Affirmations and Self-Esteem: Literature Review
What Are Affirmations?

Affirmations are short, positive statements that people repeat to themselves to counteract negative
thoughts and beliefs. In practice, an affirmation is a phrase you say to yourself to challenge
overwhelming negative self-talk and re-focus on the. For example, instead of thinking “I’'m not good
enough,” an affirmation might be “I am capable and worthy.” The goal is to train the mind to see
oneself in a more constructive light and break the habit of persistent self-criticism. Affirmations can
be spoken aloud, written down, or simply thought, and over time they are intended to strengthen a
positive self-view.

Self-affirmation theory provides a psychological basis for how affirmations work. According to this
theory, people are fundamentally motivated to maintain a positive self-image. When our self-esteem
is threatened (for instance, by failure or criticism), we experience stress and defensiveness. Self-
affirmations (such as reflecting on one’s core values or strengths) help restore a sense of self-worth
by reminding us of sources of self-esteem beyond the specific threat. In other words, affirming
valued aspects of ourselves (e.g. “l am a caring friend” if kindness is a core value) provides a broader
perspective on our identity, so that a single setback feels less defining. This aligns with cognitive-
behavioral principles as well: by repeatedly replacing negative thoughts with positive alternatives, we
can gradually reshape our internal dialogue to be more supportive.

Psychological Basis and Mechanisms

Research shows that affirmations engage key psychological and neural mechanisms associated with
positive self-regard. For instance, using affirmations activates brain regions linked to reward and
self-processing, such as the ventromedial prefrontal. In one fMRI study, people who practiced self-
affirmation showed increased activity in brain areas involved in self-related thinking and valuation
(reward), suggesting that affirming oneself “feels” rewarding on a neural level. This neural reward
response can reinforce the positive messages we tell ourselves, making them more salient and
believable over time.

On a cognitive level, affirmations broaden one’s mindset and reduce the impact of negative
information. By focusing on positive qualities or values, we broaden our overall self-concept and
become less stuck on specific shortcomings. Notably, affirmations have been found to decrease
rumination on negative thoughts and feelings. They increase awareness of one’s thought patterns,
making it easier to catch and challenge negativity before it spirals. In effect, practicing affirmations
can weaken the grip of automatic negative beliefs and strengthen more adaptive thinking. Over time,
this repetition helps establish new thought habits or even neural pathways that favor positive self-
perceptions. In fact, studies indicate that regularly affirming oneself can literally strengthen neural
pathways for positive thoughts, making optimistic self-beliefs more.

Benefits of Affirmations for Self-Esteem and Well-Being

A growing body of literature documents numerous benefits of positive affirmations, many of which
relate to improved self-esteem and resilience:

e Higher self-worth and confidence: By design, affirmations directly bolster one’s sense of
worth. Repeating statements like “I am enough” or “I value who | am” helps internalize a
more positive self-image. Brain studies confirm that this practice can increase feelings of self-
worth and motivation by focusing the mind on one’s positive attributes. Over time,



individuals who use affirmations often report greater self-confidence and a stronger belief in
their abilities.

e Reduced stress and emotional reactivity: Several studies have found that self-affirmation
exercises can lower stress levels. For example, affirmations have been shown to reduce the
body’s stress response to challenging situations. They seem to achieve this in part by altering
how the brain responds to threats: affirming oneself before a stressful event can make
otherwise “threatening” information feel less personal or harmful. Neuroimaging research
also shows that affirmations can dampen activity in the brain’s fear center (the amygdala),
helping people stay calmer when under pressure. As a result, those who practice affirmations
regularly often demonstrate greater emotional resilience — they handle difficulties with a
more balanced, less anxious mindset.

¢ Improved problem-solving and performance under pressure: By reducing stress and self-
doubt, affirmations can free up mental resources for better problem-solving. Research
suggests that after self-affirmation, people perform better on tasks under high pressure,
likely because they’re less consumed by self-defeating thoughts. In academic settings, even
brief affirmation interventions (such as writing about one’s values) have been shown to
boost performance and buffer students against the harmful effects of stress on grades. In
one study, affirmations helped mitigate declines in GPA among college students who felt
socially excluded, indicating that affirming self-worth can counteract feelings of inadequacy
in performance domains.

