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THE 50 SECRETS OF SELF-CONFIDENCE


The confidence to do whatever you want to do


Richard Nugent




To Sam and Will. Always be confident.
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INTRODUCTION


The importance of a book like this was captured perfectly for me by one of the contributors to it, a highly rated senior executive in one of the country’s largest organizations. As a footnote to his fantastic and insightful chapter that will help others to be more confident, he added, ‘It’s ironic that I am doing this because I don’t really feel confident’.


For most people confidence is context specific. We feel confident in some environments, with some people and in some situations but experience a complete lack of it in others. This book has been written to reverse that experience. You have the capacity to experience confidence in any situation and at any time. This book provides 50 techniques to help trigger and develop your natural confidence.


Confidence not arrogance


I have included a chapter which deals specifically with how to develop true deep confidence rather than a superficial surface version of it. It is crucial to differentiate between confidence and arrogance. It is impossible to be too confident. As you will see in the pages ahead, true confidence is humble; it helps you to share the limelight with others and is at times vulnerable. I often consider the most confident people to be those who feel comfortable with not feeling confident in a particular situation. Once you cross the line into self-importance, self-indulgence and ego-driven thinking and behaviour you have stepped out of confidence. The proper application of the techniques in this book is unlikely to lead to arrogance, but if you happen to stray across that line then take a swift step back as arrogance damages confidence.


My journey


One of the barriers to some people accessing their confidence is that they think other people can do it because of circumstance, education or even genetics. Because of this I want to be clear that I haven’t always been an expert on confidence. I faced the same challenges with weight, bad skin and failed fledgling romances as most adolescents. I got my first job as a business trainer in my early twenties and while my career was fairly successful, moments of confidence were at a premium. Even my early days as a consultant were a rollercoaster of confidence-related emotions. Only in my early thirties when I discovered the fundamental secret of confidence did these peaks and troughs even out. I hope this book provides you with the same certainty that your confidence is in your hands.


How to get the most from this book


For most people this will be more of a selection box than a formal meal. Each chapter has been created so that anyone can learn from it, but undoubtedly some chapters will be more important or compelling to you. Read these first.


Remember that the whole concept of this book is to provide techniques that you can experiment with. Reading without action may lead to an unconscious increase in the amount of time you feel truly confident. By choosing a technique or two at a time and using them, I am confident that your confidence will grow significantly no matter what your starting point is!


While you will prioritize the order in which you read the chapters, I would encourage you to read the whole book. Each chapter contains valuable insights – even if you don’t think the chapter title applies to you right now. For example, the chapter ‘What comedy teaches you about confidence’ contains some fantastic advice on how to trigger day-to-day confidence for those with no desire to tread the comedy boards.


Repetition is good


Some concepts and techniques will be repeated in various places through the book. This is completely intended. Repetition is the mother of all skill. Mastery relies at least in part on replicating good habits. If you notice a specific point is recurrent, perhaps it one that you need to learn most.
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THE FUNDAMENTAL SECRET OF CONFIDENCE










Confidence is contagious. So is lack of confidence.


Vince Lombardi


If you have bought this book, the chances are that you want more confidence in certain areas of your life. In my work over the last decade I have encountered tens of thousands of people, and confidence is one of the most common development areas. I have been fortunate enough to work with professional footballers and athletes, CEOs and executives from some of the biggest and best-known brands in the world, and many, despite their apparent success, still feel they lack confidence.


By applying the tools, techniques and principles you will read on the following pages, you will have all the confidence you could ever need in any situation. You will be able to share these strategies with colleagues and clients, friends and family and, best of all, be able to trigger instant confidence whenever you need it.


You can choose to use the book in two ways: you can read it from cover to cover, applying the frameworks that are most appropriate for you; or you can use the index to guide you and use it as a toolkit to develop the areas that you feel are most important.


Whichever approach you take, the most important thing is to experiment and practise the concepts that you read. Any change comes from habit and learning it occurs through action.


Each of the secrets in this book are valuable in their own right, but all are built on the foundation of a fundamental understanding of what confidence is. Most people are brought up believing that confidence is something that they have or don’t have. This is not the case; we all have it and can trigger it in an instant.


