
Self-Esteem Facilitator Notes 
 

Why Get together and talk about Self-esteem? 
● It has become an extremely hot topic in our society, in the media. 
● One thing that sparked my curiosity was the cover story of Newsweek: The Curse of 

self-esteem, what’s wrong with the feel good movement” 
● Read headline - National Elixir - cures everything 

 
The state of California created a task force entitled “Toward a state of Esteem” to investigate 
issues of self-esteem. 
Newsweek states “the reports key findings was that ‘self-esteem’ is the likeliest candidate for a 
social vaccine, something that empowers us to live responsibly and that inoculates us against 
lives of crime, violence, substance abuse, teen pregnancy, child abuse, chronic welfare 
dependency and educational failure”  
 
So self-esteem is being put forth in the media as the cure for our social problems and therefore 
it deserves a closer look.  
Our topic is “Basis for Self-Esteem”- but before we discuss basis, we need try & define it. 
Newsweek pg 48 “A recent survey of the literature estimated that more than 10,000 scientific 
studies of self-esteem have been conducted. Researchers have measured it with more than 200 
different tests (and yet) there is even agreement of what it is.” 
 
Handout - let’s start with Webster’s def of self-esteem “A confidence and satisfaction in oneself, 
self-respect” 
Stanley Coopersmith in his book, The Antecedents of Self-Esteem says “By self-esteem we 
refer to the evaluations which the individual makes and customarily maintains with regard to 
himself. It expresses an attitude of approval or disapproval and indicates the extent to which the 
individual believes himself to be capable, significant, successful, and worthy. In short, 
self-esteem is a personal judgment of worthiness that is expressed in the attitudes the individual 
holds toward himself.” 
 
Question: What do you think about these definitions?  What’s your definition?  
 
Coopersmith mentions self-worth a couple times. 
 
Question: Is there a difference between self-esteem and self-worth? 
 
Self-worth seems more objective - my worth or value as an individual according to some 
standard, whereas self-esteem seems more subjective - how do I feel about or perceive my 
self-worth (How do I esteem or estimate my self-worth?) 
 
Many authors use these terms of self-worth and self-esteem interchangeably. 



Since our time is limited and we can’t fully explore a lot of verbal nuances, in our discussion for 
tonight, for simplicity, why don’t we agree to use terms like self-esteem, self-worth, self-respect 
interchangeably unless a distinction needs to be made. 
 
Now that we’ve attempted to define it, what’s the basis for self-esteem? 
Most theories on the basis of self-esteem fall into 2 camps/categories: 
Either based on internal standards or reference point or an external standard or reference 
point. 

A. In other words, either I am responsible for determining my self-esteem, it comes from 
within me - an internal reference point or 

B. My self-esteem is determined by others or someone outside of myself.  
-it’s how they treat me, what others think of me & how they communicate or reflect that 
back to me, that determines my self-esteem. 

 
Notice the outline - middle 1st page for Basis of Self-Esteem.  Let’s use this as a framework to 
discuss self-esteem. 
 

1. Let’s talk about the notion of my self-esteem being based on an internal standard. 
a. Self-esteem theorist in this camp believe 1 of 2 things form the basis for 

self-esteem.  Some say it’s based on the fact that I exist.  
 
Read quote #1 Dr. Wayne Dyer in his book Self-Esteem says, “Your self-worth, that 
friendly ever-present shadow, your consultant for personal happiness and personal 
mastery, must be unrelated to your self-assessments. You exist. You are human. 
That is all you need. Your self-worth is determined by you, and with no need for an 
explanation to anyone. And your worthiness, a given, has nothing to do with your 
behavior and feelings. You may not like your behavior in a given instance, but that 
has nothing to do with your self-worth.” pg 33 
Any reaction? Any problems with this? What basis for worth? 
 
Another quote not on handout Matthew McKay, PHD in his book Self-Esteem 
says, “The truth is that your value is your consciousness, your ability to perceive 
and experience. The value of a human life is that it exists...achievement has 
nothing to do with it” 
 
Read quote #2 Sharon Wegscheider-Curse “Self-worth can only come from the 
self” pg 76 “We all need to feed our self-respect and self-confidence by affirming 
ourselves at least 10 ways each day.. Make one long list of the things you like 
best about yourself...and then transfer them to index cards. Put 10 affirmations to 
a card. Each week tape one card to the bathroom mirror and read them each 
morning and evening. Change the cards each week” pg 188  
Any reaction/comment? (Stuart Smaley SNL) 



- If we’re insecure about our self-worth, how can we believe our own 
praise? 

