STEP FOUR - WORKED EXAMPLES: FEARS BIGBOOK.IT/STEP-4/

Fear Example: Worthless

Appearsin #2, #9, #10, #11 | Areas: Self-Esteem, Security, Ambition

References: Common Fears | Fear Inventory - Drill-Down | Fear Inventory - 4-Column | 4-

Column Expanded

This is the fear beneath many other fears - the root conclusion. Not good enough is about
performance. Unwanted is about belonging. Worthless is about being. It says: there is
nothing of value here. Not “I failed” but “I have no worth.” Not “they don’t want me” but

“there is nothing to want.”

It appears alongside the principle resentments - “God Does Not Care About Me,” “Not
Fulfilled Without a Relationship,” “I Am Unloveable” - because worthlessness is a belief

about the self, not a reaction to a specific person.

From Column 3: “I need others to see my value as a person to be okay.” - the security

statement. If no one sees my value, maybe there’s no value to see.

Drill-Down: Why Do I Have This Fear?

(a) I Fear being... (b) Why? (c) Why? (d) Why? (e) Why?  (f) Why?  (g) Why? (h) Why?
worthless unwanted alone emotional pain  using dying unknown  no God
worthless disposable atene

worthless hopeless aying

worthless can’t befixed hepetess

worthless -> unwanted -> alone -> emotional pain -> using -> dying -> unknown -> no God -

> self-reliance fails me
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Most fears drill down to worthless before continuing. Not good enough drills to worthless.
Not valued drills to worthless. Unloved drills to worthless. Disposable drills to worthless. It
is the deepest identity-level fear - the last conclusion about the self before the chain

crosses into the existential fears: alone, pain, using, dying, no God.

That makes worthless unusual. It is often the end of a drill-down chain rather than the
beginning. Other fears arrive here. When you trace “not good enough” far enough, you
land on worthless. When you trace “unwanted” far enough, you land on worthless. When
you trace “not valued” far enough, you land on worthless. It sits at the bottom of the
identity fears, the place where every surface-level inadequacy bottoms out into a single

belief: there is nothing here of value.

From worthless, the chain continues into the existential sequence - unwanted, alone,
emotional pain, using, dying, unknown, no God - but worthless itself is the hinge. It is
where “what I do” becomes “what I am.” Everything above it is about performance.

Everything below it is about existence. Worthless is the door between the two.

4-Column - Brief

1. Fear of: Being worthless - having no intrinsic value, no reason to exist. Not failing at

something specific, but being fundamentally without merit.

2. Why: Self-condemnation, shame, dishonesty, pride (inverted - “I'm the worst”), self-pity,
comparison, self-centeredness. I have confused my worth with my usefulness. When I can't

produce, perform, or please, I conclude I have no value.

3. Self-Reliance: I try to manufacture worth through achievement, service, or sacrifice -
but the feeling of worthlessness returns the moment the performance stops. I compare
myself to everyone. I reject compliments. I replay failures as evidence. I isolate because I

believe I have nothing to offer.

4. Better Way: “Most of us find that we were neither as terrible, nor as wonderful, as we
supposed.” (NA Step Four). Worth is not earned. It is given by God. “None of us is perfectly
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good or perfectly bad. We are people who have assets and liabilities. Most importantly, we

are human.” (NA Step Seven).

4-Column - Medium

1. Fear of: Being Worthless

Not failing at a specific task but being fundamentally without value. #2 Mrs. Jones: “I need
others to see my value as a person to be okay” - the security statement that names the fear
directly. #9 God Does Not Care About Me: “Worthless” appears under Ambition alongside
“No rights, Never heal, Unloveable.” #10 Not Fulfilled Without a Relationship: “Invisible,
Disregarded, Worthless, Boring” - worthless is grouped with fears of not mattering at all.
#11 I Am Unloveable: “Broken, Disposable, Worthless” - three words for the same belief:

there is nothing here worth keeping.

9

The inflated Column 3 statements - “I am desirable,” “I am important. I matter! I am
loved,” “I'm worth caring for and protecting. I am valuable” - are all attempts to paper over
the same hole. The louder the claim, the deeper the fear.

