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Introduction

Seven Steps is a series of books offering straightforward advice for creating successful and fulfilling relationships. Getting the most out of love needs skills and the good news is that these skills can be learned.

If there is a critical voice in your head which not only runs you down but also makes it hard to accept praise from work colleagues, friends or family, this book will help you make peace with yourself and the world around you. Unlike many programmes for boosting self-esteem, I will not just treat the symptoms but go to the root causes of your negative messages and show you how to deal with the past. In this way, you will not only learn how to challenge that little negative voice in your head, but also how to replace it with something kinder, more understanding and loving. Most importantly, by improving your relationship with yourself, you will improve all your relationships – so that if you’re looking for love, you will start attracting people who’ll treat you better (rather than play games), and if you’re in a loving relationship, it will become more equal and balanced.

In devising this programme, I have drawn on twenty-five years’ experience as a marital therapist. However, I have changed names, details and sometimes merged two or three of my clients’ stories to protect their identity and confidentiality.



Andrew G. Marshall

www.andrewgmarshall.com





Step 1

Understand the Problem







It is a common piece of advice – you’ve heard it a million times on television talk shows and from friends and family: ‘You’ve got to love yourself before you can love anybody else.’ There are also variations on this theme, such as: ‘If you don’t hold yourself in high regard, nobody else will’ and ‘Loving yourself is the greatest love of all.’ In fact, we’ve heard this basic idea packaged in so many ways, so many times, that we tend to switch off and carry on as normal. But what would our lives be like if we did at least like ourselves? Wouldn’t everything be easier, and certainly more enjoyable, if we weren’t so self-critical? We’d start standing up for ourselves and stop friends or work colleagues taking advantage of us. When looking for love, we’d make better choices or, when we’d found a partner, we’d not let him or her walk all over us. Unlike a lot of other obvious truths, there is a real nugget of wisdom in the idea of loving ourselves. So why haven’t we taken the advice on board?

From time to time, I meet people who seem to have a very high opinion of themselves. ‘I’m only attracted to really handsome men,’ said Charlotte, forty-two, when she arrived in my counselling office. ‘Unfortunately, they’ve all known just how gorgeous they were.’ As I took down her relationship history, Charlotte peppered her conversations with examples of just how much she loved herself: ‘I’m used to a lot of attention’, or had been loved: ‘He absolutely adored me and would have done anything for me.’

Twenty-five years of counselling has taught me that how something appears on the surface is often very different to the reality underneath. At first sight, Charlotte did seem confident and up-front. However, she felt a little brittle, as if with the slightest setback or anything less than 100 per cent approval she would start to crumble. She had come into counselling because, despite being able to attract plenty of men, she could not keep any she truly wanted (and did not seem to want the ones who wanted her). The more I got to know Charlotte, the more I realised that she was swinging from high to low self-esteem – with nothing much in the middle.

The effects of low self-esteem are all too evident in my counselling office. Jessica, thirty-four, wanted a long-term boyfriend but most of her relationships never seemed to go anywhere. She sighed heavily and looked down at the floor. ‘I’m a complete failure with men. I’ll meet these guys at parties and we’ll click but somehow the relationships always end with me crying.’ So I asked about her most recent boyfriend, Bob. ‘I suppose I should have known better. That first night, when we were back at my flat, sitting on the sofa with a glass of wine, he said, “Are you sure you want to do this?” He’d even told me he was not looking for a relationship. But I didn’t want him to go. Well, the inevitable happened and we made love. It was good and I developed feelings for him.’ In effect, she had known that they were after different things: he was looking for casual sex and she wanted love. However, as she did not treat herself with respect, Bob probably felt that he had the green light to do the same. After half a dozen encounters, he became less and less available and eventually disappeared altogether.

Loving Yourself Enough

This concept comes from childcare, where experts have always known that if a baby is neglected, he or she will not only fail to thrive but also grow into a troubled and unhappy adult. Holding the destiny of your baby literally in your arms is a huge responsibility. Many new mothers feel overwhelmed and worry that anything less than perfection will cause lasting damage.

