“Self-Image”
By Megan Rapien, LCSW

“The person we believe ourselves to be will always act in a manner consistent with our self-image.”
 													-Brian Tracy

Self-image is the personal view we have of ourselves. It also includes a personal inventory of our character, personality, skills, abilities, and other attributes. It is the result of all the experiences and influences in our lives and how we allow them to affect us. We are constantly bombarded with messages from outside influences that physical appearance and financial and material wealth will make us happy and fulfilled. Self-image is important because how we think about ourselves directly affects how we feel about ourselves and in turn, how we interact with others in our lives.  Self-image may result from how we see ourselves, how others see us, or how we perceive others see us. Poor self-image can be created by negative environments, accumulated criticisms and negative judgments from authority figures, but self-image is not always caused by others. Sometimes it results from an individual’s failure to see the good in him or herself. 
Our self-image affects us in many ways. Self-image can determine the quality of our relationships with others. How we think and feel about ourselves influences the way we respond to life stressors. Our self-image affects our physical, mental, social, emotional and spiritual well being. It is from our self-image that we develop labels for ourselves, and develop scripts as to how we believe we should act to fit that image. These labels and scripts can take on a momentum of their own, and become a self-fulfilling prophecy.  
An unrealistic self-image can drive us to set goals that are unattainable, leaving us to fall short of the mark, or goals that are too easily reached, robbing us of the opportunity to realize our full potential. This will inevitably contribute to developing a poor self-image. Perfection is an unattainable goal. People with a healthy self-image have realized that truth.
Self-image is not permanently fixed. We can learn to develop a healthier and more accurate view, thus changing the distortions we have of ourselves. Our self-image is constantly challenged and is consistently changing throughout our lifetime. The process of change must begin with an honest inventory of our self-image. A healthy self-image starts with learning to accept and love ourselves. Then we can identify and set goals and objectives for what we would like to achieve. We need to identify roles and labels we had in childhood, and the distortions in our thinking that may have followed. We must stop comparing ourselves to others and learn to love ourselves, which we can foster by giving ourselves positive affirmations and developing our strengths. Although we all want to be liked, not everyone is going to like us, no matter how hard we try. So, why mold ourselves to other people’s expectations and standards, causing us to be true to them instead of ourselves?
Creating a positive self-image necessitates us to forgive ourselves for the past so that we are free to challenge our self-destructive thoughts. Happiness comes from within, which may conflict with the message society gives us. We must determine how we perceive ourselves and how we want to be perceived by others. If you do not like the direction you are headed, it is never too late to change.
Our success in life is not based on what we have, but who we are striving to become.
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