 
Another school of thought is that I determine my self-esteem not on some vague concept like I 
exist but on my performance/accomplishments.  
 
How I feel about myself depends on my accomplishments or achievement  

- Doing well at school/work 
- Losing weight 
- Being kind/loving 

 
In examining this approach to Self-esteem we delve headlong into the current controversy 
regarding education. 
Any educators here? 
 
When it comes to the question of education & self-esteem the question here is:  Is self-esteem 
necessary for good performance? Or is good performance necessary for self-esteem? 
 
Question: what do you think is true? 
The tendency in schools recently has been to focus attention and energy on improving 
self-esteem in kids so that they’ll be able to achieve academically. 
 
Away with the F - many schools are saying don’t grade students, don’t label them because you 
might damage their self-esteem if they don’t get all A’s.  
We need to shower them with stickers and praise so they can then perform academically. Make 
them feel good about themselves so they’ll be able to perform.  Read quote about Math 
Students on pg 97 in No God but God by Os Guinness. In chapter 5 by Paul Vitz says, 
“American students ranked lowest in math skills, and Korean ranked highest. The researchers 
also asked students to rate how good they were at math. The Americans ranked highest in 
self-judged math ability, while Koreans ranked lowest. Math self-esteem had an inverse 
relationship to math accomplishment! The self esteem theory predicts that only those who feel 
good about themselves will do well, which is supposedly why students need self -esteem, but in 
fact feeling good about yourself may simply make you overconfident, narcissistic, and unable to 
work hard.” 
 
Thomas Moeller, prof of Psychology at Mary Washington college in his book, What Research 
says about Self-Esteem and Academic Performance says, “Despite the apparent widespread 
belief that self-esteem is important for learning, troubling questions remain about its validity.” 
Some studies find that performance still tends to cause self-concept (self-esteem) not vice 
versa. 
 
H.O. Quote #3 “Programs explicitly designed to promote self-esteem actually produce less 
self-esteem than models designed to improve academic performance….Research consistently 



indicates that children’s academic self-concept seems to be determined, at least in part, by their 
academic performance….All this indicates that massive efforts to improve self-esteem, 
elementary teachers would profit more by focusing on devising better ways of teaching children 
basic skills. 
 
So apparently research in the area of education supports the notion that our performance does 
greatly influence our self-esteem. Achievements do help us to feel better about ourselves, and 
can therefore bolster self-esteem but what happens when we don’t achieve? Become a 
quadriplegic? Are we ever really satisfied with our performance? We know we could do better. 
We know areas we don’t excel in. For example our family life? Self-control? Our ability to control 
our anger. 
 
Q: So is performance a stable basis for self-esteem? 
 
There are examples of those with Incredible performance who still have low self-esteem …For 
example Michael Phelps, and Michael Jordan. 
 
Back to page one of our handout. The outline - Basis for self-esteem 
Let’s examine theories which advocate that my self-esteem is determined by an external 
reference point. 
“B” My self-esteem depends on how others treat me - what they say is true to me. 
Some would say we’re born a blank slate, basically good and any bad thoughts I develop about 
myself are the results of the mistreatment I received by others. 
They determine how I feel about myself eg. abuse victims who develop low self-esteem 
because way they were treated/abused. 
 
This is a very popular notion in our society today. This is idea behind the quote from Newsweek 
article. People who’ve been victimized have low self-esteem and that is the reason they turn to 
drugs and/or violence. The thinking seems to be if we can cure low self-esteem we can prevent 
social problems.  
Another angle is that people aren’t responsible for their actions if they have low self-esteem 
brought about by some form of abuse.  
 
Is abuse an excuse? This was the claim of the Menendez brothers when they murdered their 
parents. 
 
Newsweek states that a Jesuit scholar basically stated that if Pee Wee Herman had higher 
self-esteem he wouldn’t have masturbated in public.  
“Masterbation isn’t the problem, it is a lack of self-esteem” 
Seriously through, Wegscheider-Curse gives a description of how an external reference 
influences one’s self-esteem. 
 



Read Quote #4 “A child from an early age on experiences the world in relationship to self. To 
the child, the world reflects back an image that helps the child grow to define itself. If the world, 
(parents, family, friends, teachers), presents the child with a picture of that child’s worth, the 
child feels worthy and acts in a manner to increase the worthiness. 
 