Fortunately, in the fifties, Donald Winnicott (an English paediatrician and psychologist) coined the term good enough mother. This mother provides enough care for her baby to prosper but, unlike the ‘perfect’ mother, does not provide everything that her child wants immediately, on demand, round the clock. Winnicott believed that if, by some miracle, we fulfilled every one of our children’s needs, they would not develop properly and would find it difficult to grow into self-sufficient adults. In effect, small but manageable amounts of adversity provide important lessons for children. To modern minds, good enough is often seen as not good enough. We aim to do the very best for our children and then a little bit more. However, Winnicott would argue that we are not only driving ourselves mad but also failing our children.

So how does the good enough concept work with self-esteem? Unlike a lot of programmes, I will not be trying to boost you up with lots of self-improving statements or asking you to visualise the ideal outcome. To my mind, this is like trying to be a ‘perfect’ person and makes someone – like Charlotte – swing between loving themselves too much (and walking over everybody else) and hating themselves – like Jessica – for failing to achieve goals (and probably ending up being taken advantage of by others). Instead, my goal is to teach you to love yourself enough: enough to have love to offer others; enough to be open to receive love from others.



Before outlining my programme, I’d like you to take stock and access your feelings about yourself.







How Good is Your Self-esteem?

With how many of the following statements do you agree?
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Scoring: 

If you agree with a statement ‘sometimes’, score one point. If you agree ‘often’, score two points. If the answer is ‘hardly ever’, you score nothing. Total up your score and read the relevant section below.



Twelve and over: Everybody suffers from self-doubt from time to time – although some people are better at hiding it than others. Unfortunately, you have a low opinion of yourself and spend a lot of your time walking a tightrope between getting by and disaster. While your colleagues, family, friends or partner might shrug off a barbed comment, you spend hours analysing what was said, why, and castigating yourself for not doing better. However, take heart. My programme will help you understand the reasons for your low self-esteem, combat the negative voices in your head and help you begin to love yourself enough.



Less than twelve: Most of the time, you feel OK about yourself but your self-belief has been rocked by some recent catastrophe. Perhaps your partner is having an affair or has fallen out of love with you; maybe you lost your job or a rival was promoted over your head. Although perceived failure in one area can have a knock-on effect in others, the climb back will be more straightforward because you are building on fundamentally solid ground.

Examine Your Relationship With Your Parents

Low self-esteem is hard to combat because the roots stretch right back to our childhood. When we arrive in the world, our parents are normally the first people we meet, and how they respond to us provides important clues to our identity and how acceptable we are. Unfortunately, parents can give negative as well as positive feedback and because we are young, inexperienced and have no way of testing whether something is true or not, we believe everything we’re told. Before long, the messages from our parents and caregivers are not just their opinions, prejudices and reflections of their own fallibility – but who we are.

Legacies from Fathers

A man’s style of fathering is particularly significant for his daughters – because he is literally the first man in their lives – but it is also important for his sons, who learn about being a man from his example. There are six common types and although many men will use more than one, most have a core style – especially when they are tired or stressed out. With each type of fathering, there is an explanation of why this can lead to a poor self-image and a breakthrough tip, because improving your relationship with your father will improve your relationship with yourself.

Dictatorial

Many men still like to be head of the family, but there is a fine line between being in charge and dictatorial. Dictatorial fathers keep their sons’ and daughters’ noses to the school grindstone, and bedtimes, friends and chores can easily turn into a battleground. ‘He once called me a slut because I wouldn’t get out of bed at half past seven in the morning,’ says Sian, a twenty-nine-year-old lawyer. ‘His favourite phrase was “many a fortune has been made or lost before half past seven”. He would even put a cold flannel on my face to get me up.’ It was not just lounging around in a dressing gown that would set him off. ‘I’d have to line up everything neatly on my dressing table and if I wanted to please him, I would rush around and do all that, but as soon as he was gone I’d take great pleasure in scruffing it all up again.’ Dictatorial fathers want the best for their sons and daughters; although their form of tough love can push their children to the top of the class, it can also come across as deeply critical. What’s more, these fathers can get so much under their sons’ and daughters’ skin that the children often end up not knowing their own mind.

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: Dictatorial fathers give their children a very distorted picture of themselves. They have such strong opinions that anybody else – who might provide a more balanced or alternative picture – is shouted down. This is why many children of dictatorial fathers come to conclusions about themselves based on little evidence – normally just one or two examples that are elevated to the general rule.

