Helping Your Children Develop Self-Esteem

Our second daughter, Paige was an adorable preschooler.  People were always telling her how cute she was.  One day she walked into my bathroom and innocently said, “I’m so tired of being cute.  I just want to be normal instead.”

It reminded me of something my younger sister said growing up.  Our grandpa had asked her the question, “Are you still the smartest one in your class?”  After thinking a moment, she honestly replied, “If I said yes I’d be bragging.  If I said no I’d be lying.”

Wouldn’t it be great if each of our children were overflowing with self-esteem? Unfortunately, that is oftentimes not the case.  The growing up years can be difficult for children, as well as their parents. Some parents attempt to build confidence in their children by giving compliments, praising them up one side and down the other, and sending them to school with designer clothes and a trendy lunch box.  I have realized over the years, however, that the roots of self-esteem go much deeper. I would like to suggest five pillars that contribute to a child’s feelings of self worth.

I Am Safe

I truly believe that self-esteem comes first and foremost from security, stability and structure.  Let’s examine two individuals with very different childhoods.  The first is a young lady who has three moms and four dads and too many stepsiblings to count.  She doesn’t know from week to week where she will be living.  Mealtimes and bedtimes are arbitrary and there is often abuse in the home. It is very difficult for her to feel grounded.  The second child has a mom and a dad who love each other and siblings who support her in her activities.  The family eats together, prays together and follows a set schedule. 

Children need to know that their basic physical and emotional needs will be met; that there will be food on the table and clothes on their back.  They need to know that they are physically and emotionally safe and secure and that the routine of their lives will be predictable.  

I recently read a book called Wildflower by Drew Barrymore. Her dad was a “homeless old hippie.”  He and her mother had a tumultuous few years together and then separated before she was born.  Her mother was a single mom living in Hollywood trying to make it as an actress.  Drew’s life and childhood were unconventional and unstable, to say the least.  She starred in “E.T. the Extraterrestrial” at the age of six and grew up on movie sets.  She became an emancipated adult at the age of fourteen and moved into her own apartment.  Here is a paragraph she wrote:

“My mother and father were both incapable of being parents, and I don’t fault them for it.  My therapist would disagree, but the truth is they gave me a great blueprint through their behavior of what not to do with my own kids.  For starters, I will have so many thousands of dinners with my kids.  They will sleep together and go to school and have a bed time, and life will be so stable and consistent that they will complain until they grow up and realize that this is the better way!  A stable, loving family is something that should absolutely, fundamentally never ever be taken for granted!”

I Am Loved

My sister-in-law and her children were coming home from church one Sunday when she mentioned that she had learned about trials in Relief Society.  Her young son asked what trials were and she replied that trials are hard things.  Her son then said, “Mom, are kids trials?”  

Even though our children can be trials at times, it is so vitally important that they grow up in an atmosphere of unconditional love and acceptance.  Each time God introduces Christ he says, “This is my beloved son – hear ye him.” How do you introduce your children?  Every week the young women stand and say, “We are daughters of a Heavenly Father who loves us and we love him.”  Do your children truly feel of the love you have for them?

From the first day of life a child begins to form an opinion of how much his parents love him, of how much he is wanted or valued.  As he grows the treatment he receives continues to say either “You are important to me” or “You are not worth my time and attention.” (Sherri Johnson, Spiritually Centered Motherhood, pg. 25)

We all have issues to address with each of our children.  You may have a child who doesn’t do homework or fails to turn it in day after day.  After a while, it’s very easy to see them as nothing more than a walking report card.  When they return from school you ask, “What did you get on your English test?” instead of “How was your day?” As you strive to help your children improve, keep in mind these wise words of President Thomas S. Monson, “Never let a problem to be solved become more important than a person to be loved.”

Stephen Covey teaches the concept of an emotional bank account.  We have an account with each of our children.  When we speak kindly, compliment them on a job well done, do acts of service, etc we make deposits into the account. When we lose our tempers, ignore them or have negative interactions, we make withdrawals.  When our account becomes overdrawn, trust is lost and the relationship suffers.  Some children require a lot of discipline (withdrawals), which requires us to make even more conscious deposits to keep a positive balance.

One of the most life-changing books I’ve read is “The Five Love Languages” by Gary Chapman. He explains that we all feel love in different languages – Words of Affirmation, Acts of Service, Receiving Gifts, Quality Time, and Physical Touch. One night we had a family home evening where each person identified their specific love language and shared it with the group.  As a parent it was very enlightening.  We have one son with the love language of physical touch, so when I want him to feel loved, I give him a hug or a neck massage.  One of our daughters loves quality time, so I try to do individual one-on-one activities with her.  