¢ Openness to positive change: Affirmations can make people more open to feedback and
growth. When we feel secure in our self-worth, we are less defensive in the face of advice or
criticism. For example, affirmed individuals are more likely to accept health messages (like
warnings about smoking or diet) and act on them, whereas without affirmation they might
ignore such messages to protect their. By softening defensive reactions, affirmations
encourage a mindset of “I can improve” rather than “I refuse to hear this,” which in turn
supports personal development and healthier choices.

¢ General well-being and outlook: Incorporating affirmations into daily life has been
associated with better overall mental well-being. People who practice daily affirmations
often describe having a more optimistic outlook on life. Empirical evidence backs this up:
affirmations have been linked to lower symptoms of depression and anxiety, partly by
infusing one’s daily thoughts with optimism and self-compassion. Even physical health
markers can benefit indirectly — for instance, one study found that a brief affirmation
exercise led to lower cortisol (a stress hormone) responses during a stressful event. In
summary, affirmations serve as a simple yet powerful tool in one’s coping toolbox,
potentially improving both mental and physical aspects of health through the mind-body
connection.

It’s important to note that affirmations specifically target self-esteem by reinforcing a positive self-
identity. In fact, self-affirmations (focusing on core values and qualities) are explicitly meant to
bolster confidence and self-esteem. Many therapeutic approaches and self-help programs include
affirmations as a technique to help individuals with low self-esteem develop a kinder, more accepting
view of themselves. By consistently stating kind truths about oneself, a person with low self-esteem
can gradually chip away at deeply held negative beliefs (“I'm a failure,” “I’'m unlovable”) and replace
them with more supportive and realistic beliefs (“I have strengths,” “l deserve to be loved”). Over



time, this can lead to a measurable improvement in self-esteem levels as negative self-concepts are
rewired.

Best Practices and Limitations

While affirmations can be beneficial, using them effectively is key — and research indicates they are
not a one-size-fits-all solution. One important finding is that affirmations must feel at least somewhat
believable to the person using them. If an affirmation is too far removed from one’s current self-view,
it may backfire. For example, in one study, people with low self-esteem who repeated a sweeping
positive statement (“I'm a lovable person”) actually felt worse afterward — the overly positive words
clashed with their ingrained negative beliefs, highlighting the gap between where they are and
where they want to be. In contrast, those with higher self-esteem, or those who phrased the
affirmation in a more qualified way, experienced a small boost in mood. This suggests that individuals
who struggle with self-worth should choose affirmations carefully, avoiding statements that trigger
immediate disbelief or inner rebuttal.

To get the most benefit, experts recommend crafting affirmations that are positive but also
credible. One strategy is to start with gentle, progressive phrases (e.g. “l am learning to accept
myself as | am”) rather than extreme phrases (“I love everything about myself” when you truly
don’t). The affirmation should feel encouraging and aspirational, but not fake. It can also help to
focus on actions or values in the affirmation — for instance, “I treat myself with the respect | deserve”
ties the positive statement to your behavior, which you can control and validate. Research on
effective affirmation practice underscores that frequency and consistency matter as well. Simply
saying an affirmation once likely won’t have a lasting impact; the positive message needs to be
reinforced regularly, much like building a muscle through exercise.

In summary, the literature indicates that positive affirmations, when used appropriately, are a
valuable tool for improving self-esteem. They work through well-understood psychological
mechanisms: replacing negative self-talk with positive self-talk, affirming one’s core values, and even
activating brain circuits that make us feel rewarded and confident in ourselves. The benefits range
from reduced stress to greater resilience and a more positive self-image. However, to avoid potential
pitfalls, affirmations should be personalized and believable, and ideally integrated into a daily
routine. With these caveats in mind, therapists and self-help practitioners often encourage
affirmations as part of a broader strategy for building self-esteem and mental well-being.

Client Handout: Using Affirmations to Boost Self-Esteem
Introduction: Building Confidence with Affirmations

Positive affirmations are simple but powerful statements that can help you nurture a healthier self-
esteem. In everyday life, many of us struggle with negative thoughts about ourselves — that inner
critic telling us we’re not good enough, not smart enough, or not attractive enough. Affirmations are
a way to fight back against that negativity. By deliberately repeating encouraging, self-supportive
phrases, you can train your brain to think in more positive and affirming ways. Over time, this
practice helps replace self-doubt and self-criticism with self-belief and optimism. In fact, research
shows that using affirmations can literally reshape our thinking patterns — making positive thoughts
about ourselves more automatic — and even reduce stress in the process. Think of affirmations as
daily vitamins for your self-esteem: small doses of positivity that, with consistency, strengthen how
you feel about yourself.