Breakthrough tip: Next time you are faced with a decision, ask yourself three questions. First, ‘What would my father want me to do?’ Second, ‘What would I do if I was rebelling?’ Just doing the opposite of what he would have wanted is not freedom either. Finally, ask, ‘What would I like to do?’

Distant

Traditionally, men have been expected to keep their feelings tightly under control. So many grow up unaware or embarrassed about their emotions. When under stress, these men hide behind their newspaper, watch television, or lose themselves in some project in the garden. Whatever the shut-down strategy, these fathers remain a mystery to their children. Other fathers become distant through divorce or because their job takes them away.

‘When Dad got home, if he was in a good mood or Mum reported good school grades, he might ruffle our hair, but it was never for more than a few seconds. Perhaps there is a statutory EU minimum for hair ruffling, which he was determined not to contravene,’ says Belinda, forty-six. ‘I often wished I’d knocked on his study door and had him explain his complicated filing system – everything had a place and mine was on the other side of that door. He’s never told me he loves me; I guess he thinks I know.’

The daughters of distant fathers are drawn either to men who find it hard to commit or to men who keep their feelings to themselves. ‘I’ve always felt happier when there was at least one time zone between me and my lover,’ admits Belinda. Unfortunately, some daughters find themselves attracted to men who are so distant that they find it hard to commit to a relationship.

For men who are distant – like their fathers – it is often easier to make relationships, as many women enjoy drawing out their partners and explaining their emotions to them.

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: Although as an adult you might understand why your father was distant, as a child it will have felt deeply personal. This can leave you worried that nobody will ever truly love you. Even children of distant fathers who do get married wonder if they are worthy and, because they expect rejection, will sometimes assume the worst.

Breakthrough tip: Concentrate on changing something specific about your father’s behaviour – for example, paying you more attention – rather than reeling off a list of complaints, which will probably make him retreat even further into himself. Next, narrow this request down into something as specific as possible. For example, talking to you when you phone the house. Finally, frame it as something positive about the future rather than as an accusation about the past. For example: when he answers the phone, suggest chatting for a while before he passes you on to your mother.

Destructive

These fathers cause harm because they have abandoned their daughters and sons or because they are not aware how thoughtless comments can ruin self-esteem.

‘My dad is over six foot three and like a bull in a china shop; he opens his mouth first and thinks later,’ says Tara, twenty-six. ‘When I was about twelve and beginning to develop curves he caught me taking a tub of ice cream out of the freezer. “We’ll have to watch out or you’ll put on so much weight that none of the boys will fancy you,” he told me. I should have clocked him, and to this day he still denies having said it, but I can trace my weight battles back to that solitary moment. Thinking of my first diet, which I pored over in one of my mother’s magazines, the tinfoil packets of carrot sticks and the dry tuna that I used to take to school, makes me want to weep.’

These daughters often choose unavailable men – such as married ones – who will end up abandoning them and reconfirming their lack of self-worth. ‘In my teens I was anybody’s for a compliment,’ says Tara. ‘I slept with so many boys I got a reputation, but for those few moments I could pretend they cared. These days I’m wiser but I often take something as critical, even when it’s not intended to be. When it’s cold my boyfriend will say something innocent, like: “Don’t you think you need a scarf ?”, but I will react as if he had said: “Your dress is too short and too small.” I end up biting his head off all the time – not the most attractive quality.’

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: Experience has taught you that those closest to you are most likely to hurt you. This has left you with a toxic combination of fear of commitment and no confidence. In addition, you will often wrongly decide that you’ve made a fool of yourself or let yourself down.

Breakthrough tip: New Age philosophies talk about being positive but all that happens is that we give ourselves a hard time for not pulling off this trick. So try the opposite approach and listen to the critical voice. Once you have heard all it has to say, challenge the exaggerations and distortions. Finally, think: ‘I can do things that are wrong but it is useful to look back, reflect and learn.’ This balanced approach ultimately will make it easier for you to hear the positive.

Dangerous

These fathers never really grew up. They can be glamorous, exciting and terribly fascinating, but often there is a darker side: some are serial love cheats or have clocked up several wives, while others are dangerous because of drink or drugs. One thing is for sure: these men turn everything into a drama.

