantic, drowned out in the happy song of love or success. The 
soft whisper of self-worth is hard to hear when an orchestra of 
romance or success is playing its full crescendo. But when life 
is tough, or you fail to live up to your own expectations, the dif-
ference between self-worth and self-esteem suddenly becomes 
very real.
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Self-worth is intrinsic, not extrinsic. It comes from within, 
not from your behavior or your performance. It’s about you, not 
your actions or even your feelings. It’s already there within; you 
just need to find it. It’s a belly-level sense of being on your own 
side. It has nothing to do with whether you are eating a bag of 
chips while you are thinking about it.

Self-worth is not contingent. In other words, you always have 
it. There are no conditions to be fulfilled. You don’t even have to 
feel it or believe in it; it’s yours by the very fact of your existence. 
Even if you have not found it yet.

Self-worth is a primal belief in your own value as a person. 
It is not variable based on your deeds, possessions, or whether 
you go to the gym. It’s about you; not your behavior, your current 
state, or your achievements. For all these reasons, self-worth is 
the strongest possible foundation for self-esteem, confidence, 
and general happiness.

How do you know that self-worth is “real”? Unlike self- 
esteem, which you can readily feel—whether by its presence 
or absence—self-worth speaks in a softer voice. So you have to 
listen carefully. People can access their self-worth in a range of 
different ways. Over the course of this book, we will consider 
many of these.

Based on our initial Self-Worth Academy research, con-
ducted by Alison Spackman, the group that seems to be most 
motivated by self-worth is self-employed women. By contrast,  
self-employed men show up as overwhelmingly driven by self- 
esteem. Women in employment also share the self-esteem 
driver. Indeed, the profile of self-employed men looks remark-
ably similar to employed women.

Interestingly, to date, our survey work at the Self-Worth 
Academy has not uncovered that legendary “self-esteem gap” 
between men and women. Levels of self-esteem were broadly 
similar across genders. However, the responses obtained 
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suggest that women may be more driven by self-worth, while 
men are motivated by a blend of self-esteem and other-esteem. 
This may throw an interesting spanner into the works of a lot 
of self-esteem literature: is it possible that the “self-esteem 
gap” has arisen because we have been measuring conditional,  
performance-based self-esteem, as opposed to intrinsic, uncon-
ditional self-worth? More work remains to be done here.

One thing, however, is clear. The softer voice of self-worth 
has been largely ignored in the clamor for self-esteem. In pursuit 
of the holy grail represented by a positive evaluation of ourselves, 
we have generally neglected the truth that we’ve been standing 
on all the time: the possibility of an unconditional loyalty to 
one’s own worth.

Self-Compassion and Self-Love
There are two other terms commonly used in connection with 
self-worth. The meaning of each is very close but subtly different.

Self-compassion has been extensively written about in recent 
years, notably by authors like Kristin Neff and Christopher Ger-
mer. Self-compassion is being kind and understanding toward 
oneself, particularly when confronted with personal shortcom-
ings. The practices of self-compassion described by both of these 
writers fit very well with self-worth—as long as you believe 
that you are worth it, of course! For many people, this is the 
crux of the problem: they do not believe that they deserve self- 
compassion. Their friendship toward themselves often takes sec-
ond place to their sense of responsibility toward others. This 
book focuses on your sense of deserving. The books by Kristin 
Neff and Christopher Germer are certainly recommended read-
ing; the practices of self-compassion usually flow easily as an 
expression of self-worth.

Self-love is a broad term, used in different ways by differ-
ent people. Some people think of it as an attitude; others focus 
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“Roots are not in landscape  
or a country, or a people,  

they are inside you.”
isabel allende
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more on the action of taking care of oneself. I have even seen 
it used as an excuse, for example by people invoking “self-love” 
when they want to avoid keeping promises or when they cancel 
appointments at the last minute . . . an excuse that others are nat-
urally expected to understand! Because of this vagueness—and 
perhaps even misuse—I have generally avoided using the term 

“self-love” in this book, opting instead to use words with more 
specific meaning.

Working Definitions

Summing up the descriptions above, I am using the following 
definitions of confidence, other-esteem, self-esteem, self-worth, 
and self-compassion.

Confidence: This is how we present ourselves to the world. Con-
fidence can be real or faked.

Other-esteem: This is our reputation with others, which can be 
established by popularity, positive feedback, people-pleasing, 
making people laugh, “likes” on social media, and a host of other 
ways by which we register “social impact.”

Self-esteem: Using Nathaniel Branden’s definition, self-esteem 
is our reputation with ourselves. Self-esteem is how we perceive 
we “measure up” to our own standards. Therefore, it fluctuates 
according to how we perform and how we judge ourselves.

