On June 9 I circulated excerpts from a study scheduled for publication in the journal *Psychological Science*.  The message had the subject line "*Psychological Science*: Positive self-statements can be detrimental for some people." 

The journal has now published the study and just issued the following news release:

The Problem With Self-help Books: The Negative Side To Positive Self- statements

In times of doubt and uncertainty, many Americans turn to self-help books in search of encouragement, guidance and self-affirmation. 

The positive self-statements suggested in these books, such as "I am a lovable person" or "I will succeed," are designed to lift a person's low self-esteem and push them into positive action.

According to a study in Psychological Science, however, these statements can actually have the opposite effect.

Psychologists Joanne V. Wood and John W. Lee from the University of Waterloo, and W.Q. Elaine Perunovic from the University of New Brunswick, found that individuals with low self-esteem actually felt worse about themselves after repeating positive self-statements.

The researchers asked participants with low self-esteem and high self- esteem to repeat the self-help book phrase "I am a lovable person." 

The psychologists then measured the participants' moods and their momentary feelings about themselves. As it turned out, the individuals with low self-esteem felt worse after repeating the positive self- statement compared to another low self-esteem group who did not repeat the self-statement. 

The individuals with high self-esteem felt better after repeating the positive self-statement--but only slightly.

In a follow-up study, the psychologists allowed the participants to list negative self-thoughts along with positive self-thoughts. 

They found that, paradoxically, low self-esteem participants' moods fared better when they were allowed to have negative thoughts than when they were asked to focus exclusively on affirmative thoughts.

The psychologists suggested that, like overly positive praise, unreasonably positive self-statements, such as "I accept myself completely," can provoke contradictory thoughts in individuals with low self-esteem. 

Such negative thoughts can overwhelm the positive thoughts. And, if people are instructed to focus exclusively on positive thoughts, they may find negative thoughts to be especially discouraging.

As the authors concluded, "Repeating positive self-statements may benefit certain people [such as individuals with high self-esteem] but backfire for the very people who need them the most."

Journal reference:  Wood et al. Positive Self-Statements: Power for Some, Peril for Others. Psychological Science, 2009; DOI: 10.1111/j.  1467-9280.2009.02370.x   Ken Pope   7-4-09




From Frank Froman
Now there's someone saying that some folks do worse when saying self-affirming statements.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/8132857.stm

"Canadian researchers found those with low self-esteem actually felt worse after repeating positive statements about themselves."

<snip>

"They found that, paradoxically, those with low self-esteem were in a better mood when they were allowed to have negative thoughts than when they were asked to focus exclusively on affirmative thoughts."

Interesting. And possibly diagnostic too. I guess I could ask a client how he feels when he says that he's a good guy. If he says that makes him feel badly, then it might be that his self-esteem is low.

I've never felt that fixing low self-esteem has been a worthy therapeutic goal, although for some folks in treatment ( given 5-8 sessions from their EAP's ), it's sometimes the presenting issue. "I have low self-esteem." Can be a complaint as well as a defense or an excuse. "What can I expect of myself since I do? Don't ask me to succeed in anything. My self-esteem sucks. You should pity me. It's what I expect. It's what I solicit. It's who I've become."

"I'm sorry that you have low self-esteem. Sounds like people failed you from the time you were little. Nobody ever told you that you were a terrific kid. 
Now if somebody does, you don't have any way to make sense of it. It's not something that you can believe, and not something that I or anyone will every convince you of."

"Right."

"And even if I tell you things about yourself that I find wonderful, you'd just laugh at them."

"Yep, probably."

"And even if you started to feel that you were indeed competent, lovable, and capable, you'd probably find a voice from your past to put that down and erase it."

"Yep, I would."

"So it's probably not your fault that you have low self-esteem. It's those voices from the past that keep telling you that you're not worthy, even when you feel that you are...even when you've done neat things that you could be pleased with."

"I guess."

"And how can you, as a good guy, not respect those voices?"

"I guess that's right."

It's a place to start.