I think most of us would agree that the opinions of others influence the way we feel about 
ourselves. And many people use this as the basis for their self-esteem. 
Question:  Any reaction/thoughts? 
Is this a valid basis for self-esteem? Do thoughts of others determine how you view 
yourself? 
 
It’s easy to see how unstable self-esteem based on the varying opinions of others can be. 
 
Let me throw out one more means of classifying self-esteem. David Burns, MD professor of 
psychiatry at University of Penn school of medicine in his book, Ten Days to Self-Esteem 
differentiates between conditional and unconditional self-esteem. 
 
Read quote #5 “There are two dramatically different ways a person can achieve self-esteem. 
You can say, ‘I am a worthwhile person because….’ After the ‘because’, you can include the 
basis you have decided upon for self-esteem. This could be your success and hard work … This 
formulation makes self-esteem conditional, because your self-esteem has to be earned. 
Conditional self-esteem has its benefits: if you base your self-esteem on your hard work and 
accomplishments, it may motivate you to work hard and do your best. Conditional self-esteem 
also has its downside. What happens when, in spite of your best efforts, you are not particularly 
productive or successful? Does this mean you are now worthless and inferior? Alternatively, you 
can make your self-esteem unconditional. You can love and respect yourself because you are a 
human being or simply because you are a human being or simply because you have chosen to 
do so. 
 
He accurately identifies the problem with basing our self-esteem on something as conditional or 
variable as our success/performances sinces it changes and and isn’t dependable. 
Yet, his unconditional self-esteem seems somewhat vague and hollow in its ability to base our 
self-esteem on. 
 
It would be great to find an unconditional basis for self-esteem that is reliable and tangible. One 
that doesn’t have to be earned through accomplishments and therefore can’t be lost. 
 
What if there was a reliable, unchanging external reference point? 
Can anyone think of one such reference point? 
 
We’ve quoted psychologists, psychiatrists & educators and have yet to come up with a reliable 
basis for self-esteem. 
Well this leads us to one final perspective on self-esteem. 



The Christian theorists maintains that there is an unchanging external reference point and that it 
is God (a higher power who created man). 
And if he exists then what he says is true of man is absolutely true no matter how man may feel 
about himself at any given time. 
 
So according to this perspective, what God says is true of man is in essence the basis for 
self-esteem.. 
 
In his chapter entitled “Leaving Psychology Behind”in Guinness’ book No God but God,  Paul 
Vitz professor of psychology at New York University states, “Christians should have a 
tremendous sense of self-worth: God made us in his image, he loves us, he sent his son to save 
each of us; our destiny is to be with him forever”. 
 
So from the Christian perspective our self-worth is an unchangeable, established fact 
determined by an absolute, external reference point, which is independent of our actions, 
performance or feeling. 
  
Or, in the terminology of psychologist David Burns, it is unconditional but, instead of being 
based on some vague sense of existence, it is based on what the creator God says is true of 
men, (who he says I am). 
But knowing I am loved unconditionally by God, and knowing He thinks I’m worth dying for, is 
not the entire basis for the Christians self-esteem. 
According to the Christian perspective, God wants man to feel good about his accomplishments 
as well. Gen 4:7 “If you do well, will not your countenance be lifted up?” 
I.e. As you do well (accomplish), the look on your face will lift and you will feel better about 
yourself. 
 
Several passages teach that as you do the right thing, you’ll feel better. 
So feeling good about ourselves is a by product of achievement. 
This is inherent in our nature, how we were designed apparently. 
 
So the Christian perspective on self-esteem is that there is an absolute unchanging reference 
point, who says that apart from what I do or don’t do - I am valuable, significant. This forms the 
bases of my self-esteem/self-worth. 
And, on top of this unshakable basis, I can in addition feel good about my accomplishments. 
 
So from this perspective it’s not one or the other... either I determine my self-worth or someone 
else does - it’s both. 
Someone else determines by self-worth (God), plus I can add to that by feeling good about my 
accomplishments. 
I found no other theories on self-esteem that identify a reliable, unconditional external reference 
point as the basis for self-esteem. 
 



Q: Any thoughts or reactions? Anyone know of a reliable external source for self-esteem? 
 
In conclusion: There are a number of varying views on the basis of self-esteem. They typically 
fall into 1 of 2 camps, either based on an internal or external reference points. Either I determine 
my own self esteem, or I allow someone or something else to determine it for me. 
 
I hope you’ve been given something to think about. 
 
 
 
 






