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“Sticks and stones will break my bones, but words will never hurt me” is possibly one of
the most inaccurate playground rhymes of all time. As a clinical psychologist, words said
to us about who we are, how we did, what we look like and so on ARE very important.
The words often hurt us far more than any stick or stone ever could. Building

up strategies to cope with what comes at us from the outside is one thing, but just how
important is what we say to ourselves?

The playground rhyme gained a lot of popularity as a strategy to use when responding
to verbal bullying. Perhaps learning this as a child set us up to devalue just how
important words spoken to us really are. The most important words spoken to us
beyond childhood are those we learn to say to ourselves. This internal dialogue is
referred to as different things. People sometimes call it things like: our internal narrative,
our critic, the story we tell ourselves, our cheerleader, our affirmations, our mantra.
Ultimately, it is all our self-talk. It is very personal; it is mostly very private and for many
people it can create a barrier to achieving or allowing things in our lives.

| want you to imagine a 10-year-old who is trying to improve their swimming skills,
dreaming of heading the Olympics. Now imagine spending even a week with that child,
following them and whispering in their ear “you will never be good enough, you don’t
deserve this, everyone is better than you, you can’t do it, may as well give up now”. Do
you think that might have a negative impact? Of course it would! To have constant
negative critique breaks us down. It alone can rob us of our potential.

The pattern and practice of constant negative self-talk is hugely detrimental, and it is
something that we can absolutely work on. Acknowledging the negative patterns that
exist in the stories we tell ourselves (about ourselves) is the first step to change.
Building awareness of that critical voice and working on slowly developing more helpful,
present focused, practical and (if you can), encouraging self-talk is so very important.
We may not have been lucky enough to receive kind encouraging helpful words
directed at us through our younger years, however we can make choices about how we



work on things as adults. For some people, it will feel like a huge shift, for others
perhaps just some tweaking, but for all, a head full of healthier self-talk is always going
to help.
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What we say to ourselves is very important. Sometimes we need to hear words that
ground us, sometimes encourage us, sometimes words that offer kindness and
compassion and sometimes we need to hear some ‘firm but fair words. Below are
some tips to help you develop a healthier way of speaking to yourself.

1. Daily practice: no matter what skill we are trying to learn or improve, practice is
essential for improvement. If this is a skill you want to learn or improve, the willingness
for daily practice is needed. Try just writing down on a small card or in your phone notes
a few encouragers you would like to hear during your day and then look at it and
practice saying them in your head, or out loud when alone multiple times a day.

2. Essential Features of Self Talk:

e Factual
o Realistic
e Present specific

Having generalized helpful statements is often not very helpful. Imagine you are rock
climbing and your guide down the bottom is no longer able to hold your rope — you
need to hold on until help arrives. If you just repeated over and over “I'm ok, I'm ok, 'm
ok”, although its better than “l am going to fall” it won’t be nearly as helpful as focusing
on some present moment, specific and factual self-talk, for example “I have strong legs,
I've climbed this cliff face before, | will hold on until help arrives”. Something like this on
repeat in your mind is likely to be more helpful than a general statement.

Work on the practice of more effective self-talk daily. Commit to it and it will soon

become your default. Remember, the words you say to yourself matter profoundly -
they can either be your biggest obstacle or your greatest ally.
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