Self-worth: This is our intrinsic sense of worth as a person. It 
comes from within, not from our behavior or our performance. 
The strongest foundation for self-esteem, self-compassion, and 
confidence.

Self-compassion: Being kind and understanding to oneself, par-
ticularly when dealing with “failure” or setbacks.
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Perennial Roots

You can think of self-worth as the roots and self-esteem as the 
stem and the branches of a plant. Like roots below the ground, 
self-worth is unseen. What we see is the plant, the branches and 
leaves, which may be flowering or not, depending on the season 
of the year. Indeed, self-esteem goes through its seasons, albeit 
more unpredictably than the climatic seasons. At times, it is 
spring and self-esteem grows, particularly when we feel we are 
progressing in life. Perhaps we are doing well at work or we’ve 
fallen in love or lost weight or gained in fitness. At these times, 
the self-esteem “plant” thrives.

In the soil, the roots exist throughout the seasons. Even in 
autumn, when the leaves are falling or the flowers fading, the 
roots are still alive. Much the same is true of self-worth. So when 
we are not doing so well at work or we’ve lost a loved one or we’ve 
fallen off our planned diet, the roots of self-worth are as present 
as ever. Indeed, it’s precisely when the plant is in its autumn or 
winter that the roots are most important, protecting the future 
of the plant. In much the same way, self-worth provides a peren-
nial foundation for self-esteem—an idea also expressed in a 
poem by Tolkien:

All that is gold does not glitter,
Not all those who wander are lost;
The old that is strong does not wither,
Deep roots are not reached by the frost.

Shame and Guilt

There are many opposites to self-esteem. These range from 
self-doubt, self-deprecation, self-loathing, shyness, timidity, 
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diffidence, even self-disgust. You can probably add a few more 
of your own.

So what is the opposite of self-worth? If there is one word 
that keeps cropping up in nearly everything I’ve read or expe-
rienced, it’s shame. This short word seems to capture that deep 
sense of undeserving or unworthiness, which anyone who has 
struggled with self-worth will probably recognize immediately. 
So let’s unashamedly talk about that.

As humans, we have the capacity to reflect on what we have 
done, or not done. This produces two closely related feelings, 
both of which will be all too familiar to many readers: guilt and 
shame. Using Brené Brown’s very accessible definitions, let’s first 
distinguish between these two corrosive cousins.

Guilt: I’ve done something I shouldn’t have: the act was bad. Guilt 
is about the action.

Shame: I’ve done something I shouldn’t have (or not done some-
thing I should have). I am bad. Shame is about me, not the action 
(or inaction).

In this context, we can regard shame as the opposite of self-
worth. A person with high self-worth can still experience guilt, 
but somehow it does not impinge on who they are. They can 
make amends (or not) and move on. But for the person with low 
self-worth, a sense of shame constantly withers their inner roots. 
Even when there is no specific act to feel guilty about, they can 
feel ashamed of who or what they are not.

According to Brené Brown, shame has been correlated with 
“a wide range of mental and public health issues including self- 
esteem/concept issues, depression, addiction, eating disorders, 
bullying, suicide, family violence, and sexual assault.” In extreme 
forms, shame can lead to social withdrawal and isolation. It’s 
easy to see why: the inner void constantly craves fulfillment.
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Shame is a deeply pervasive emotion: “the swampland of the 
soul,” as Jung once described it. Deep feelings of shame may relate 
to early life experiences (abuse, chaotic household, violence, bul-
lying, etc.) and, as such, are matters for therapeutic help, well 
beyond the scope of this book. But many people who have no such 
trauma in their upbringing also experience shame. Brené Brown 
believes that the experience of feeling unworthy is universal.

Even without the therapeutic extremes, it seems that most 
human beings get to grapple with some shame-related issues at 
some point of their lives. For example:

· “I am a failure with money/in bed/at love/at work.”
· “I am unattractive.”
· “I am a failure as a parent/family member.”
· “I am defective/wrong.”
· “I am stupid/useless/easily fooled.”

For many people suffering from shame-related issues, just 
grasping the distinction between self-esteem and self-worth can 
be enlightening—even transformative. One Safari participant 
who had suffered real trauma in early life found that she could 
somehow hold on to self-worth in those foggy days when oth-
erwise her reputation with herself lay in tatters. Today, she is 
working full-time for the first time in years.

Ready for the rest of the adventure?

Paste this link into your browser:
http://selfworthacademy.com/book

http://selfworthacademy.com/book
http://selfworthacademy.com/book
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