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She didn't tell anyone what happened, but word traveled

through her small town. Her assailant's friends would

threaten her whenever they saw her. For the rest of the

summer, she drowned herself in alcohol. She convinced

herself that she probably asked for it, and blamed herself for

her rape. She felt tainted, disgusting. Allison believed that no

one would ever want her again since she was now damaged.

She developed a drinking habit and resorted to promiscuity.

Desperate for attention, she was spiraling out of control. Allison

felt robbed of her value and worth. With no self-esteem left, she

lost herself and became attention-hungry; eager to feel wanted
and loved.

Self-esteem, in simple terms, is having positive feelings

about yourself. "It's about looking at yourself as objectively as

possible, understanding your strengths and challenges, and being

able to accept those things about yourself," Tracey Mussara

Marchese, professor in the school of social work at Syracuse

University's David B. Falk College of Sport and Human Dynamics

says. In Allison's case, an extreme circumstance stripped her of

her self-worth. She blamed herself, making it impossible for her

to accept who she was after the rape. But not everyone who

struggles with self-esteem has suffered through a traumatic

event in their past.

Many factors cause low self-esteem. It sometimes begins in

childhood, and if untreated, can follow into adulthood, Marchese

says. Messages from parents, teachers, and peers that imply

"you're not good enough" can take a serious toll on a person's

sense of self-worth. Nicole Christina, a clinical social worker

in Syracuse notes that peer pressure in college can cause many

students to feel poorly about themselves. "The culture supports

a lot of drinking and a lot of hooking up," she says. "They feel

ridiculed and ostracized if they don't participate." Often times

students who are uncomfortable with this expected college

lifestyle will participate anyway to fit in, which doesn't raise

their self-confidence, but masks their insecurities.

Poor self-esteem can also develop when parents or

professors put unrealistic expectations on young adults. When

they can't keep up, they begin to feel inadequate. It also

depends on a person's perception, though, Marchese adds. When

someone says, "try your best," or "you'll do better next time,"

these constructive criticisms can sometimes do the opposite of

encourage. Whether this happens or not is up to the person,

Marchese says. Some people interpret comments like that as

they're failing, or not good enough, which ends up putting them

down instead of motivating them to do better.

College students are also challenged with deciphering

between who the media says they should be and who they
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really are inside. Shows like Jersey Shore and The Bachelor set

the standards for what makes someone a fun, likable person.

According to these shows, people who are attractive, physically

in shape, promiscuous, and party hard will fit in. Christina

notes that many of the young women she treats struggle to

find a place at school because they feel they have to fit into an

expectation. Although it is talked about less, this affects young

men as well. Marchese suggests that the reason it doesn't seem

as common is because women tend to speak more openly about

their feelings. They are more likely to seek help, whereas young

men often try to cover it up. This can lead to masking problems

with alcohol and drugs.

"
IT'S ABOUT LOOKING AT YOURSELF

AS OBJECTIVELY AS POSSIBLE,

UNDERSTANDING YOUR STRENGTHS

AND CHALLENGES, AND BEING ABLE

TO ACCEPT THOSE THINGS ABOUT

YOU RSELF." PROFESSOR MARCHESE

EFFECTS OF LOW SELF-ESTEEM

People with poor self-esteem tend to become depressed,

Marchese says. Depression can cause feelings of worthlessness,

hopelessness, helplessness, low energy levels, and in extreme

cases, suicide. It can also cause poor concentration and energy

levels, which can affect performance in school and a person's

ability to get a job, she adds. Allison never became suicidal,

but her feelings of worthlessness caused her to break down

frequently, abuse alcohol, and act irrationally, especially when
she was drunk. She remembers a time when she threatened to

jump out of a moving car; she was so desperate to escape.

Low self-confidence can certainly affect relationships with

friends and romantic partners. "If you don't feel good about

yourself, then you're most likely going to attract people who

will take advantage you," Marchese says. This could lead to one

partner walking all over the other or ending up in an abusive

relationship.

When Allison left for college, she found herself in a new

place where no one knew about her past. She had no baggage,

just a clean slate. She told herself, "I don't have to be this



person," and stopped blacking out and throwing herself at guys.

She then met a guy who finally showed her that she could be

loved and convinced her that despite what happened, she was

going to be fine. Today, Allison is at peace with her past.

HOW TO RAISEYOUR SELF-ESTEEM

Learning to accept yourself, flaws and all, takes time

and practice, Marchese says. You have to change the skewed

negative image of yourself and look at every situation

realistically. This is called cognitive restructuring, and it starts

the moment you wake up, Marchese notes. Don't lie in bed in

the morning after you wake up; that is when we tend to think

most negatively. Instead, hop out of bed right when you wake

up and set a positive intention for yourself -- tell yourself that

you're the best person you can be and that you will make the

most of the day ahead. Marchese also suggests leaving a Post-It

note in plain sight that reminds you that you're good enough

just the way you are.

Along with positive affirmations, Marchese recommends

keeping a gratitude journal. At the end of the day, write down

three things that you're grateful for, no matter how small and

insignificant they might seem. This way you're waking up and

going to bed with positive thoughts. Always treat yourself and
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your body right, she adds. Proper nutrition, sleep, and exercise

all make you feel better and healthier, which contributes to

high self-esteem. Keep your mind clear and body relaxed by

attending mindfulness workshops or take a yoga class.

Christina recommends setting aside time to do things that

make you happy, even if it's only for five minutes. Whether it's

reading a book, riding your bike, or doing a crossword puzzle,

you will feel more satisfied when you can do something that

brings you pleasure. She also recommends spending time in

nature; without material distractions, you can clear your mind

and focus on the simple, beautiful things around you.

Keep in mind that sometimes professional help is necessary.

If low self-esteem is breeding signs of depression, visit the

counseling center on campus or find a local therapist. You might

need someone to help get you started on the path to accepting

yourself. With the right tools, you'll come to see that even with

all of your flaws, you're fine the way you are. &mIl

SPRING 2012 II WHAT THE HEALTH 47