2. Why

Character defects: Self-condemnation, shame, self-pity, dishonesty, pride (inverted),

comparison, envy, self-centeredness, insecurity, guilt, perfectionism, negative thinking.
SDSF breakdown:

e Selfish: I am consumed with self-evaluation to the point where I cannot see anyone
else. “Am I worth anything?” runs on a loop. Every interaction becomes a referendum

on my value. This sounds like humility. It is not. It is self-obsession with a negative sign.

¢ Dishonest: I deny every piece of evidence that contradicts the belief. Compliments are
deflected. Accomplishments are minimized. The good I've done is erased by the voice
that says none of it counts. I am dishonest about what God made - because God made

me, and calling His work worthless is a lie about Him.
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e Self-seeking: I seek proof of worth the way an addict seeks a fix - desperately,
temporarily, never enough. I fish for reassurance. I perform for approval. And when
I get it, I dismiss it. The reassurance doesn’t stick because I've already decided

the verdict.

e Fearful: I am afraid that the voice is right. That underneath the performance, the
service, the effort - there is nothing. That if everyone saw the truth, they’d agree: there
is nothing here worth keeping.

Areas of self affected:

e Self-esteem: “I am nothing.” This is the core. Every inflated self-esteem statement in the
resentment examples - “I am important,” “I am desirable,” “I am valuable” - is written
against the terror that the opposite is true. Worthlessness is the uninflated version of

every Column 3 self-esteem entry in examples 9, 10, and 11.

e Security: “I need to prove my value to survive.” #2 Mrs. Jones: “I need others to see my
value as a person to be okay.” If my worth depends on others’ perception, then their
opinion becomes my oxygen. Without external validation, I feel unsafe - not
psychologically, but existentially.

e Ambition: “I want to matter but I believe I can’t.” The ambition entries in #9 (“I want to
believe there is a God who loves and cares for me”) and #10 (“I want to be loved,
pursued, adored - Wanted”) are not ambitions in the career sense. They are the

ambition to have worth. The deepest want: to matter.

Self-Fulfilling Cycle

I feel worthless, so I don't try. I don’t try, so I don’t contribute. I don’t contribute, so I
receive no validation. I receive no validation, and the voice says: “See? I'm worthless.” The
cycle is airtight. It manufactures its own evidence. Every morning I wake up already
convicted, and I spend the day gathering proof to support a verdict that was handed down
before I opened my eyes.

Or the other version: I try desperately - overachieve, overserve, overperform - and the
moment the performance stops, the worthlessness floods back. The achievement didn’t
touch the belief. It just covered it temporarily, the way a drug covers pain. When the effect

wears off, the pain is still there, often worse.
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Behavioral Patterns

e Withdrawing from people because “I have nothing to offer”

¢ Rejecting compliments before they can land - “They don’t really mean it”
e Replaying every mistake and failure as evidence for the prosecution

e Comparing my worst to everyone else’s best

e Not trying because failure would confirm the belief

e Overperforming to manufacture worth, then crashing when it isn't enough
e Saying “I'm fine” when I am drowning

¢ Apologizing for existing - for taking up space, for having needs, for being here

Better Way

“Most of us find that we were neither as terrible, nor as wonderful, as we supposed. We are

surprised to find that we have good points in our inventory.” (NA, Step Four)

“None of us is perfectly good or perfectly bad. We are people who have assets and liabilities.
Most importantly, we are human.” (NA, Step Seven)

“We are not saints. The point is, that we are willing to grow along spiritual lines.” (+ BB p.60)

God’s measure of worth is not performance. It is not usefulness. It is not what others think
of you. The Big Book does not say “become valuable enough to deserve recovery.” It says
grow along spiritual lines. It says be willing. And willingness does not require worth - it

requires breath. If you are breathing, you are eligible. That is the only standard.

The NA Step Seven passage is the direct antidote: “None of us is perfectly good or perfectly
bad.” The worthlessness belief operates in black and white - either I have value or I don't.
Step Seven says: you are human. Humans have assets and liabilities. The verdict is not

“worthless” or “worthy.” The verdict is “human.” And being human is enough.

