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In Webster’s Dictionary, self-esteem is defined simply as having a confidence and satisfaction in oneself.  While that seems like an easy thing to achieve, for young girls bombarded with societal and peer pressures, it may not be.  

As parents, we know how times have changed.  Our daughters have access to information and pressures we didn’t have to deal with.  Debra Beck, mentor and author of “My Feet Aren’t Ugly:  A Girl's Guide to Loving Herself from the Inside Out explains, “There is so much on television and in the media.  Nothing is sweet and innocent anymore.  Girls have to have a very strong sense of who they are to stand up to the pressure.”  
Girls who have low self-esteem generally go where society leads them.  Unfortunately, the stakes are high if they mess up.  “When girls who already have a low sense of self engage in any activity before they’re ready, their self-esteem plummets even more,” says Beck.  Most behaviors girls get pushed into are self-destructive such as sex, drinking or drugs.  The problem is that besides ruining their tween/teen years, these behaviors tend to follow them into adulthood and affect their lives as a whole.    

Peer pressure only adds to the problem.  “The one thing every girl needs to understand is that their peers are struggling with the same issues they are,” says Beck, whose own childhood was pretty traumatic.  “Growing up, I was filled with anxiety, self-doubt and a poor body image, and unfortunately I didn’t have a good support system at home.”  

Beck put on a happy face day after day so no one knew the issues she struggled with, and as many girls do, Debra’s insecurities followed her into adulthood.  “I didn’t learn to love myself until I was in my thirties.”  And, it wasn’t until she had daughters of her own that she realized how she felt growing up wasn’t exclusive to her.  
“After listening to my daughters and their friends talk about how they felt, I realized that all girls are insecure about the same things.  The tween/teen years are a time of growth and can be awkward, yet young girls are inundated with perfect images from the media.  They think they don’t measure up and feel even more awkward.”  

Unfortunately, the only way some girls can feel good about themselves is to make others look or feel inferior.  Girls are all in competition, and the rivalry is so steep, they’ll degrade others just to make themselves look better.  “It becomes a vicious circle.  Girls who suffer from low self-esteem look for the flaws in others, making them feel badly about themselves, too.  The negative feelings spread like wildfire.”
So what can we do to help our daughters escape their tween/teen years unscathed and develop into self-confident, well-adjusted women?  Beck’s best advice is simply, “Talk to them”.  
While this may be difficult during at time when your daughter’s first inclination is to disconnect, it’s important to do.  Keep asking questions.  And when they ask questions, give honest, informative answers.   If you don’t arm them with knowledge, they can’t make an informed decision.  
It’s also important that as a parent, you set a good example.  Don’t compete with anyone or look outside yourself for happiness.  Stress the positive and teach your daughter that all bodies are beautiful and it’s okay to be who you are.  
“Women especially, make comments about how they need to lose weight, or they’re too short or too…something,” says Beck.  “Kids pick up on that and mimic that attitude as they grow up.”  Stress being healthy and fit instead of being thin.  Go for walks together or find some other way to exercise.  It helps your daughter develop a fitness routine and also lets you spend time together. 

Beck’s last piece of advice is “trust your daughter to make a good decision”.  If you’ve given her all the information she needs, trust that she’ll do the right thing in a given situation.  The fact that you’ve given her the tools to make good decisions will empower her, fostering her sense of self.  

