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HOW TO USE THIS WORKBOOK

How to use this workbook

Grounding its approach in cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), compassion-focused therapy
(CFT), and acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT), this premium programme provides a
deeply comprehensive roadmap for dismantling entrenched negative self-beliefs. Building upon
foundational psychological frameworks used across NHS talking therapies, this expanded edition
integrates rigorous clinical formulations with extensive guided practice, experiential exercises, and
nuanced worked examples. Users are taken on a structured, step-by-step journey from early
developmental roots to advanced relational assertiveness and identity reconstruction. Designed
for adults seeking sustained psychological change, the programme offers sophisticated tools to
rewire the inner critic, rewrite core rules, and establish lifelong emotional resilience.

This workbook is the written form of the Overcoming Low Self-Esteem: Premium Clinical Edition
programme on the Talking Therapies UK self-help platform. It follows the programme module by
module: each part of the book is one module, and each chapter is one piece of the module’s
teaching, set in the order the programme presents it.

Read the chapters of a part in order, then turn to the worksheets that follow them. The worksheets
are the part of the work that changes things, so give them the time they ask for and come back to

them as the weeks go on. You may copy or print the worksheets for your own use, as often as you
need.

Most people work through one module a week, which takes the whole programme about 11
weeks. Go at the pace that suits you: a module done properly is worth more than two done quickly.

The check-in questionnaires let you see how things are changing. Complete each one when you
reach it, note the date and your total, and compare it with the last.

I When self-help is not enough
= |f you are in danger now, or have seriously harmed yourself, call 999 or go to your nearest
accident and emergency department.
= |f you need help urgently but it is not an emergency, call NHS 111 or contact your GP surgery.
= Samaritans are there day and night, every day of the year: call 116 123 free from any phone.
= |f you would rather not talk, text SHOUT to 85258 for free, confidential support at any hour.

= If your difficulties are getting worse as you work through this book, or you find yourself thinking
about ending your life, stop and speak to your GP or a mental health professional. A workbook
can be a good start, and some difficulties need more help than a book can give.

I What this workbook will help you to do

= By the end of this module, you will understand the specific cognitive, emotional, and behavioural
components that make up your unique low self-esteem profile. You will be able to identify your
primary ‘hot buttons’ or triggers that consistently activate negative self-talk. You will learn to
distinguish between surface-level thoughts and deeper underlying assumptions about your
worth. You will master the use of a functional analysis framework to map how specific
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situations lead to emotional distress and subsequent behaviours. You will complete a detailed
thought_record exercise to objectively capture a recent episode of low self-esteem, helping you
see the pattern rather than just the pain. You will practice a brief daily check-in to monitor your
self-esteem fluctuations before the next module. You will learn to overcome the obstacle of
feeling overwhelmed by your own history by focusing on the present moment’s mechanics, and
you will address the difficulty of identifying triggers by using concrete examples from the last
week rather than vague memories.

= |dentify the key developmental events that have shaped your core beliefs about self-worth. 2.
Recognise how early relational patterns, such as parental feedback or sibling dynamics,
influence your current sense of value. 3. Map personal core beliefs onto a simple timeline to
visualise their origins. 4. Understand the role of attachment styles (secure, anxious, avoidant,
disorganised) in forming low self-esteem. 5. Apply the core belief mapping technique to
challenge unhelpful beliefs that stem from childhood experiences. 6. Use the free_reflection
exercise to explore emotional responses to early memories without rigid structure, encouraging
honest self-discovery. 7. Plan a brief reflective practice before the next module to consolidate
insights. Techniques taught: core belief mapping, attachment style assessment, narrative
reconstruction. Interactive exercise: free_reflection — chosen because it allows open-ended
exploration of early experiences, fostering deeper self-awareness. Practice before next module:
spend 10 minutes writing a reflective journal entry about one early memory and how it still
affects your self-view. Common obstacles and solutions: 1) Emotional overwhelm when
recalling painful memories — overcome by setting a timer, practising grounding techniques
before and after the exercise, and pausing if needed. 2) Difficulty linking past events to present
beliefs — overcome by using a simple “if-then” mapping worksheet to explicitly connect specific
memories with current thought patterns.