Prayer: “God, remove my belief that I am worthless. I did not make myself - You did. Help
me see that calling Your creation worthless is a lie about You, not a truth about me. When
the voice says there is nothing here of value, remind me that You don’t make junk. Teach

me that worth is not something I earn through performance or sacrifice - it is something
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You gave me before I drew my first breath. Let me receive it. Let me rest in it. Let me stop

trying to prove what You already decided. Amen.”

Cross-references: This fear appears as a Self-Esteem, Security, or Ambition entry in four
resentment examples. In #2 Mrs. Jones, it appears as the Security fear: “not valued,
worthless.” In #9, #10, and #11, it appears in the principle inventories - resentments
against ideas rather than people - because worthlessness is not about what someone did to
me. It is about what I concluded about myself. See #2 Mrs. Jones, #9 God Does Not Care
About Me, #10 Not Fulfilled Without a Relationship, #11 I Am Unloveable. See also

Fear Example: Not Good Enough - the performance-level fear that often drills down

to worthless.

4-Column - Expanded

Why - Expanded

Character defects: Self-condemnation, shame, self-pity, dishonesty (denying evidence of
worth), pride (inverted - “I'm the worst”), comparison/envy, self-centeredness (obsessed
with self-evaluation), insecurity, guilt, perfectionism, negative thinking, diffidence, lack of

faith, self-delusion.

¢ Self-condemnation: The defining defect. I have become my own judge, jury, and
executioner. The verdict was decided long ago - “worthless” - and every day I gather
evidence to support it. I replay failures. I dismiss successes. I build the prosecution’s

case with every waking hour and never call a witness for the defense.

e Shame: Not guilt. Guilt says “I did something bad.” Shame says “I am bad.”
Worthlessness is shame in its most concentrated form. It is not about a specific act or
failure. It is about the self. The whole self. Shame says: the problem is not what I did -
the problem is what I am.

o Self-pity: “Why was I made this way? Why can’t I be like them? Why do I have to feel
this?” The self-pity keeps me focused on the unfairness of having no worth, which

prevents me from examining whether the belief is true.
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e Dishonesty: I lie about what God made. God made me, and I call His work worthless.
That is a statement about God, not about me. I also lie by denying every piece
of counter-evidence. Ten people affirm me - I remember the one who didn’t. A
hundred things go right - I fixate on the one that went wrong. This is not honesty. It is
selective prosecution.

e Pride (inverted): “I'm not good enough” sounds modest. “I'm worthless” sounds even
more modest. Neither is. Both are self-obsession. “I am the worst” is the same structure
as “I am the best” - the subject is still “I.” Real humility is not thinking less of yourself. It

is thinking of yourself less.

e Comparison/envy: I measure myself against everyone and always come up short. I
compare my insides to their outsides. I see their confidence and assume it is real. I see
their success and assume it comes from worth I don’t have. I never consider that they
might be doing the exact same thing.

o Self-centeredness: I cannot see your needs because I am too busy measuring my own
value. Every room I enter, the question is “Do they think I'm worth anything?” not “How
can I be useful?” The self-centeredness disguises itself as low self-esteem, but the
mechanism is identical: everything is about me.

¢ Insecurity: The foundation. I do not believe I am OK as I am. Every action, every
conversation, every silence is filtered through the question: “Does this prove
I'm worthless?”

e Guilt: I carry guilt for specific things I have done, and instead of processing the guilt

through Steps 4-9, I convert it into a global verdict: “I did bad things, therefore Iam a
bad thing.” The guilt calcifies into identity.

e Perfectionism: If I could just do everything perfectly, maybe the worthlessness would
stop. But the standard keeps moving. And perfectionism was never about quality - it
was about control. If I can control the output, maybe I can control the verdict.

e Negative thinking: The lens through which everything is interpreted. A good day is “the
exception.” A compliment is “they don’t really know me.” A success is “I got lucky.” The

negative filter operates before conscious thought - it is the default setting, not a choice.
Cognitive distortions at work:

e Mislabelling: “I am worthless” - not “I feel worthless.” The distortion turns a feeling into

an identity. A bad day becomes “I am bad.” A failure becomes “I am a failure.”
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Worthlessness is the ultimate mislabel: it takes the experience of falling short and

converts it into a permanent condition of being.