What Are Affirmations and Why Do They Help Self-Esteem?

Affirmations are positive statements about yourself, such as “I am worthy of love” or “l have the
strength to overcome challenges.” When you repeat these statements regularly, you start to
internalize them. Instead of your mind defaulting to “I can’t do this” or “I’'m a failure,” it learns to
default to more supportive thoughts. This is incredibly important for self-esteem, which is essentially
how much you value and respect yourself. If your inner voice is constantly putting you down, your
self-esteem suffers. But if you train that inner voice to be kinder and more encouraging, your self-
esteem grows.

How do affirmations work? Think of your brain as having pathways for thoughts —the more a
thought is repeated, the stronger its pathway becomes. When you practice affirmations, you are
strengthening the pathways for positive thoughts. As those pathways get stronger, positive self-
beliefs become more natural. There’s even science behind it: studies have found that practicing
affirmations activates areas of the brain linked to reward and positive self-view. This means that
encouraging yourself with affirmations can literally make your brain feel rewarded, reinforcing the
habit of positive self-talk. Other research shows that using affirmations can lower stress hormones
and increase feelings of happiness —when you say kind things to yourself, your body responds with a
calmer, more uplifted mood. In short, affirmations help rewire your mindset: by filling your mind with
affirming messages, you gradually crowd out the negative messages that erode your self-esteem.

How to Use Affirmations Effectively

Simply having a positive phrase in mind is a great start, but how you use affirmations will determine
how much benefit you get. Here are some guidelines to help you make the most of this tool:

e Choose meaningful affirmations: Pick statements that truly resonate with you and target
areas where you want more self-confidence. The words should feel positive and hopeful to
you, even if they are not 100% true yet. It’s OK if saying “I believe in myself” feels a little
awkward at first; it should still feel possible or meaningful, not absurd or completely false. If
“I' love myself completely” feels too far from where you are, try something gentler like “l am
learning to love and accept myself.” The key is that the affirmation feels encouraging, not
discouraging. (Tip: You can create your own affirmation by thinking of a negative thought
you struggle with, and then writing the opposite in a kind, realistic way. For example, flip “I
always mess up” into “I learn and improve from my mistakes.”)

e Make it a daily habit: Consistency is important. Choose a specific time each day to practice
your affirmations — for instance, each morning when you wake up, or at night before bed, or
both. You might say an affirmation while looking in the mirror as you get ready, or write it in
a journal every evening. Repeating an affirmation a few times in a row can help it sink in. The
more regularly you remind yourself of these positive messages, the more they will become a
natural part of your thinking. Consider setting a reminder on your phone or placing notes in
places you'll see them (like a sticky note on your mirror) so you don’t forget to do it.

e Speak, write, and visualize: There are different ways to practice affirmations —try a
combination and see what feels most effective for you. Saying affirmations out loud can be
powerful (for example, stand in front of a mirror and speak to yourself with confidence and
warmth). Writing them down is another great method; some people keep an “affirmation
journal” where they write a few positive statements about themselves each day. You can also
get creative: place written affirmations on your fridge, desk, or as alerts on your phone, so
you encounter them throughout the day. Visualizing your affirmations can help too —as you



say “I deserve good things,” imagine a scene of you receiving something wonderful or recall
evidence that supports that statement. Engaging multiple senses (speaking, seeing,
imagining) helps reinforce the message.

Anchor them with feeling: When you practice an affirmation, try to feel the meaning of the
words. For example, if you say “I am worthy of respect,” take a moment to breathe and
summon a feeling of self-respect or recall a moment when you were treated with respect.
Allow yourself to smile or stand a bit straighter as you say it. The emotion behind the words
gives them power. It’s normal if it feels mechanical at first, but as you keep at it, the positive
emotions will grow. Even if you don’t fully believe the affirmation yet, acting as if — with your
tone of voice and posture — can help convince your subconscious that “this is important, pay
attention.”

Be patient and kind to yourself: Changes in self-esteem won’t happen overnight. You might
feel a boost in mood immediately after saying an affirmation (which is great!), but the
deeper effects — like quieter negative thoughts and a stronger sense of self-worth — develop
gradually. Stick with it, even on days when you’re not feeling very positive. And if you miss a
day or two, that’s okay; just start again. Remember that affirmations are one tool among
many for self-improvement. They work best alongside other healthy practices like journaling,
therapy, exercise, or talking with supportive friends. If you encounter intense self-doubt that
doesn’t improve, consider reaching out to a mental health professional for additional
strategies. Affirmations are most effective when you also address any underlying issues (such
as anxiety or past traumas) with appropriate support.