= By the end of this module, you will understand the distinction between surface-level negative
thoughts and the deeper, absolute ‘bottom line’ core beliefs (e.g., l am unlovable’) that drive
your self-esteem issues. You will be able to identify your specific ‘protective rules’—the rigid
behavioural guidelines you have developed to avoid confirming those core beliefs (e.g., ‘l must
be perfect to be safe’). You will learn to trace how these rules, while initially protective, now
serve as costly guardrails that limit your life and increase anxiety. You will master the technique
of ‘unravelling’ a protective rule by examining its origin, its current cost, and its flexibility. You
will use the free_reflection interactive exercise to safely explore the emotional weight of your
core assumptions without becoming overwhelmed, which is chosen because it allows for the
nuanced, non-linear processing required to access deep-seated beliefs. Before the next module,
you will practice writing a ‘Cost-Benefit Analysis’ of one specific protective rule, dedicating 15
minutes to this task. Two common obstacles you may face are feeling overwhelmed by the
intensity of the emotions that surface when confronting core beliefs, which can be overcome by
using grounding techniques and limiting reflection sessions to short, manageable periods; and
the tendency to intellectualise the process rather than feeling it, which can be addressed by
focusing on bodily sensations and emotional responses rather than just logical arguments.

= By the end of this module you will understand how to identify anxious predictions, design
small-scale behavioural experiments, record and evaluate evidence, recognise the impact of
outcomes on core beliefs, apply cognitive restructuring to modify self-talk, and plan future
experiments to build confidence. You will learn the technique of systematic behavioural
experiments, the use of evidence gathering, and how to interpret results to challenge lifelong
assumptions. The module uses a thought_record exercise because it allows you to capture
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predictions, evidence, and emotional responses in a structured way, making the testing process
clear and measurable. Before the next module you should practise one real-life experiment for
10 minutes, documenting the prediction, action, outcome and reflection in the thought record.
Common obstacles are (1) difficulty in choosing realistic experiments — overcome this by
starting with very small, low-risk tasks and seeking support from a therapist or peer; (2) fear of
failure or embarrassment — counter this by reminding yourself that failure is data, not a verdict,
and by celebrating any evidence that contradicts the prediction.

You will understand how the inner critic functions as a maladaptive protective mechanism
rather than a source of truth. You will be able to identify the specific tone, language, and triggers
of your critical voice. You will learn to distinguish between constructive self-correction and
destructive self-attack. You will practice the technique of compassionate reframing, which
involves responding to criticism with kindness, firmness, and validation. You will use a
thought_record to capture and reframe specific instances of self-criticism in real-time. You will
complete a practice exercise where you write a compassionate letter to yourself, to be done
before the next module, taking approximately 20 minutes. You will recognise two common
obstacles: feeling that self-compassion is ‘naive’ or ‘self-indulgent,” and experiencing emotional
flooding when confronting the critic, and learn strategies to overcome them by grounding in
physiological safety and reframing the goal as resilience rather than happiness.

By the end of this module, you will understand how behavioural withdrawal reinforces low
self-esteem and depression, and be able to identify your personal ‘avoidance traps’ that block
meaningful action. You will learn to distinguish between ‘doing’ (activity) and ‘feeling’ (mood) to
break the cycle of waiting for motivation. You will be able to use the interactive thought_record
to challenge the belief that you must feel good before you can act, replacing it with the principle
that action precedes mood. You will practice the ‘Small Steps’ technique to break down
overwhelming tasks into manageable, low-effort components. You will complete a practice of
scheduling one small, pleasurable or mastery-based activity for the next 48 hours, taking 15
minutes to plan. You will overcome the obstacle of ‘all-or-nothing thinking’ by accepting
imperfect action, and the obstacle of ‘fatigue’ by using the ‘5-minute rule’ to initiate activity
without committing to the full duration.

