How Healthy is Your Esteem?
  

By Mary Ann Hamilton

Somewhere through the years of living with a disability or, to your sorrow, that now you have a disability, you might have misplaced your self-esteem.

With limbs paralyzed or shelled in braces; riding a wheelchair or limping through the days of your life, it is hard to feel you belong to the world of the Pepsi Generation. But to be able to express joy, to have the resilience to face life's adversities you need a healthy self- esteem.

If you had polio as a child your parents had a huge responsibility to help you grow up with a healthy image of yourself. As an adult ""struck down in the prime time of life" the responsibility was yours to either overcome the catastrophic or sink under its power and allow it to dominate your life. Although your strength and stamina may be dwindling and causing you to doubt your worth; in this complex, competitive and challenging world self-esteem is more important than ever.

Self-esteem has two essential components, says Nathaniel Brandon, a clinical psychologist, founder of The Branden Institute of Self-Esteem in Los Angeles. Self-efficacy.

Confidence in the ability to cope with life's challenges. Self-efficacy leads to a sense of control over one's life. Self-respect. Believe that you deserve happiness, achievement and love. Self-respect makes possible a continuity with others. Once, perhaps, you charged through life with confidence you could handle any situation. But as you grow older and experience new weakness, pain, fatigue, life looks a bit grim and you wonder if you're worth it.

Strengthening self-esteem is not easy, but it is worth it. You are worth the commitment to get it back. Brandon suggests self-examination as an ongoing commitment and offers these Six Pillars of Self-esteem:

1. Live consciously. Pay attention to information and feedback about your needs and goals ... face facts that might be uncomfortable or threatening ... refuse to wander through life in a self-induced mental fog. 

2. Self-acceptance. Be willing to experience what you truly think, feel or do, even if it's unpleasant face your problems and learn from them. 

3. Self-responsibility. Establish a sense of control over your life. You are responsible for your choice and actions, of achieving your goals, your happiness, your success. 

4. Self-assertiveness. Be willing to express your thoughts, your feelings and needs, stand up for yourself, speak and act on your deepest convictions. 

5. Living purposefully. Set goals and work to achieve them, rather than living at the mercy of chance and someone else's idea of what's best for you. Renovate that old self-discipline. 

6. Integrity. The integration of your behavior with your ideals, convictions, morals and beliefs. Act in congruence with what you believe is right. 

From the moment you were diagnosed 'a polio' you were taught to pay far more attention to signals coming from other people than from within yourself. You were encouraged to ignore your needs and desires and were expected to live up to other's expectations. Perhaps you were given up as having no constructive future, or maybe pushed into achieving extraordinary goals that brought pride to your 'pushers.' You've had to learn to adapt, accommodate and conform to the publics' idea of what constitutes a person with a disability. To build a healthy self-esteem requires you to listen to and respect your own sensations, insights, intuition and perspective. This is a life-long and worthy challenge. This time it's up to you to do the pushing.