‘Whenever my friends used to come round, Daddy had to be the centre of attention. He used to disappear upstairs and change into his genuine American Civil War uniform and then strut around the house showing off,’ says Beverley, thirty-eight. ‘It used to drive my mother up the wall, but I thought it was funny. When I became a teenager, I realised just how much his performance was fuelled by drink. Finally, I understood why he was always so over-emotional.’

Beverley has been dating unpredictable men ever since. ‘I just don’t seem to be able to avoid a challenge. My first boyfriend was the local lifeguard and I was completely captivated by him. He’d be forever standing me up, but the worse he treated me the more I loved him. I thought his moodiness was because he was “strong and silent” but later I caught him in bed with another man.’

Unfortunately, the children of addicts are more at risk of developing an addiction problem themselves than the general population. For daughters of dangerous fathers, it is not just alcohol and drugs that can provide a buzz – difficult men can also be very addictive. The risk for the sons is imitating their father.

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: You are attracted to people who nearly always turn out to be bad for you and this has undermined your confidence in your own judgement. Worse still, your ‘dangerous’ lovers end up reinforcing the old messages from your childhood and make it even harder to believe in yourself.

Breakthrough tip: It is easy to be angry with these fathers – and you probably have every right to be – however, this just keeps the two of you stuck in the past. Instead, take a fresh look at both of you. Is his conduct still as bad? Could it be that you are trying to punish him? If so, who is really being harmed by this behaviour?

Doting

Everybody would like a father who dotes on them and, certainly, a daughter who grows up feeling adored will have more self-confidence. However, there can be a point where doting turns into spoiling.

‘While Mummy sat on the back seat of the car, I rode up front with Daddy and I always got to choose where we stopped to eat. While I could have anything on the menu, as long as I enjoyed it, Mummy used to have the cheap things – like a bowl of soup. I’d scoff my way through the menu and eat something terribly exotic for pudding like rum baba,’ says Kate, thirty-one.

However, it is hard to truly grow up if your doting father is always ready to ride to the rescue. Worse still, these women expect every man to treat them like a princess.

‘My live-in boyfriend used to bring me biscuits and tea in bed and the whole weekend would revolve round my cravings,’ admits Kate. ‘But I became so bored that I started having a wild affair with someone who’d just got out of prison and used to clean his gun in bed. I’d never met anybody like him before. Not only could he not read or write, but he was also so unoriginal that he couldn’t think of a name for his puppy, so he called it “dog”. I couldn’t talk to him, but who needs to talk! Yet, I would have died if Daddy had found out I even knew him.’

Dads are less likely to dote on boys, and therefore less likely to treat their sons as children, even after they have grown up. However, if a son’s bad behaviour is not challenged – because Dad thinks he can do no wrong – he, too, can grow up to be selfish and unable to see anyone else’s point of view.

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: The sons and daughters of doting fathers should be supremely confident. After all, they have been praised to the skies since birth. So what goes wrong? They are not allowed to fail (it is always someone else’s fault), and without stumbling and falling, it is impossible to learn anything important. So there is always a gap between expectation and delivery; deep down, the sons and daughters know that they are not geniuses, but the drop to everyday normality seems immense.

Breakthrough tip: If you behave like a child, everybody else will slot into parent mode. So next time you are tempted to sulk, throw a tantrum or wheedle – very childish reactions – stop and ask yourself: What would an adult do?

Decent

These fathers provide a safe haven for their daughters to experiment in dealing with the opposite sex and they provide a good role model for their sons. Unlike doting fathers, they know when to draw the line and not let their children get too much of their own way.

‘Whenever I or my sister had a problem, we always knew that we could go to Dad,’ explains Adrienne, twenty-eight. ‘He made us feel he was on our side but he would also make us realise that there was probably another side too. Sometimes he was busy, yet he seemed to know when it was something truly serious and he’d stop what he was doing.’

A lot of men grow into being decent fathers, and have a better relationship with their sons and daughters as adults than they had with them as children. This is partly because they have mellowed with age and partly because they are not so focused on their careers. It also helps that reaching adulthood gives us the chance to forge a more equal relationship with our parents. This type of father is also becoming more common as today’s dads expect to have a more hands-on approach to being a parent. The impact on the children of decent fathers is generally positive and they grow up to be well-rounded and caring people.

