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The Complexity of
Self-Esteem

Self-esteem has long been the subject of self-help 
books, leadership development programs, and 
organisational training. Most of us have a sense 
of what the concept means but developing a truly 
grounded understanding is often hijacked by 
popular rhetoric. 
In psychology, self-esteem is seen as a global 
evaluation of self-worth , or a personal evaluation 
of what individuals think of themselves. It is often 
regarded as a marker of psychological health. 
Yet, in many western cultures, high self-esteem 
is strongly aligned with feeling special or above 
average. In other words, our sense of self-worth 
is a comparative measure, heavily contingent on 
how we live up to society’s definition of “success”. 
This idea seems to be supported by studies1 that 
show we are more likely to have higher self-
esteem if we:
• outpace the achievements of our same sex 

parent
• excel in our peer group

Consider: What happens to our self-esteem if we 
fail to meet the standards we set by measuring 
ourselves against our perception of others? 

Logically speaking, not everyone can be above 
average, and you are never going to be at the 
top all the time. This is an inherently flawed 
measure that some experts say fosters narcissism, 
prejudice, and bullying tendencies. Maintaining 
high self-esteem in this paradigm becomes a 
treadmill of needing to be better than others to 
feel okay about ourselves. 

We need more sustainable strategies.

You yourself, as 
much as anybody in 
the entire universe, 
deserve your love 
and affection.

- Buddha
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Self-compassion 
is there when 
self-esteem 
deserts you.

 - Kristen Neff

Self-Compassion
Psychologist, Kristen Neff suggests that one way 
to step off the self-esteem-through-comparison 
treadmill is to exercise self-compassion, 
which means relating kindly to ourselves, and 
embracing our flaws.
Neff explains self-compassion1 as a practice of:

 ● Self-kindness versus harsh self-judgement
 ● Recognising common humanity – how am 

I the same as others? As opposed to… how 
am I different to others?

 ● Mindfulness – being able to sit with what is, 
in the present moment

One of the common myths we carry about self-
compassion is that if we are too kind to ourselves, 
we’ll become de-motivated or lazy. So instead, 
we self-criticise, believing it will create energy 
and motivation to support high performance and 
success. 

Biologically though, this practice of self-criticism 
taps into the body’s threat system and our 
cortisol (stress) levels rise1, actively harming 
energy and performance. 
In contrast, practicing self-compassion increases 
the release of oxytocin and dopamine, placing 
us in an optimal state to do our best. Self-
compassion has been physiologically proven to 
improve mental wellbeing, motivation levels, and 
incline us to make healthier lifestyle choices.1
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The Six Pillars of
Self-Esteem

Another way to approach the self-esteem 
challenge is to completely resurface the ground 
upon which we measure our self-worth. For 
instance, Self-esteem expert, Nathanial Branden 
proposes that self-esteem is not an idea or an 
affirmation, but the practice of living our core 
truths. He describes it as the “immune system of 
consciousness”  which can be applied through 
six pillars3: 

The Practice of 
Living Consciously
For which we can use the sentence 
completion game. 
“I will pay more attention to…” 
“I will be more…” 

The Practice of 
Self-Acceptance
Improve what you can change and 
accept what you can’t. 
 
 

The Practice of 
Self-Responsibility
Finding power in self-
determination "I am the author 
of my thoughts and actions and 
deeds. I am responsible for my 
personal happiness. No one is 
coming to rescue me."

The Practice of 
Self-Assertiveness
Practicing self-assertiveness allows 
us to live authentically, and to 
speak and act from our core beliefs 
and values. 

The Practice of
Living Purposefully
We energise ourselves by setting 
attainable goals and pursuing 
them. 
 

The Practice of 
Personal Integrity
As with self-assertiveness we 
commit to living our truth every 
day, and in every way.
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Building Self-Esteem in
an Organisation

Employee self-esteem can have a significant 
impact on how organisations function, from the 
quality of our relationships and culture, to the 
well-being, resilience, and effectiveness of our 
people. It is vital to be aware of how individuals 
are faring. 
Organisation-based self-esteem (OBSE) “is 
defined as the degree to which an individual 
believes him/herself to be capable, significant, 
and worthy as an organizational member.”3 
Evidence of OBSE can be seen in the levels 
of employee commitment, motivation, social 
behaviour, and performance, all of which 
contribute to a greater overall measure of 
job satisfaction.3

The best way to assess how our team members 
are feeling is to start by asking ourselves reflective 
questions:

 ● How do we support self-esteem in our 
company? 

 ● Do we seek negative qualities over positive? 
 ● What rating would we give the self-esteem of 

our people? 
 ● Do we have a culture and processes that 

encourage esteem-building? 

Once we have identified possible gaps or 
obstacles, we can begin to move towards a 
strategy that will build employee self-esteem in 
an organisational context. Although the research 
into how the mechanisms of OBSE work has 
not been extensive, there is enough information 
to suggest that major sources2 of OBSE are 
obtained through:

High self-esteem organisations are much more 
likely to thrive in uncertain and ambiguous 
times. So right now, we can build that capacity 
by finding ways to give our employees more 
autonomy, positive, meaningful feedback, and 
opportunities that will set them up for success.  

Autonomy
The more agency and self-expression that 
individual employees experience within 
the organisation, the more likely that are 
to attribute positive outcomes to their own 
actions, which in turn raises their self-esteem.

Feedback
OBSE is a social construct partially gleaned 
from the feedback of meaningful and 
significant others within the organisation. Let 
your employees know they make a difference.

Experiential
Experiences at work where we demonstrate 
competency and add value will bolster self-
esteem. Look to provide opportunities where 
team members can use their strengths. This 
is not to say we shouldn’t challenge or take 
people out of their comfort zones. To soften 
any blows that may come from negative 
outcomes, we can frame failure and mistakes 
as learning opportunities and a springboard to 
growth.
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