
[1]

PositivePsychology.com  |   Positive Psychology Toolkit

Stacking Personal Standards

Self-acceptance refers to the relationship that individuals have with themselves 
conceptualized as the acceptance of self despite weaknesses or deficiencies. Some 
scholars have added the term “unconditional” to the concept to emphasize the fact that 
self-acceptance is not based on self-evaluation against some standard, but a relational 
stance in which the individual accepts himself at a very fundamental level (Ellis, 1977), 
regardless of whether certain expectations or standards are met.

Self-esteem can be regarded as conditional self-acceptance. The core process underlying 
self-esteem is self-evaluation or self-rating. To achieve or maintain a certain level of self-
esteem, the individual must evaluate his or her worth. The evaluation of one’s worth 
requires a frame of reference, a standard that can be used to determine how worthy one 
is (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001).

Evaluating the self’s worth based on the degree to which certain standards are met has many 
negative consequences for well-being. First, if the individual fails to meet these standards, 
negative emotions, like sadness, anger, and shame, are likely to arise (Crocker, Karpinski, 
Quinn, & Chase, 2003; Crocker, Sommers, & Luhtanen, 2002; Crocker & Wolfe, 2001). 
Moreover, personal standards of self-worth include external factors, such as performance, 
appearance, or social approval, and they have been held responsible for increased hostility, 
defensiveness, reactivity, and problems with the regulation of emotions (Kernis, 2005). In 
this exercise, clients explore personal standards that they use to determine their worth 
and experience the burden of living under these conditions of worth.
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This tool was created by Hugo Alberts (Ph.D.).

Goal

This tool aims to increase clients’ awareness of personal standards and to demonstrate 
how burdensome it can be to live life under such standards.

Exercise

Self-acceptance

15 min
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Advice

 ■ Consider the client’s age and physical strength when stacking books (steps 2 and 3) to 
ensure that he/she is not over-stacked, leading to a potential injury.
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Stacking Personal Standards

Instructions

We live by the rules that we have created for ourselves. For instance, I must look both ways before crossing 
the road; I should be financially stable; I must find the right partner; I should love my work; I have to be the 
best parent; and so on.

It makes sense that we want to have and do more and better things. We’ve been evolutionarily wired to live 
this way (i.e., to secure survival and ensure pro-creation). However, therein lies a problem when our rules 
become prerequisites for being okay with ourselves, like:

 ■ I’m only okay if I look right.
 ■ I’ll be okay once I’m financially comfortable.
 ■ I’m going to be okay when I find the perfect partner.
 ■ I’m okay as soon as I find my dream job or am running my own successful business.
 ■ I’ll know that I had been a great parent after my kids have their Ivy League university degrees.

If, once, when, as soon as, and after. All these words point to the conditional relationship we have with 
ourselves. The standards we hold ourselves to be okay with ourselves and to accept ourselves.

However, these standards can become problematic if they lead to constant subordination of the present 
moment for an idealized future. The reason for this is that life only takes place in the present moment. Even 
memorizing the past or visualizing the future takes place in the present moment. Therefore, quite literally, if 
you don’t appreciate yourself (in the here and) now, you will never appreciate yourself.

Furthermore, anxiety is almost always about the past or about the future, not about the present moment 
itself. Thus, it makes sense that the more time one spends in the present moment, the less anxiety one will 
experience.

Becoming aware of one’s standards and relating differently to them (i.e., being okay with the self) makes it 
easy to spend more time in the present moment, because there is less to be anxious about.

This exercise involves identifying personal standards. It can also serve as the first step in relating differently 
to the standards a client has for being okay with himself in the present moment.
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Step 1: Identify a goal

Ask the client to reflect on the standards (or rules) he/she needs to comply with to feel “okay” or “enough.” 
Examples of standards include: having the perfect figure, excelling at work, making a certain amount of 
money by a certain age, owning a house and/or a flash car, having the perfect marriage, being the best 
parent, and being the perfect son/daughter. Come up with as many standards as possible, and write them 
in the space below:

Step 2: Stack books onto client

Ask your client to hold out his/her arms, and one by one, place a book into their arms for every standard 
identified in step 1. As you stack each book onto the client’s arms, ask the client to state each standard out 
loud, for example, “I must have the perfect body!”

Continue stacking books as per each standard in this way, until the client is holding a large pile of books (one 
for every personal standard).

Step 3: Hold and reflect

Have the client stand with his pile of books in arms for a few minutes. Explain that this stack of books 
represents the standards the client holds throughout his/her life. As the client stands here, ask him/her to 
reflect on the following:

 ■ What does it feel like to hold these standards?
 ■ Do they weigh the client down?
 ■ Do they make life easier or more difficult?
 ■ What do they add to the client’s life?

Explain to the client that while it is OK to carry around the stack of books for a time (i.e., to mindfully 
hold oneself to high standards), if he/she were to carry them around all day unawares, they would become 
burdensome, heavy, and begin to dictate his/her life by getting in the way of things he/she may want to do.
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