¢ Filtering out the positive: Dismissing all evidence of worth. Every compliment, every
achievement, every act of kindness I've done is filtered out. The only data that counts is
the data that supports the verdict. This is not a fair trial. It is a show trial where the

outcome was decided before the evidence was presented.

e Splitting: “People are either valuable or worthless. I'm worthless.” There is no middle
ground. No room for a complicated human being who has both strengths and
weaknesses. The splitting eliminates the vast middle territory where most of life

actually happens - the territory where someone can be imperfect and still have worth.

e Personalisation: “Everything bad that happens is because I'm worthless.” The
relationship failed - because I'm worthless. The project didn't work — because I'm
worthless. Someone is in a bad mood - because I'm worthless and they can see it. I take
responsibility for things that have nothing to do with me and use them as evidence

against myself.

e Catastrophising: “If I have no value, my life has no purpose. If my life has no purpose,
there is no reason to be here.” The catastrophe is not a specific failure - it is existential.
Worthlessness, taken to its logical conclusion, questions the point of existence itself.
This is why it is the most dangerous fear in the inventory.

e Emotional reasoning: “I feel worthless, so I must be worthless.” The feeling is treated as
evidence. The intensity of the emotion is mistaken for the accuracy of the belief.
Because the feeling is so deep and so persistent, it must be true. But feelings are not
facts. A feeling that has been repeated for decades is not more true than a feeling that

appeared yesterday. It is just more practiced.
Areas of self affected:

o Self-esteem: The central battleground. #11 I Am Unloveable: “I am important. I matter!
I am loved” - the inflated version - against the deflated: “Broken, Disposable,
Worthless.” #9 God Does Not Care About Me: “I'm worth caring for and protecting. I am
valuable” - the claim - against the fear: “Powerless, No control, Never be safe.” In every
case, the Column 3 self-esteem statement is an act of inflation against the deflation of

worthlessness. The louder I declare my value, the more terrified I am that I have none.
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e Security: #2 Mrs. Jones: “I need others to see my value as a person to be okay.” This is
the security statement that names the fear. My sense of safety depends on external
validation of my worth. Without it, I feel existentially threatened - not just sad, but
unsafe. The security need makes worthlessness a survival issue: if I have no value, no

one will care for me, and I will not survive.

e Ambition: #9: “I want to believe there is a God who loves and cares for me” - the
ambition is not for achievement but for worth itself. #10: “I want to be loved, pursued,
adored - Wanted.” The ambition entries reveal that what I want most is not success,

money, or status. What I want most is to matter. And I believe I can’t.
Psychology:

Brene Brown’s research draws the critical distinction between guilt and shame. Guilt says
“I did something bad.” Shame says “I am bad.” Worthlessness is shame at its most
concentrated - not a reaction to a specific event but a global conclusion about the self.
Brown writes: “Shame is the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we
are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and belonging.” Worthlessness takes that one
step further: not just unworthy of love and belonging, but unworthy of existence. Brown’s
research shows that shame thrives in secrecy, silence, and judgment - the exact conditions
of active addiction and isolation. The antidote is what she calls “shame resilience”:
speaking the shame aloud to someone who responds with empathy. This is why the Fifth

Step works. Shame cannot survive being spoken honestly to another human being.

In cognitive behavioral therapy, worthlessness maps to what Aaron Beck called a “core
belief” - the deepest level of cognitive structure. Core beliefs are formed early in life,
often before language, and they operate below conscious awareness. They are not
thoughts you think - they are the lens through which all thoughts are filtered. Beck
distinguished three levels of cognition: automatic thoughts (“I messed up”), intermediate
beliefs (“If I mess up, people will reject me”), and core beliefs (“I am worthless”). Core
beliefs are the most resistant to change because they feel like facts, not opinions. A person
with the core belief “I am worthless” does not experience it as a belief at all - they
experience it as reality. Every piece of counter-evidence is filtered, dismissed, or
reinterpreted to fit the belief. This is why rational argument rarely touches worthlessness.
You cannot talk someone out of a core belief with logic, because the belief operates below

the level where logic lives. What can reach it: repeated corrective experiences (being
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genuinely seen and accepted), and spiritual awakening (discovering that worth comes

from God, not from the self).