Confidence is not something you have or don’t have; it’s something that you do or don’t do.


REALIZE THAT IT’S NOT OUTSIDE, IT’S INSIDE


Somewhere back in time someone created some particularly unhelpful language about confidence. We talk about confidence as if it is something that sits outside of us and that we get. We don’t say, ‘If only I could get more happy’, yet we use that language about confidence. This leads to the misperception that we can only have confidence when a specific set of circumstances occur or when we have achieved certain things. We think that we will be confident when we are an expert in something or when we have lost a certain amount of weight, when we have achieved a promotion or gained a qualification. None of this is true.


Confidence is an emotional state. It is something that we feel sometimes and don’t feel at other times. The various chapters outline the numerous ways in which we can feel this state more often, but it is really important to understand these strategies are triggers for the physical, mental and emotional state that we recognize as confidence.


UNDERSTANDING STATES


How long do you think states last? You might think that feelings take time to change. In fact, most emotional states last somewhere between 20 seconds and two minutes. All states are a result of an electrochemical reaction in the brain. These reactions are triggered by a combination of what you are thinking about, what you are doing with your body and your perception of the world around you.


States can be triggered in an instant and changed again in another and the great news is that you are completely in charge of your state at any time. We do, however, have certain states that we hang around in more of the time. I am sure that you can picture someone now who has a default state of miserable. They only seem to notice the negative in their world, they will always focus on what is bad or what could go wrong. They will answer a simple ‘How are you?’ with a low-energy, ‘Oh surviving … just’. These masters of misery will even have a specific posture and way of walking that radiates gloom. It is a state that they can access easily and do so regularly.


Now think of someone who seems to be in a consistently confident state. Think about how they see the world, what do they notice most in situations and who do they surround themselves with? What kind of language do you hear them using most? Now picture them walking across a room or sitting in a meeting. I bet that their physiology is significantly different from our melancholy friend from the first example.


When you remember that confidence is a feeling we get as a result of what we think, do and say, it is easy to see how people who understand this can be confident in any situation and find it easier and easier to get into that state.


FINDING YOUR STATE OF CONFIDENCE


Everyone is confident in some area of his or her life. If you have a job, can drive, have a family, play sport, are part of a club, or if you have ever done anything well – you know how to ‘do’ confidence. The secret is to know what your confidence looks, sounds and feels like and then replicate it in areas where you don’t do confidence as easily.


Try this experiment. Think back to a time when you felt at your most confident best. It can be in any situation. Recall it as if you were there again now. See what you saw at that time, notice what is happening around you. It is important to be in the memory rather than watching it from outside. Keep focusing on the memory and notice the kinds of things you were thinking; if you were speaking remember the words that you were using and how you were saying them. Now, as you remember this time from the past when you were at your most confident best, focus on how you were standing or moving and, most importantly, how you were feeling. Notice where the confident feelings were in your body and how those feelings moved.


Now notice that, even though you were just accessing a memory, you are feeling some of that feeling right now. This is a taste of your confidence.


The brain is an amazing piece of kit that we are gaining a greater understanding of than ever before but the one thing that it doesn’t do well is differentiate between what is real and what is strongly imagined. We will explore much more of the implications and uses of this inability in other chapters; however, the most important consequence of this in relation to confidence is that when we imagine ourselves as confident the brain releases the same chemicals around the body as when we really do feel confident. As you will see in future chapters the debate about ‘we fake confidence’ has no practical value.






	Putting it all together





	Confidence is a feeling that we get as a result of what we think, what we do with our body and how we perceive the world around us. These combine to create a neurological and biological response in the body. When the right mix of chemicals has the right receptors in the body we feel confident. This means that confidence can be triggered by us at any time regardless of situation, experience or external factors.





	States are completely transient, changing moment by moment. We can influence these changes through our thinking, our physiology and our language. We can create structures and habits that ensure that confidence is a state that we default to. The more time you spend in any state the easier it is to re-access this state. It is important to remember that lack of confidence, fear and doubt are states that can become habit too.





	You already are confident in many areas of your life even if you don’t realize it. Noticing what confidence looks, sounds and feels like for you and then replicating this in other situations is a great way to build your confidence habit. This is especially useful because the brain processes reality, imagination and memory in the same way. If you imagine or remember confidence it will trigger it in the present.