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: If you have a decent father, it is likely that you have lost confidence as the result of a particular crisis – such as losing your job – rather than because of your upbringing. However, some decent fathers are so nice, considerate and ready to understand everyone’s point of view that they do not stand up to other people – normally their wife – when their behaviour undermines their children’s confidence. There is a second problem for the sons of decent fathers: you can grow up to be so decent yourself that women prefer you as a best friend rather than as a lover. This is particularly hard when you have to watch their hearts broken by yet another bad boy.

Breakthrough tip: It can be as harmful to have a totally positive picture of someone as to have a totally negative one. This is because life seldom comes in black and white but in shades of grey. So try and remember times when your father revealed feet of clay and discover a more balanced picture of him.

Legacies from Mothers

We all want our mother to be pleased with our achievements, partly because we know it makes her happy but mainly because it confirms that she has been a good mother. What’s more, if she approves of our life, we feel worthy of her love. For all these reasons, it is harder to be dispassionate about our relationship with our mother than with our father, but a closer look can really help us understand the past and make better choices in the future.

There are six types of ‘problem mothering’, and for each there is advice on how to cope with the fallout and a breakthrough tip because, once again, a better relationship with your mother promotes a better relationship with yourself.

Martyr

Some women have good reason to complain. Life has dealt them a tough hand, for example, illness, desertion or destitution. Others have not had the opportunity to do what they wished. Before feminism became mainstream, talented women gave up their jobs and resented being stuck in the kitchen. Whatever the reason for their sacrifices, these mothers will not let anybody forget it and use guilt as a weapon. Worse still, their sons – and, in particular, their daughters – end up feeling responsible for their good days and bad days.

‘I always end up getting edgy if anybody is upset and immediately want to be the peacemaker,’ says twenty-eight-year-old Cathy. ‘At work I find myself taking the blame for something being late – even if it landed on my desk only a couple of hours before the deadline.’ Not surprisingly, Cathy found it hard to ask for what she needed. ‘I couldn’t just tell my partner I would have appreciated it if he arranged a birthday party for me at a local restaurant,’ she confessed. ‘Instead, I would drop hints and make suggestions and then get very angry when he didn’t do anything.’

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: Your experiences of close relationships have been draining and claustrophobic. Your expectations of how something will turn out are also very negative. This makes you likely to overstate the likelihood of something going wrong and exaggerate the consequences of failure too. In your mind, you are always on the verge of being sacked, dumped or destroyed. In reality, you are late with a deadline (which can probably be extended) or your partner is angry about something (but will get over it) and you can always pick yourself up and start all over again.

Breakthrough tip: Understanding your mother’s vulnerability is the first step to liberating yourself. Instead of getting angry, which will make her needier and perpetuate a vicious circle, tell her you love her and then laugh together when she goes over the top.

Critical

Mothers want the best for their children, but sometimes their desire for their sons and daughters to succeed comes across as criticism. Their children will often feel that they can never truly please them.

‘I have become very critical of myself,’ admits Richard, a thirty-three-year-old lawyer. ‘It is almost as if I can hear her voice in my head pushing me on. On the one hand this has helped my career, but on the other, I never seem to enjoy my achievements.’ Last Christmas, Richard talked to his aunt and got a wholly different take on his mother. ‘She had bored her sister silly with all this praise and boasting about me. I just wish Mum had told me.’

Richard has had a very up-and-down relationship with his girlfriend. ‘I find myself getting defensive about the slightest comment,’ he admits. ‘I took her to a Proms concert but she didn’t seem to be enjoying it. In the interval, she commented that the conductor had taken a piece too fast. I started sulking; I’d gone to a lot of trouble getting those tickets.’

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: You either keep finding fault or you have become incredibly defensive, fly off the handle at the slightest thing and your partner feels that you are ‘too high maintenance’. You are also likely to be hypersensitive and hear criticism even when none was intended.

Breakthrough tip: If critical mothering sounds familiar, try asking your mother’s friends and other family members what she really thinks about you. Your mother probably assumes you already know her feelings or maybe fears praise will undermine your desire to achieve. Next time you overreact to something, stop and ask yourself if your mother’s voice is mixed in there somewhere. If you have a tendency to become critical yourself, examine your standards and ask yourself how many are your own and how many are your mother’s.