By the end of this module, you will understand how core beliefs act as a lens that distorts your
perception of reality and how to identify the specific ‘negative self-image’ that underpins your
low self-esteem. You will be able to distinguish between facts, opinions, and emotional
interpretations when evaluating yourself. You will learn the technique of ‘Multi-Perspective
Self-Appraisal,’ which involves viewing your worth through the eyes of a compassionate friend, a
wise mentor, and your future self to counteract the inner critic. You will understand the
difference between ‘defining’ yourself by your mistakes versus ‘describing’ your behaviour,
allowing for a more flexible identity. You will be able to construct a ‘Balanced Self-Statement’
that acknowledges your flaws without letting them define your entire worth. The interactive
exercise used is a ‘free_reflection’ journaling task, chosen because it allows for the nuanced,
non-linear exploration of complex identity narratives that structured grids might oversimplify.
Before the next module, you will practice writing a ‘Letter to Your Younger Self’ offering the
compassion and validation you once needed, a 20-minute exercise. Two common obstacles are
‘intellectualising the process’ (understanding the concept but not feeling the shift) and
‘resistance to positive self-talk’ (feeling it is ‘fake’ or arrogant); these are overcome by focusing
on ‘accurate’ rather than ‘positive’ self-talk and by starting with neutral, factual observations
rather than grand declarations of worth.
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= By the end of this module you will understand how social anxiety, perfectionism and imposter
feelings feed each other and undermine self-esteem; you will be able to spot the specific
performance pressures and chronic comparison patterns that arise in everyday situations; you
will learn to use cognitive restructuring to challenge perfectionistic and imposter beliefs; you will
practice graded exposure to face feared social situations step by step; you will set realistic,
achievable goals that reduce pressure and build confidence; the module uses the free_reflection
exercise to explore underlying fears and track progress, because reflecting on experiences helps
make abstract thoughts concrete; before the next module you should spend 10 minutes each
day writing a brief self-compassion journal; common obstacles are the fear of failure when
trying new social tasks — overcome it by breaking tasks into tiny steps and celebrating small
wins, and the overwhelm from perfectionistic standards — overcome it by setting SMART goals
and reminding yourself that mistakes are learning opportunities.

= By the end of this module, you will understand the psychological link between people-pleasing
and low self-worth, recognising that suppressing your needs is a protective strategy rather than
a character flaw. You will be able to distinguish between passive, aggressive, and assertive
communication styles, identifying specific verbal and non-verbal cues for each. You will learn to
use the ‘DEAR MAN' technique to express requests clearly and respectfully, ensuring your
message is delivered without apology or aggression. You will understand the concept of
relational boundaries as a framework for self-care, not rejection, and how to set them to protect
your emotional energy. You will be able to identify your personal ‘triggers’ for people-pleasing,
such as fear of abandonment or conflict, and apply a brief cognitive check to pause before
reacting. This module uses a thought_record exercise to help you trace the automatic negative
thoughts that arise when considering saying ‘no’, allowing you to challenge the catastrophic
predictions associated with boundary-setting. Before the next module, you will complete a
practice exercise where you identify one low-stakes situation in your daily life to practice a
simple, polite refusal, taking approximately 15 minutes to reflect on the outcome. Two common
obstacles you may face are the intense guilt that follows asserting a boundary, which can be
overcome by reframing guilt as a signal of your old habits rather than a moral failing, and the
fear of being perceived as ‘difficult’, which can be managed by reminding yourself that healthy
relationships can withstand honest communication.

