BUILDING YOUR BABY’S
SELF-ESTEEM

Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

William Gladden Foundation

WHAT IS SELF-ESTEEM?

As babies grow, they slowly but steadily develop a sense of who they are.  Self-esteem is how they “feel” about their emerging self-identity.  This feeling is rooted in a sense of being loved and cared for.  Trust in their parents is the foundation upon which a baby’s developing self-esteem is built.
HOW CAN PARENTS BUILD THEIR BABY’S TRUST?

Trust building is an ongoing activity.  Parents who regularly practice the following activities are building their baby’s trust.

· Hug and kiss your baby.  Actions speak louder than words.

· Hold, rock and cuddle your baby.  Give her a strong sense of love and security.

· Respond to your baby’s needs.  Show that she can rely on your care and attention.

· Tell your baby that you love her.  Words reinforce actions.

WHY ARE PARENTAL RELATIONSHIPS IMPORTANT TO A BABY’S SELF-ESTEEM?

A baby’s emotional growth is rooted in the relationships she forms with her parents.  Attachment to her parents as the loving center of her world is essential.  Babies need a safe base from which to explore the world.  They typically crawl off to explore, and then return to the safety of a lap or leg.  Without a safe base, they may not want to do the exploring necessary for the development of positive self-esteem.

HOW CAN PARENTS BUILD THEIR BABY’S SELF-ESTEEM?

Self-esteem building is also an ongoing activity.  Parents who regularly practice the following activities are building their baby’s self-esteem.

· Make eye contact and talk with your baby.  This shows that she is the focus of your attention.

· Engage your baby’s attention when doing routine tasks such as diapering and feeding.  This is an opportunity to show you enjoy her.

· Encourage your baby to learn new behaviors.  This motivates her to try and to accomplish new things.
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· Show genuine delight when your baby learns a new behavior.  This builds her self-confidence.
· Copy your baby’s behavior every so often.  This allows her to take the lead.

WHAT IS AUTONOMY?
As infants grow into toddlers, they develop a need to assert their independence, their separateness, their uniqueness.  This search for autonomy is why toddlers say “NO” increasingly more often.  By saying “NO,” they are defining themselves, practicing what it is like to stand on their own.  This is another important time in the self-esteem building process.

HOW CAN PARENTS BUILD THEIR TODDLER’S SELF-ESTEEM?

Toddlers take pride in their growing abilities to walk, talk and test their independence.  This is a delicate time in a child’s emotional growth.  Parents who regularly practice the following activities are building their toddler’s self-esteem.

· Provide a safe place for your toddler to explore.  This allows her to learn about and experiment with the world around her without getting into trouble.
· Show an interest in what your toddler says and does.  This helps her realize that she is important.

· Respect your toddler’s feelings.  This shows that how she feels is important to other people.

· Teach your toddler to talk about her feelings.  This helps her to discuss negative thoughts and to replace them with positive ones.

· Allow your toddler room to fail without fear of criticism.  This will help her understand that failure is a part of life, just as is success.

· Praise your toddler often for her successes.  This reinforces a positive sense of self-worth.

· Do not embarrass your toddler in front of other people.  This can lead to a negative self-image.

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO LET TODDLERS PRACTICE SELF-RELIANCE?

The strong urge to try things on their own comes from toddlers’ growing ability to move about in the world, and the emerging sense of self-identity.  Giving toddlers chances to practice self-reliance enables them to test their abilities and discover who they are.  Self-reliance is an important part of self-esteem.
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HOW CAN TOILET TRAINING AFFECT A CHILD’S SELF-ESTEEM?

If toilet training poses problems or becomes an area of conflict, your child may feel she is not up to the task.  Shaming or making fun of her can do particular harm to her self-esteem.  On the other hand, if your child is able to meet this developmental milestone successfully, her self-image is one of a person who can successfully meet the demands of growing up.

WHERE CAN I LEARN MORE ABOUT A BABY’S SELF-ESTEEM?
Parents of young children who wish to learn more about self-esteem can contact the following agencies for additional information.

The National Association for the

Education of Young Children

www.naeyc.org
(800) 424-2460

Zero to Three

www.zerotothree.org
(202) 638-1144

National Center for Education

In Maternal and Child Health

www.ncemch.org
(202) 784-9770

American Academy of Pediatrics

www.aap.org
(847) 434-4000

Lucile Packard Children’s Hospital

at Stanford University

www.lpch.org
(800) 690-2282
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