Research on self-worth contingency (Crocker & Wolfe, 2001) demonstrates that when self-
worth is contingent on external domains - appearance, others’ approval, academic or
professional achievement, competition - every failure in those domains triggers the
worthlessness belief. People whose self-worth depends on approval crash when criticized.
People whose self-worth depends on achievement crash when they fail. The domains are
different; the mechanism is the same. The solution, according to this research, is not to
succeed more in the contingent domains - that just tightens the trap. The solution is to
develop a basis for self-worth that is not contingent on external outcomes. In recovery

terms: to find worth in God rather than in performance.

Self-Reliance - Expanded

The self-fulfilling cycle: I feel worthless, so I withdraw. I withdraw because I believe I have
nothing to offer. No one calls, no one reaches out - and even when they do, I don’t believe
they really want me there. The isolation provides more evidence: “See? No one cares. No

one noticed I was gone.” The evidence feeds the belief. The belief drives more withdrawal.

Or I swing to the other extreme: I perform. I overachieve, overserve, overcommit. I make
myself indispensable - not because I enjoy the work, but because being useful is the only
way to justify my existence. When the performance is acknowledged, the feeling of worth
lasts ten seconds before the doubt returns. When the performance is not acknowledged,
the worthlessness crashes back with full force, and I have new evidence: “I gave

everything and it wasn’'t enough. Because I'm not enough.”

The cruelest part of the cycle is that it operates in both directions simultaneously. The
person who withdraws and the person who overperforms are running from the same
belief. Both are trying to manage worthlessness through self-reliance - one by hiding from
the verdict, the other by trying to overturn it through effort. Neither works. The belief was
not created by a lack of effort, and it cannot be undone by more effort. It was created by a
conclusion about the self, and only a new conclusion - from a source outside the self - can

replace it.
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SDSF breakdown:

e Selfish: I am consumed with the question of my own value. I cannot be present for you
because I am too busy evaluating me. Every conversation is a mirror: “What did they
think of me? Did I contribute anything? Was I worth their time?” I turn your needs, your
pain, your celebration into data about my worth. A friend shares good news and I feel
smaller. A friend shares bad news and I make it about me. The selfishness wears the

mask of low self-worth, but the mechanism is pure self-obsession.

¢ Dishonest: I am dishonest about who I am. I deny my strengths. I dismiss my
contributions. I erase the evidence of worth that God has placed in my life. I also
present false versions of myself - either performing to earn approval or shrinking
to avoid attention. Neither version is honest. The honest version - a complicated,
imperfect, frightened human being who has both value and flaws - is the one I refuse

to show.

o Self-seeking: I seek proof of worth from everyone, everywhere, all the time. I fish for
compliments. I steer conversations toward reassurance. I tell self-deprecating stories
hoping you’ll contradict them. And when you do contradict them, I don’t believe you.
The seeking is insatiable because no external source can fill an internal void. I am

asking the world to give me something that only God can give.

e Fearful: I am afraid that the belief is true. That there really is nothing here. That the
people who left were right. That the voice in my head at 3 AM - the one that says “you
are nothing” - is the only honest voice I have. And underneath that: I am afraid that

even God agrees. That He looks at me and sees what I see.

Better Way - Expanded

“Most of us find that we were neither as terrible, nor as wonderful, as we supposed. We are

surprised to find that we have good points in our inventory.” (NA, Step Four)

“None of us is perfectly good or perfectly bad. We are people who have assets and liabilities.
Most importantly, we are human.” (NA, Step Seven)
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“We are not saints. The point is, that we are willing to grow along spiritual lines. We claim

spiritual progress rather than spiritual perfection.” (e BB p.60)

“The growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not
so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who lived
faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.” (George Eliot, quoted in Step 04 21)

The theological dimension: Imago Dei. Genesis says that God made human beings in His
own image. Not the successful ones. Not the productive ones. Not the ones who earned it.
All of them. Every one. The Imago Dei - the image of God - is not something you achieve. It
is something you carry by virtue of being alive. Worth is not contingent on performance,
utility, or others’ opinions. It is inherent. It was given before you drew your first breath,
before you failed at anything, before anyone had an opinion about you. God didn’t make
junk. He made you, on purpose, and He called it good. The worthlessness belief is not just
wrong - it is a theological error. It says that God’s creation has no value. It says the

Craftsman made something without merit. It calls God a liar.