= By the end of this module you will understand how historical self-blame can be reframed using
ACT principles and how to practice self-forgiveness; you will be able to identify specific past
events that still influence your self-esteem and describe them in a compassionate way; you will
learn how to use acceptance strategies to reduce the emotional impact of past mistakes; you
will be able to apply psychological flexibility to let go of rigid self-judgements; you will
understand how to create a personal narrative that integrates past experiences without guilt;
you will learn how to use a free_reflection exercise to explore feelings about past events and
why this exercise helps you move beyond rumination; the practice you should do before the next
module is a 10-minute guided journaling session where you write a letter of forgiveness to
yourself, which reinforces the skills you have just learned; common obstacle one is resistance to
self-forgiveness, which can be overcome by breaking the task into small, manageable steps and
using self-compassion statements; common obstacle two is persistent rumination, which can
be tackled by setting a time limit for reflection and then deliberately shifting focus to
present-moment activities.
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PART1

Mapping the Architecture of Low Self-Esteem

Comprehensive functional analysis of your unique self-critical profile



OVERCOMING LOW SELF-ESTEEM: PREMIUM CLINICAL EDITION

CHAPTER1
Mapping the Architecture of Low Self-Esteem: Introduction
to Your Journey

Welcome to Overcoming Low Self-Esteem: Premium Clinical Edition. Over the course of this
eleven-module programme, you will be taken on a structured, step-by-step journey grounded in
cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), compassion-focused therapy (CFT), and acceptance and
commitment therapy (ACT). Designed for adults seeking sustained psychological change, this
programme offers sophisticated tools to dismantle entrenched negative self-beliefs, rewire the
inner critic, rewrite your core rules, and establish lifelong emotional resilience.

In this first module, titled Mapping the Architecture of Low Self-Esteem, our focus is on building a
comprehensive functional analysis of your unique self-critical profile. Low self-esteem rarely
exists in a vacuum; it operates through a well-practised architecture of triggers, automatic
thoughts, physical sensations, emotions, and protective behaviours. By the end of this module, you
will understand the specific cognitive, emotional, and behavioural components that make up your
unique profile, and you will learn to identify your primary ‘hot buttons’ that consistently activate
negative self-talk.

A common obstacle when starting this work is feeling overwhelmed by your own history or the
sheer volume of self-critical thoughts. To overcome this, we will focus strictly on the mechanics of
the present moment. Rather than trying to untangle vague memories from decades ago, we will
use concrete examples from the last week to map how specific situations lead to distress. You
will also learn to distinguish between surface-level thoughts and deeper underlying assumptions
about your worth.

A NOTE

Remember to take this programme at your own pace. You do not need to fix everything today;
your only task right now is to become a curious, compassionate observer of your own mind.
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CHAPTER 2
Mapping the Architecture of Low Self-Esteem: The
Foundation of Your Journey

Welcome to Overcoming Low Self-Esteem: Premium Clinical Edition. As you embark on this
structured, step-by-step journey, our overarching aim is to help you dismantle entrenched negative
self-beliefs, rewire the inner critic, and establish lifelong emotional resilience. Drawing upon
cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), compassion-focused therapy (CFT), and acceptance and
commitment therapy (ACT), this comprehensive programme moves deliberately from early
developmental roots to advanced relational assertiveness and identity reconstruction. By the end
of this first module, you will understand the specific cognitive, emotional, and behavioural
components that make up your unique low self-esteem profile. You will learn to identify your
primary triggers, distinguish surface thoughts from deeper assumptions, and master a functional
analysis framework to trace how situations lead to distress and specific coping behaviours.

To begin mapping low self-esteem, we must first define what it actually is from a clinical
perspective. Low self-esteem is not merely a transient feeling of sadness or a temporary lack of
confidence; rather, it is a pervasive, enduring cognitive-emotional structure through which an
individual evaluates their entire worth as a human being. When you struggle with low self-esteem,
your mind operates under a set of rigid, uncompromising rules about what it takes to be
acceptable, competent, or lovable. These rules are rarely neutral standards. Instead, they are
usually impossibly high bars—such as ‘I must never make a mistake,” 'l must be liked by everyone,’
or ‘My worth depends entirely on my productivity.” Because these standards are essentially
unattainable, you are set up for inevitable failure, which in turn triggers a relentless stream of
self-critical attacks.