Perfect

Women put a lot of energy into being as good a mum as possible, but, for some, ‘good’ is never enough. They have to be super-mum: able to bake, hold down a job and still help out behind the scenes at the school play. Sons can idolise this type of mother to such an extent that other women have a tough job matching up to her. These men can also put potential partners on a pedestal and have ‘polite’ sex rather than allowing their women to be truly passionate. Meanwhile, the daughters of super-mums can find the legacy equally difficult. Tina, forty-two, started mothering her first husband: ‘I felt like I had three children sometimes and, with no support, I ran out of energy. I wanted an equal partner.’

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: For women, you attract the sort of men that need their problems sorting out. Although this is flattering, it is not the foundation for a successful long-term relationship. For men, your expectations can be too high and this makes you easily disappointed. The other danger, for both the daughters and sons of perfect mothers, is to have incredibly high standards yourself so that anything short of perfection is viewed as failure. With this mindset, a five-star rave review, with one minor qualification, will be heard as a disaster.

Breakthrough tip: For daughters of perfect mothers, if you find yourself behaving like everybody’s mother, step back and stop taking responsibility. For example, if you have to nag your partner to get up in the morning, remind him once and then leave it. He might be late for an appointment but he is an adult and accountable for his own choices. For sons of perfect mothers, think about the disadvantages of being so close to your mother. How much does she interfere in your life? Does she have strong views about your girlfriends? Compare your relationship with those of your friends; how does your mother demand more than their mothers? How do you feel about that?

Controlling

Another common example of great mothering that can turn into a problem is the over-attentive mum. It is a short step between looking out for your kids and smothering them; these ‘takeover’ mums seldom understand the difference.

‘She was always ready to fight my battles at school by “having a word” with my teacher or the parents of another kid,’ says Barry, thirty-four. ‘At homework time, she seemed to be forever peering over my shoulder. She was great, but sometimes I felt swamped. Even to this day, I find it hard to let people get close for fear of them taking over.’

These mums are very likely to have strong opinions about their children’s partners or lack of them. ‘I had been dating Nicola for about six months,’ says Michael, who is thirty years old, ‘and Mum had told me that if I ever married she hoped it would be someone just like Nicola. I took this as maternal approval and even considered asking for Nicola’s hand. Ultimately, I decided to trust my own judgement and to wait and see.’ Mothers who feel confident and secure in themselves do not need to control their adult children.

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: Your biggest fear is being ‘swallowed up’ and losing control. You find yourself drawn to people who are, in some way, unavailable. They might live a long way away or are still emotionally tied to an ex-partner or too preoccupied with their work. If you are in a relationship, you will believe the only way to be lovable is to go along with all your partner’s wishes. The result is not only a loss of confidence but also, at some profound level, being unsure of who you are and what you truly want from life.

Breakthrough tip: Your mother might be controlling because she really enjoys being a parent and finds it hard to let go – even though you’ve long since grown up. So try helping her find new interests. Explain what you find helpful and what is intrusive, and firmly police the difference. Although capitulating might seem easier in the short term, it could encourage your mother to become more controlling in the long term.

Frightened

Many mothers try and hide the effects of their husbands’ drinking, gambling or violence. They want to protect their children but end up pulling them into the secret. If they are drinking themselves, or have a mental health problem, these mothers, sadly, provide very erratic childcare.

‘There was this terrible secret in our family,’ says Paula, who is now fifty. ‘Although I didn’t discover it until I was fifteen, I always knew we were different but couldn’t put my finger on it. My grandmother had committed suicide but my mother never told me. Even now, I don’t really understand why she fought so hard to keep it from me.’

Paula’s upbringing has left her wary of being rejected. ‘If I think there is the slightest danger of being dumped, I try and get in first,’ she admits. ‘I almost ended one promising relationship because this boyfriend hadn’t phoned for several days. My mind came up with all sorts of possibilities, mainly centring around another woman. Before too long, I could see the two of them in the pub laughing at me. Finally, I left a nasty message on his machine. Later, I discovered his mother had been rushed to hospital.’