One night, years ago, one of our daughters came crying to my room.  I couldn’t understand why she was sad.  I was doing everything I could as a mother to pay attention to each of my children and meet their needs.  She said, “I just feel invisible.”  She felt like everyone else’s achievements were noticed, but not hers.  I realized that her love language was verbal affirmation and that I needed to not only notice the good things she did, but tell her verbally each time. 

Another daughter was always writing me notes.  I figured it must be her love language, so I wrote her a note and placed it by her bed.  The next day I asked if she got my note.  She said, “Duh, I’ve already memorized it.” Once you understand a person’s specific love language, you can actually give less and have them receive more love, because it is spoken in a language they understand and respond to.

I Am Important

Mary Ellen Edmunds shared the following story. There was once a family on a vacation, which stopped at a restaurant for dinner one day.  A waitress came to take orders.  As she was going around the table she came to a little boy and asked, “And what would you like?”  He looked at his mother briefly, and said enthusiastically, “I’d like a hot dog!”  Quickly his mother said, “Oh no, he’ll just have what the rest of us are having.”  A pause, then the waitress said to the boy, “and what would you like on your hot dog?”  He again glanced at his mother, and said, “Ketchup and mustard!”  The waitress wrote it down, took the other orders, and left.  The little boy was amazed, and looked at his mother and exclaimed, “She thinks I’m real!!” 

Every child yearns to be important.  Every child wants to be noticed.  My sister-in-law shared the following: “Last Saturday we were sitting at breakfast when our oldest daughter said, "Dad, I sure wish there was something about me that would make me extra special.”  He asked, "What do you mean?"  She replied, "I wish I had something really special like asthma or something where I had to take medication.  

One of the things I’ve learned over the years is that I cannot “blanket parent.”  Even though I have five children, they each only have one mother.  I’m it. I have to think of each child as an individual, and try hard not to ignore any of them.  Here is one of my journal entries from July 25, 2005.

I’m on the learning curve of being a mother.  I just had a really wonderful heart to heart talk with our daughter.  She had gone to bed and came back down to talk to me.  Since Doug was gone to scout camp we just sat there and talked for a good hour.  It was probably the first time she has really opened up and shared her feelings with me.  It made me realize that I’m doing more “wrong” than I originally thought as a mother.  She’s the oldest and she’s so self-sufficient that sometimes I think that I ignore her.  I’ve been so consumed with the younger children - they take up all my time - and so the older girls have to fend for themselves.  She mentioned how she just absolutely loves to do things with me, like shopping together, and it made me realize that I really haven’t done anything with her one-on-one for quite some time.  I also realized, and this is probably a mistake that most parents make, that I give her so much extra responsibility because I have to in order to survive, but I haven’t done a good job of giving her the “extra privileges” of being the oldest.  I realized that I need to compensate her more for all the help that she gives me because I really do expect a lot out of her.  I also realized that I don’t focus enough on the positive - I mean, she really does 99% of everything right.  And it seems like when she does make a mistake, I’m right there to correct her.  I think that’s why she feels like she does everything wrong.  It really broke my heart because she really is an incredible child and excels in everything she does. She is so wonderful and yet I don’t think she realizes how wonderful she is because I don’t tell her often enough what I’m thinking in my mind.  

Anyway, it just made me realize that she has a lot more emotion going on inside her head than I give her credit for.  She’s growing up and she has a lot of feelings - I need to pay closer attention to them.  Again, I think, “I hope I have time to do this.”  Every single child has needs – even at the easy stages of life.  Sometimes a mom is so absorbed in the younger children that she assumes everyone else has to fend themselves.  It made me realize I need to sit down and think through each child and where they are.  I guess that’s why motherhood is overwhelming.  There are so many valid needs and still 24 hours in the day.  But I’m going to work on it.  It really has made me want to be a better mother and to really spend a lot of fun time with the kids this week.  

When you have five children, it’s hard to keep track of everyone.  Lindsey is our fourth child and on her very first day of kindergarten, her very first day of school ever, I almost forgot to send her to school.  Minutes before the bus came I realized I hadn’t woken her up and had to scramble to meet the bus. In fourth grade she participated in “Invent Idaho” where each student has to create a new invention.  Her invention was “Focus Arms” that made a parent look directly at you when you were speaking.  Ouch!

So what can we do to make children feel important?  

· Always call children by their names whether they are your own children, neighbors or primary children in your ward.  
· Take time to be a room mother at your child’s school or eat lunch with them in the cafeteria.
· Schedule a regular one-on-one date night with your children.
· Sincerely appreciate gifts from children.  Put dandelions in a vase each time.  When they make an art project, ask them questions about it and put it on the fridge.

· Always have a photograph of the family and individual children in a visible place in your home.