A NOTE

Remember that low self-esteem is a learned psychological pattern, not a fixed biological defect.
Because it was constructed over time through experiences, relationships, and environmental
pressures, it can be systematically examined, understood, and restructured using evidence-based
tools.

The architecture of low self-esteem can be broken down into four interconnected layers: early
experiences, core rules and assumptions, negative automatic thoughts, and behavioural
consequences. Early experiences—ranging from critical parenting and bullying to chronic
academic or social pressure—lay down the fertile soil in which negative beliefs take root. To cope
with these difficult early environments, children develop survival strategies or conditional
assumptions, such as ‘If | stay quiet and achieve perfection, nobody will reject me.” As adults,
these assumptions become the lens through which every daily event is filtered. When a trigger
occurs—such as a delayed reply to an email or a neutral facial expression from a colleague—the
underlying assumption is activated, generating a cascade of negative automatic thoughts (NATSs)
like ‘They are ignoring me because | am boring and incompetent.’
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Sarah, a 34-year-old accountant, experienced a severe dip in self-esteem during a routine team
meeting. When her manager asked for volunteers to lead a new project, Sarah felt a sudden surge
of physical tightness in her chest and immediately looked down at her notepad to avoid eye
contact. Her mind raced with thoughts: ‘If | speak up, | will stumble over my words and everyone
will see how inadequate | am. | am completely out of my depth.’ Instead of volunteering, Sarah
remained completely silent throughout the discussion. Later that evening, she replayed the
meeting in her mind for hours, berating herself for being a coward. In mapping this through a
functional analysis framework, we see the clear chain reaction: Trigger (manager’s request) leads
to Underlying Assumption ('l must be faultless to be valued’) which activates Negative Automatic
Thoughts ('l am inadequate’) producing Emotional Distress (anxiety, shame) and Behavioural
Consequence (avoidance and withdrawal), which ultimately reinforces the original negative
self-belief.

One of the primary obstacles individuals encounter when beginning this work is the feeling of
being utterly overwhelmed by their own history and emotional pain. When you look back across
years or decades of self-doubt, the sheer volume of distressing memories can feel paralysing. To
overcome this obstacle, we shift our clinical focus away from vague, sprawling historical
narratives and anchor firmly in the mechanics of the present moment. You do not need to heal
your entire past today; you only need to understand the exact cognitive and behavioural loop that
occurred within the last twenty-four hours. By breaking down your experience into discrete,
observable components—situation, automatic thought, emotion, bodily sensation, and
behaviour—the vast, murky ocean of ‘low self-esteem’ transforms into a manageable map of
specific, concrete mechanisms.

Another common difficulty is the challenge of identifying triggers. Many people report feeling bad
‘all the time’ without knowing why. To solve this, we abandon abstract introspection and instead
use concrete examples from the last week. Ask yourself: When exactly did my shoulders tense up
this week? When did | abruptly change the subject, check out of a conversation, or
over-apologetically excuse myself? These subtle behavioural shifts are the footprints of your
triggers. By examining specific, recent micro-moments rather than broad emotional states, you
begin to spot the exact ‘hot buttons’—such as receiving constructive feedback, being asked for an
unscripted opinion, or entering a room full of strangers—that consistently awaken your inner critic.

As you integrate these concepts, recognise that low self-esteem maintains its grip through safety
behaviours and avoidance. When you believe you are fundamentally flawed, your natural instinct is
to protect yourself from exposure, rejection, or failure. You might over-prepare for tasks,
constantly seek reassurance from others, stay silent in meetings, or avoid social gatherings
altogether. While these strategies provide short-term relief by keeping perceived disaster at bay,
they simultaneously starve your self-esteem of the corrective experiences it needs to grow. By
avoiding the challenge, you implicitly confirm to your brain the very fear that started the cycle: I
ran away because | could not handle it, which proves | am weak.” Mapping this architecture is the
essential first step towards breaking this self-reinforcing loop.