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: For daughters, the risk is that you too will grow up fearful of getting hurt and therefore holding men at arm’s length. You can also feel responsible, like your mother, for managing everyone’s behaviour. This is not only impossible but also sets you up for low self-esteem.

The sons of frightened mothers often become rescuers, which can be appealing to women. However, I do counsel men who are trying to fix women with chaotic lives or who are unable to commit. Alternatively, they can lose interest in a woman once her problems have been solved.

Finally, both the sons and daughters of frightened mothers can underestimate their abilities to deal with adversity.

Breakthrough tip: If your relationship with your mother has left you with the tendency to overreact, get some distance by imagining what a cool-headed friend might think of your interpretation. Be patient with yourself and do not expect too much too soon, as a difficult relationship with a mother is tougher to overcome than a difficult one with a father.

Racy

Sometimes a mother will try and compete with her daughter and even set herself up as a love rival.

‘I often feel under the shadow of my mother,’ says Jasmine, who is twenty-six. ‘My boyfriends always get on very well with her but I think she laughs too loudly and shows too much cleavage. When I want just a bit of TLC, she is much more likely to give me sisterly advice like “Dust yourself off and get on with it”. OK, she is quite cool and doesn’t mind me bringing my boyfriends back home, but I never feel comfortable. One night, she brought this man home whom she’d picked up at a club and they had noisy sex that kept my boyfriend and me awake.’ For both sons and daughters, the risk is that there is a precocious interest in sex.

Reasons why this can cause low self-esteem: Daughters of racy mothers can often feel dowdy in comparison or, because their mothers rate sex appeal over everything else, discount their achievements in other areas. With this mindset, a great career or wonderful children become worthless. There is another problem. If all your self-worth hangs on success with men, any rejection is incredibly personal. The break-up is never caused by the man’s failings but because you were not ‘good enough’ to keep him.

Breakthrough tip: This type of mothering has a greater impact on daughters, who take the competition personally, than on sons, who are just embarrassed. If these problems go back to your childhood, try forgiving your mother. It does not mean sanctioning what she did, but it will free you to start an adult relationship with her. For daughters, if the two of you are in competition today, remember it takes two to compete. If you refuse to enter, there is no race. For sons, ask about her relationship with her own mother and the morals of that time. Understanding how attitudes are handed from one generation to another and why your mother behaves as she does will help remove any lingering blame.

Understanding Your Personal Legacy

Our parents’ relationship sets the tone for our own relationships. Even if we want to be nothing like them, they remain a huge influence. The following exercise will help you understand the links.



1. Thinking about your childhood, write down your key thoughts about the following questions:




	Who made important long-term decisions in your household?

	Who challenged these decisions?

	Who made the day-to-day decisions?

	How were arguments settled?

	What happened when someone got angry?

	If you had a problem, to whom would you take it? Why?

	Would you get a different response from your mother, your father or another key figure in your childhood? How?

	Do you find it easy or difficult to trust? Why?

	How would your parents express their feelings for each other (and, if relevant, their new partners)?

	How did your relationship with your parents change when you became a teenager?

	Have you ever felt rejected by either of your parents? Why?

	Did you feel that one of your parents would try to get you on their side?

	Did you feel in competition with your brother, sister, step- or half-siblings?

	What might other people consider to be different about your family?





2. Put your answers to one side and come back after an hour or so and highlight everything that strikes you as important. Do any keywords or phrases appear? What are the themes?



3. Next think about your most important adult relationships; how have you dealt with these themes yourself?



4. What have been the most contentious issues in your past adult relationships? How did your parents cope with these issues?



5. How has your childhood affected your self-esteem?

Summing Up

Our view of ourselves is inextricably linked with the view in the mirror held up by our parents, caregivers and siblings. If they offered qualified or conditional love, we can have trouble truly accepting and loving ourselves. Understanding this legacy is the first step towards making peace with ourselves and improving our self-esteem.



In a Nutshell:


	Make a commitment to understand your childhood and how it formed the person you are today.

	Take off both the rosy glasses that allow you to see only the good in the past and the dark glasses that record only the bad.

	Your goal is to be able to look yourself in the eye and say: ‘I’m OK.’







End of sample
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