The actor analogy. The Big Book’s actor analogy (e BB p.61-62) describes us as actors who
have mistaken ourselves for the characters we play. When I believe I am the employee, the
friend, the husband, the parent - then the character’s failure becomes my failure, and the
character’s worth becomes my worth. A bad performance review means I am worthless. A
failed relationship means I have no value.

But if I am the actor - a spirit playing a role that God assigned - then the actor has worth
regardless of the role’s outcome. The spirit playing the role is loved by the Playwright.
Hamlet’s fate does not determine the actor’s fate. The actor walks off the stage, alive and
well, regardless of whether Hamlet lived or died. Worth comes from the Playwright, not
from the play. And the Playwright does not cast worthless actors. He cast you because He
wanted you in the role.

“We are in the world to play the role He assigns. Just to the extent that we do as we think He
would have us, and humbly rely on Him, does He enable us to match calamity with serenity.” (
+ BBp.68)
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George Eliot wrote: “The growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts;
and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the
number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.” Worthlessness says:
“I have nothing to offer. My life doesn’t matter.” George Eliot says: the world is better
because of people whose names no one remembers, whose acts no one recorded, whose
lives were hidden and faithful and small. You do not have to be remarkable to have worth.
You do not have to be noticed to matter. The hidden life, lived faithfully, is what holds the

world together. That is worth. Not fame. Not achievement. Not applause. Faithfulness.

Prayer: “God, remove my belief that I am worthless. You made me in Your image and You
called it good. I have spent years building a case against Your creation, gathering evidence
that Your work has no value - and I was wrong. Help me see myself as You see me: not
perfect, not terrible, but Yours. When the voice says there is nothing here, let me hear
Your voice instead: ‘I made you. I wanted you. You are Mine. Teach me that worth is not
something I earn. It is something I received the moment You gave me life. Let me stop

trying to prove what You already settled. Let me rest in it. Let me live from it. Amen.”
Practical actions:

1. Do one act of service today. Nothing cures self-obsession faster than helping someone
else. The feeling of worthlessness thrives when I am focused on myself. Service turns
the lens outward. It does not matter how small the act is. It matters that I did it. Get out
of your head and into someone else’s need.

2. Interrupt the “I'm worthless” voice with “God didn’t make junk.” You don’'t have to
believe it yet. You just have to say it. Every time the voice starts its case, interrupt it
with that one sentence. Repeat until the voice quiets. This is not positive thinking. It is a
theological fact stated against a theological lie.

3. Write 10 things you're good at, and ask someone to add to the list. Ask your sponsor, a
friend, someone in the fellowship. Let yourself be surprised. If you can’t write 10, write
5. If you can’t write 5, write 1. Start somewhere. The worthlessness belief says there is

nothing. The list says otherwise. Let the evidence speak.

4. Stop comparing. When you catch yourself measuring against someone else, pray: “God,
bless them and bless me. We’re both exactly where You need us.” Comparison is the

rigged game worthlessness plays - you are always comparing your worst to their best,

Fear Example: Worthless 13 of 14



your insides to their outsides, your behind-the-scenes to their highlight reel. It is
dishonest, and it feeds the belief.

5. Practice saying “I don’t know” without shame. Being a beginner is not a deficiency - it
is courage. The willingness to be bad at something, to not have the answer, to stand in a
room and say “I don’t know” without apologizing - that is worth. Not knowing is not

worthlessness. It is honesty. And honesty, in recovery, is the foundation of everything.

Sources: Alcoholics Anonymous (“Big Book”) pp.60-68; Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, Steps
4 & 7; Narcotics Anonymous Basic Text, Chapters 3-5; Step 04 Fear Solution guide (Step 04 21);
Brene Brown, Daring Greatly (shame and vulnerability research); Aaron Beck, Cognitive Therapy
(core beliefs); Crocker & Wolfe, “Contingencies of Self-Worth” (Psychological Review, 2001);
George Eliot, Middlemarch; CBT cognitive distortions research

From the BigBook Awakening Step Four guide at bigbook.it/step-4/-a page of the guide, not the workbook itself: the workbook's own
pages are linked from “Originals & sources.” - source examples/fear-worthless.md
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