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THE IMPORTANCE OF FOSTERING SELF-ESTEEM
Developed by Carol Bishop, M.F.T., from a lecture by Sharon Roszia, M.S.

As a result of the losses inherent in the adoption experience, as well as the feelings of 
rejection created by those losses, constellation members may experience diminished feelings 
of self-esteem. Self-esteem is a complex issue. It may be defined as self-confidence, a sense 
of worth, or self-respect. It is the cornerstone of mental health. Individuals touched by loss, 
in general, commonly report feeling unworthy or undeserving. In adoption, however, because 
the losses are vast and usually involve myriad “sub-losses,” the feelings of inadequacy and 
unworthiness may become life-long issues. The subjective experience and the real or perceived 
judgment of others may become internalized. Birth parents may blame themselves for being 
unable to care for their children. Society itself may validate these feelings by judging them 
harshly. Adoptive parents’ experiences of shame and guilt regarding infertility and child loss 
may severely damage their self-esteem. When society questions the validity of the adopted 
parents’ relationship to their children, these feelings may be internalized.  Adoptive parents 
of older children may not have fertility issues, but may feel inadequate because they cannot 
manage the behavioral and emotional challenges of their children. This may be especially 
true if the adoptive parents have successfully parented other children, but are finding that the 
parenting skills they feel comfortable with do not work.

Finally, adopted persons who experience loss and rejection, while they are developmentally 
unprepared to defend against the experience, often feel the loss of adult caregivers as their 
fault because of who they are. There is a strong link between children’s self-esteem and their 
academic success; children who feel good about themselves learn more easily and retain 
information longer (McKay & Fanning, 1992). Self-esteem is a little like a magic plastic 
bubble that protects children from life’s hard times.  

One classic book, Your Child’s Self-Esteem, was written by Dorothy Corkille Briggs in 
1975.  She stated: 

 
“A  person’s  judgment  of  self  influences  the  kinds  of  friends  he  chooses,  how  he  gets 

along with others, the kind of person he marries, and how productive he will be. It affects his 
creativity, integrity, stability and even whether he will be a leader or a follower. His feeling of 
self-worth forms the core of his personality and determines the use he makes of his aptitudes 
and abilities. His attitude toward himself has a direct bearing on how he lives all parts of his 
life. In fact, self-esteem is the mainspring that slates each of us for success or failure as a 
human being” (p. 3). 

Jean Illsley Clarke, in her 1998 Self-Esteem: A Family Affair stated, “We build our own 
brands of self-esteem from four ingredients: fate, the positive things life offers, the negative 
things life offers, and our own decisions about how to respond to fate, the positive and the 
negatives” (p. 5).  

This perspective can be empowering for adults, but the complexity of decision and choice 
is lost on most children. Adoptive parents are often concerned about “correcting” or improving 
a child’s self-esteem. Children need clear messages about who they are and how their parents 
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see them, but actions (non-verbal messages) become the agent of change for most children.  
What parents offer becomes the building blocks for a child’s self-image. 

 
Infants develop both self-esteem and trust by having their needs met. They begin to gather 

an understanding of their world and of their worth by how they are treated. Toddlers and pre-
schoolers begin to move towards independence, establishing their sense of self by learning to 
do things for themselves. Children who have the “ordinary” experiences of life, enter school 
optimistic and positive about themselves. They need experiences that are challenging and 
achievable. If they can progressively learn new skills and experience feeling competent, this 
strengthens their sense of self-worth. This same dynamic holds true for pre-adolescents and 
adolescents.  

Positive self-esteem is an essential foundation for healthy emotional development.