Perhaps the best thing we can do to make children feel important is to genuinely listen to them when they have ideas to share. When our youngest son Josh was a toddler, he felt that he and I should be joined at the hip.  He would hardly leave my side. As we were driving to the airport one day, my husband and I were in the front seat and Josh was in the middle seat. Josh asked me to come and sit by him and I told him I couldn’t because I needed to talk to Dad. After being silent for a few minutes, he suggested, "Mom, maybe you could come back here and sit by me and Daddy could talk to himself.” 

Show your child the same courtesy and respect you would any adult.  Ask what happened at school or play.  Ask about your child’s ideas, opinions, and feelings – and accept them without judging. And finally, nothing will make your child feel more special and loved than the knowledge that you really enjoy your time together.  One way to help make that time fun is by doing activities at a time when you really feel like being with your child.

One day the kids and I were having a picnic at the park and I had brought along some Koolaid juices for them to drink. Since there were five kids and six juices, there was one left over.  Josh asked if he could have it and I told him, not wanting there to be a fight, that we were going to save it for something special. He thought a minute and then said, "I’m special." How could I not give it to him?

Our children truly are special and unique.  They are individuals.  Successful parents take the time to regularly think about the needs of each child.

I Am Capable/ I Am Needed

Each time you do something for children that they are capable of doing themselves, you rob them of self-esteem. Children feel pride when they can dress themselves, feed themselves, clean their room, etc.  Oftentimes we think we are doing our children a favor by not requiring them to do chores.  And yet, think of a basketball team.  Those who sit on the bench and never play generally don’t have a high self-esteem. They want to contribute, to be part of the team.  Children need to feel that their contributions to the family are vital, that we couldn’t do it without them.

Children should be encouraged to develop their talents and abilities.  We as parents can give compliments and encouragement, but children will eventually need the tools to generate self-esteem on their own. We can provide them with opportunities to participate in activities like art, music and sports to help them find their natural gifts.

Carol Dweck once said, “If parents want to give their children a gift, the best thing they can do is to teach their children to love challenges, be intrigued by mistakes, enjoy effort, and keep on learning.  That way, their children don’t have to be slaves of praise.  They will have a lifelong way to build and repair their own confidence.

I Have Potential

 One day, Thomas Edison came home and gave a paper to his mother. He told her, “My teacher gave this paper to me and told me to only give it to my mother.”
His mother’s eyes were tearful as she read the letter out loud to her child: "Your son is a genius. This school is too small for him and doesn’t have enough good teachers for training him. Please teach him yourself."


After many, many years, Edison’s mother died, and he had become one of the greatest inventors of the century. One day he began looking through old family things. Suddenly he saw a folded paper in the corner of a drawer in a desk. He took it and opened it up. On the paper was written: "Your son is addled [mentally ill]. We won’t let him come to school any more."


Edison cried for hours and then he wrote in his diary: “Thomas Alva Edison was an addled child that, by a hero mother, became the genius of the century.” 

We are literally mirrors for our children and our words and behavior contribute significantly to their self-image. “What you believe about your child will be the greatest influence in that child’s life.  There is an old adage that says if you tell a girl she is beautiful, she will believe it for a moment – but if you tell her that she’s ugly, she’ll believe it forever.” (The Measure of a Mother’s Heart by Toni Sorenson pg 14-15) Our children see themselves as we see them.  For that reason, it is imperative that we see our children as God sees them – their full potential.

 I don’t know about you, but for me it was really difficult to picture my sons during elementary school and junior high someday holding down a job, going on a mission, or supporting a family.  I remember seeing a returned missionary give his report in sacrament meeting.  He was so polished!  I thought, “How will I ever get my sons to that point?”  It seemed impossible.  

One day I went to visit a friend of mine.  Out of the blue she mentioned how she loved to watch my son, how she could just feel what an amazing individual he was, that there was something about him.  She said she felt like he would probably grow up to priesthood leadership in the church.  Talking with her was a very spiritual experience and we both cried.  I realized during the conversation that I needed to see the correct vision of who my children really are so that I can help them reach their full potential. I never looked at him the same way again. It changed everything.

If you treat a man as he is he will remain as he is, but if you treat him as if he were what he ought to be, and could be, he will become what he ought to be, and should be. -Goethe

When my husband was fourteen, he attended a national Scout Jamboree.  While there, he carved a walking stick into a beautiful snake.  I asked him how he did it and he said he just whittled away everything that was not the snake.  In a similar fashion, when we built our home, the land was nothing but a dense forest.  My husband had wandered around the property and had seen its potential - a vision of how it was supposed to be.  He knew which trees to keep and which ones to cut.  It turned out beautifully.  We need to see the same vision in our children.  They may look just like a blank stick or forest.  Get a clear vision of who they are meant to be and whittle away everything else.  

