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How to unintentionally sabotage your
children’s self-esteem, part one

By Margie Ryerson,
MFT

Typically, parents want only
the best for their children. In
order to do our part well, it’s a
good idea to evaluate our per-
formance as parents from
time to time. Parents who are
willing to take a personal in-
ventory of themselves and
their parenting are on the best
possible path for success. But
here are some ways we may
inadvertently set up road-
blocks for our children.

Don’t let anything be quite
good enough.

Praise your children in
some way but always offer a
disqualifier: i.e., “You played a
good game. You could have
tried harder in the last half
though.” Or, the stereotypical,
“That’s a good report card.
Next time see if you can raise
those B’s to A’s.”

Some parents I've worked
with say they hold back be-
cause they want to motivate
their children and avoid hav-
ing them be complacent or
settle for less than their best.
This approach is not likely to
be motivating. Children re-
spond best to encouragement
and positivity. You want them
to decide that they may want
to try for A’s instead of B’s and
not have this come from you.
And if they don’t decide this, it
doesn’t mean they won’t be
successful in life. Too often
parents project into the future
and become prematurely
worried and anxious. Yes, this
worry comes from a place of
love and caring, but you need
to ask yourself if it’s helpful
for your children and for your
relationship.

Critique your children:
their appearance, eating
habits, friends, music, fail-
ure to be organized or on
time or clean up their room.

Even an occasional mild
comment can cause hurt feel-
ings. Sara, age 26, still remem-
bers vividly when her mother
suggested they go to Weight
Watchers together when she
was 12. Her mother had al-
ready made not-so-subtle
comments about how Sara
should get more exercise and
try not to eat so many sweets.
Sara’s weight may have even-
tually become a highly sensi-
tive issue for her anyway, but
feeling unaccepted and judged
by her mother caused Sara to
feel even worse about herself.

It works best for parents
to have their children’s pedia-
trician be the one to discuss
weight with them, since it’s an
appropriate medical and

health concern. And some-
times a doctor will refer the
child and family to a nutri-
tionist or therapist if there
seems to be a potential prob-
lem. In this way, parents can
remain neutral and support-
ive. Sometimes medical pro-
fessionals give parents guide-
lines to follow. If a child is up-
set that parents are involved,
parents can then say that the
instructions came from the
doctor or other professionals
and that they are just trying to
follow their advice.

Of course, a harsh com-
ment (“You're lazy,” or “How
can you live in such a pigsty?”)
can cause anger as well as
hurt. None of us likes to be
criticized. And usually, criti-
cism results in anger instead
of change. Some parents com-
plain that their children don’t
open up and talk much to
them. One possibility is that a
child is resentful, and is taking
a form of control by not com-
municating, or in psychologi-
cal terms, withholding. Also, it
could be that a child doesn’t
want a dialogue that may pro-
duce more criticism.

To avoid being critical,
first ask nicely what you
would like from your child -
“Will you please remember to
put your laundry away after I
bring it to your room?” Then,
just in case, prepare for your
request to be ignored. Follow-
ing up, you might ask, “What
do you think will help you re-
member to put away your
laundry? I don’t want to have
to have to keep bugging you.”
See if you can get an agree-
ment. Of course, if anything
changes, be sure to throw in
some positive reinforcement —
“I really appreciate it” or “This
really helps.”

But if nothing changes, be
prepared with a consequence
so that you don’t have to keep
discussing the issue and show
frustration (even though, of
course, you are most likely
frustrated). As I've mentioned
in previous columns, reluc-
tantly imposed consequences
are the best way to go. For ex-
ample, for children who are
old enough: “I wanted to help
you, but it’s hard for me to
keep doing laundry that winds
up wrinkled on the floor. I
think from now on it would be
a good idea for you to be in
charge of doing your own
laundry so it doesn’t have to
be an issue for us.” For
younger children, you might
tell them that they’ll need to
wait to use their iPad or watch
TV or play outside until
they’ve done this chore. Then,
be sure to reinforce any posi-

tive behavior by letting them
know when they’re doing a
good job.

Let your children know
often how well you did when
you were a child or teen.

You may continually
mention to your children or
let them overhear you talking
about how you were first
chair in violin, or the lead in a
play, or a star athlete, or an
all-A student. You’re not trying
to brag; you merely want to
share memories with your
children and inspire them by
relating your early successes.
Instead, your revelations may
well set the stage for your
children to think they are dis-
appointing you by not living
up to your past performance
and possible current expecta-
tions.

One highly successful dad
in a family I see does a good
job of minimizing his accom-
plishments as he was growing
up, before he went to college.
As a matter of fact, he claims
there weren’t many accom-
plishments at all, as he down-
plays them in order to avoid
pressure for his children. He
claims that he didn’t become a
serious student until college.
He knows it’s hard for his
three sons, who are in middle
school and high school, to
think about trying to match a
successful career like his. By
pointing out how long it took
for him to succeed, he’s help-
ing them avoid comparing
themselves to him at this time
in their lives.

You don’t need to deny
your childhood successes, but
a little goes a long way. Try to
limit how much and how often
you share your past triumphs
while your children are still
trying to find their way.
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Margie Ryerson, MFT, is a local
marriage and family therapist.
Contact her at 925-376-9323 or
margierye@yahoo.com.

Her books, “Family Focus: A
Therapist’s Tips for Happier
Families,” “Treat Your Partner
Like a Dog: How to Breed a Bet-
ter Relationship,” and “Appetite
for Life: Stories of Recovery
from Anorexia, Bulimia and
Compulsive Overeating” are
available from Amazon.com,
BarnesandNoble.com and from
Orinda Books..
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TREE SCULPTURE

COMPLETE TREE CARE
Proudly serving the East Bay since 1965!
Fully Insured <« Certified Arborists <+ License #655977
(925) 254-7233 < www.treesculpture.com
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Mary H. Smith D.D.S.

A Professional Corporation

Family & Cosmetic Dentistry

Proudly serving
the Lamorinda
community for over
26 years.

We always welcome
new patients.

Our office delivers
the highest quality

and service.

Consults are always
complementary.

Come visit our brand new State of the Art office.

1 Bates Blvd. Ste. 210, Orinda, 925.254.0824.

Bay Area

SAD Drainage, Inc.

INC.

Have You Checked Your

Crawlspace Lately?

e French Drains

e Underfloor Drains

e Downspout Systems

e Subdrain Systems

e Sump Pumps

e Retaining Walls

e Pavestone Driveway & Walkways

A General Engineering Contractor
Locally owned and Operated
Contractor LIC # 762208

92503779209 .
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visit our website
www.bayareadrainage.com