Worksheet: Developing Your Own Affirmations

Use the following exercises to create personalized affirmations and start incorporating them into
your life. Grab a pen and paper (or a journal) to write down your responses:

Exercise 1: Reframe Negative Thoughts

1.

Identify a Negative Thought: Think of a negative thought about yourself that often bothers
you. (For example: “I'm not talented” or “No one likes me.”) Write it down to get it out of
your head.

Challenge and Rewrite: Now, imagine you were comforting a close friend who voiced that
exact thought about themselves — what would you say to them? Likely something kinder and
more balanced. Write a new statement that counteracts the negative thought. Make sure it’s
positive, true, or at least realistically achievable. For example: you could rewrite “I’'m not
talented” as “I have many abilities, and | can always learn and improve.” If the original
thought was “No one likes me,” you might counter with “I am worthy of love and | have
people in my life who care about me.” Don’t worry about it feeling perfect; if it feels hard to
believe, soften the language (e.g., “I deserve to be treated with respect” or “l am learning to
appreciate my own worth”). This new statement is your personal affirmation.

Repeat and Reflect: Say your new affirmation out loud a few times. How does it make you
feel? Jot down any feelings or reactions. (It’s okay if it feels a bit uncomfortable or
unfamiliar—that’s normal when replacing a long-held thought.) Commit to using this
affirmation whenever the negative thought pops up. Each time you catch yourself thinking
“I'm not talented,” pause and deliberately swap in “I have many abilities, and | can improve



with practice.” This exercise trains your mind to pivot from self-criticism to self-
encouragement.

Exercise 2: Affirm Your Strengths and Values

1.

List Your Positive Qualities: Write down 3 qualities, skills, or values that you like about
yourself or that others have praised in you. They can be traits (“I'm a good listener,” “I'm
honest”) or abilities (“I’'m good at cooking,” “I'm creative at work”) or values that matter to
you (“I care about helping others,” “I value learning new things”). If you find this difficult,
think of one kind thing someone has said about you, or consider what small

accomplishments you’re proud of — those reflect your strengths.

Turn Each into an Affirmation: For each item on your list, create a present-tense affirmation
sentence. Start with “l am...” or “I [verb]...” to claim that positive quality as part of who you
are. For example, if you wrote “good listener,” your affirmation could be “l am a patient,
attentive listener, and that makes me a caring friend.” If you wrote down “creative,” your
affirmation might be “I am a creative person who can think of solutions and ideas.” By doing
this, you are actively acknowledging and affirming the good that already exists in you.

Apply in Daily Life: Choose one of these personal affirmations to focus on each day. In the
morning, recite it to yourself: “/ am a creative and capable person,” for instance. During the
day, look for opportunities to live out or notice the truth of that affirmation. (In our
example, note when you solve a problem creatively at work, or even when you dress in a way
that expresses your creativity — silently recognize, “See, | am creative!”) At night, repeat the
affirmation again. Over time, you'll start to internalize these positive truths about yourself,
which is a great boost to your overall self-esteem.

Feel free to modify these exercises or add your own flair. The important part is to engage actively
with your affirmations — write them, say them, reflect on them. The more you practice positive self-
talk, the more natural it becomes.

Daily Affirmations for Self-Esteem

To help you get started, here is a list of daily affirmations especially aimed at nurturing self-esteem.
You can use these as inspiration or recite any that resonate with you. Try saying a few of them each
morning or when you need a confidence boost. Remember to speak slowly and meaningfully,
allowing the words to sink in.

| am worthy of love and respect.

I value myself, and | embrace my unique qualities.
| deserve good things as much as anyone else.

I am enough, just as | am, and | continue to grow.
| trust myself to make the right choices for me.
My feelings and needs are valid and important.

| believe in my abilities and my potential.

I am proud of who | am and all | have overcome.

| treat myself with kindness and compassion.



¢ Iradiate self-confidence and inner strength.

Feel free to add your own affirmations to this list. The best affirmations are the ones that speak to
you directly. You might even pick a “theme” for the week (for example, focusing on self-love, or
confidence in social situations, etc.) and tailor your affirmations accordingly. Consistency is key — by
repeating positive messages daily, you reinforce a healthier belief system about yourself.