Our discussion of potential would not be complete without mentioning the story of the Chinese Bamboo Tree.


Like any plant, growth of the Chinese Bamboo Tree requires nurturing through water, fertile soil, and sunshine. In its first year though, we see no visible signs of growth in spite of providing all of these things. In the second year (again), there is no growth above the soil. The third, fourth year…still show no signs of anything happening. Our patience is tested, and we begin to wonder if our efforts caring for and watering the tree will ever be rewarded. We start to doubt ourselves and question the value of our efforts. Inevitably, we contemplate quitting. But then finally in the fifth year – something amazing happens…The Chinese Bamboo Tree grows 80 feet tall in just six weeks! But think for a moment, does the Chinese Bamboo Tree really grow 80 feet in six weeks? Did the Chinese Bamboo Tree lie dormant for four years only to grow exponentially in the fifth? Or, was the little tree growing underground, developing a root system strong enough to support its potential for outward growth in the fifth year and beyond? The answer is (of course) obvious. Had the tree not developed a strong unseen foundation it could not have sustained its life as it grew. The same principle is true for people.

Don’t give up, even when you don’t see progress.  Perhaps you aren’t doing anything wrong – you just haven’t done the right thing long enough.  The reward will come.

“Many parents have trouble building their children’s self-esteem because they themselves are so insecure.  Their interactions with a child are calculated to feed their own egos instead of the child’s. They are disappointed when the child fails in public because they feel it makes them look bad.  This is a dangerous position for a mother to be in.  For us to avoid these snares, our self-esteem must be secure enough that we are not dependent upon our children to feed our egos.  We must not be hurt when our children deflate us.” (Sherri Johnson, Spiritually Centered Motherhood, pg. 25)

Perhaps the best way to help our children develop a healthy self-esteem is to model that behavior in our own lives.  It’s not always easy to feel good about ourselves as mothers.  One day, after giving birth, my young son said to me, “Mom, you’re going to have another baby aren’t you?”  I said, “No, we’re all done.”  He then said, “No you really are, because you’re still fat.”  We all struggle at times to feel good about ourselves.  But consider these wise words:

“Believe in yourself.  Our children inherit the color of our eyes and the shape of our noses.  They also inherit our doubts and insecurities, especially those we hold against ourselves.  When your child hears you say that you’re stupid or fat or not good enough, something in that tender, spongelike soul begins to wonder about intelligence, body image, and worth.

You are a daughter of God.  He says you’re good enough, so act like it.  Stand tall and strong against the storms with which Satan bludgeons you.  God loves you and stands ready to help you.  

One of the most important things you can do as a mother is to love your own life.  Your dreams matter, and you are entitled to see them fulfilled.  Yes, being a mother requires great sacrifice, but you are meant to live for your own joy and development.  You’re not just here to facilitate your child’s happiness, but your own.  Develop the gifts God has given you.  Seek to develop new talents.  Experience every good thing you can.  Cultivate friendships and make memories that make you a mother with more to offer your child.” The Measure of a Mother’s Heart by Toni Sorenson pg 14-15.

In conclusion I’d like to share a portion of an article entitled Parents Certainly are Misunderstood by Steven C. Staats.

You thought you were happily smiling at your child from a hard stadium seat or a hot packed auditorium, but your child looked at your face and saw approval of him and joy in what he was doing.

You thought that you were just patting him on the back of the head, or just ruffling his hair, but your child cherished the warm loving touch and his heart was brightened.  You thought you were reading a bedtime story with all the funny and scary voices, but your child enjoyed the fact you read every word even though he had heard them a hundred times before.

You thought you were spending a few minutes of your time by throwing a ball in the back yard or baking some cookies, but your child, who realized that your time is precious, knew you were investing it in him.

You thought that you asked your child’s opinion about something that wasn’t too important, but your child thought you asked because his opinion and thoughts were important.

You thought that the refrigerator was as good of a place as any for hanging all the art work and “well done” papers that came home from school, but your child felt important when he came home from school each day with something to show you and take up in his personal hall of fame.

You thought you were helping a troubled restless child get some sleep by fixing a cup of hot cocoa, but your child felt that you were opening your heart around a kitchen table and making all the problems a lot smaller.

You thought you were just giving him a little kisses on the cheek to tell him good bye as he left for school, but your child felt warm and loved because he knew there would be another one waiting for him when he got home.  Come to think of it, there are a lot of times when parents really are misunderstood!

I bear testimony that as we develop self-esteem in ourselves; as we strive to make our children feel safe, loved, important and capable; as we help them see their true potential, we can help them achieve feelings of self worth.
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