	These core principles and practices underpin the practical secrets that are shared in the rest of the book. Without this understanding of what confidence is and how it is created it would be much more difficult to apply the techniques presented here. Now that you have this understanding triggering your confidence will be easier than ever before.
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THE MYTH OF FEAR










You can’t make decisions based on fear and the possibility of what might happen.


Michelle Obama


If confidence is a state then what is fear? When people define it they usually refer back to times in the past when they experienced fear, but they don’t define what it actually is. Fear is a feeling, or we would label it a state. As with any other emotional state it is triggered by a combination of what you do with your body, the words and phrases that you use and, importantly, the thoughts that you concentrate most on.


We believe that we get afraid because of other people or because of certain situations but this is not the case. Our fear is triggered because of what we think about certain situations or people.


Take phobias as an example. My younger brother has a phobia of clowns. Even seeing a picture of a clown will trigger an almost overwhelming sense of fear and the physiological reactions that come with it including increased heart rate, body temperature and instant perspiring. If you asked him why he is so afraid of clowns he would tell you it was because they are weird looking and scary and he just is. There was an instant when James was a very small child that he saw a clown at a party and was frightened by it. He can’t actually remember that event, so it isn’t the memory of the clown that triggers fear. He has a connection in his brain that he is scared of clowns. His fear is a result of a thought he has, not an external event.


It is worth remembering that these kinds of thoughts seem real. Because of this the feelings of fear that we experience feel very real. Highly confident people have a way of experiencing this fear and moving on from it quickly and by using the techniques in the rest of this chapter you can too.


LEARN HOW YOU TRIGGER YOUR FEAR


The first step in escaping fear is to be clear about how you create it. In order to create the state of fear you must be imagining whatever you are thinking about going badly. For example, if you are feeling fear about a presentation you are going to do, you must be imagining this presentation going badly. It is this negative future thinking that triggers the sense of fear. Even in what appears to be a live situation it is your thinking about what is going to happen that triggers fear. If someone walks towards you in a way that you consider to be threatening, it is not their walk that creates alarm, it is what you are imagining is going to happen next that triggers those feelings. Next time you feel a sense of fear, spend a moment noticing what specifically you are thinking about. I guarantee you are imagining a situation going badly. The more vividly you are running the mental DVD through your head, the stronger your fear reaction will be. Similarly the more times you repeat these pictures and sounds in your mind, the more real they will become and so will your sense of fear.


TAKE THE ANTIDOTE


It is worth understanding at this stage that it is impossible to feel fear in the moment. Let’s take the example of someone walking towards you in a threatening way. I hope this never happens to you, but if it did your fear is likely to be the result of you thinking that you are going to be attacked. However, if the worst happened you would not be feeling fear – or at least not of being attacked. You may be feeling fear about what is going to happen next – again this is future thinking.


In less extreme circumstances, such as work and social situations, the understanding that fear can’t be felt in the moment is vital in providing an antidote. For example, when mentally rehearsing your presentation, if you notice the state of fear building, stop and consciously rewind the movie that has been running in your head. Now play it through your head in full sounds and colour again but with every element of the situation going brilliantly. You will notice the sense of fear fall away.


It is impossible to feel a real sense of fear while imagining any future situation going well or positively. Positive future mental rehearsal of any situation provides the antidote to fear in any situation.


USE FEAR WHEN IT IS USEFUL


Fear is a survival instinct. It is not useful to reverse every sense of fear we experience. A friend worked closely with a top security consultant in Hollywood. This personal safety expert suggested that when the rich and famous suffered personal harm it was almost always because they had ignored some warning signs that they were at risk or putting themselves in a dangerous situation.


Highly confident people don’t ignore fear, but they do have a natural way of understanding when fear is rational, and when it is irrational and getting in the way of what they want to achieve.


Imagine for a moment that your state of fear is a living thing in itself. Its purpose is to get you to pay attention and take action. The action you take should be very different depending on when and where the fear shows up. Your fear appearing just as you start to walk down a dark and secluded shortcut home on your own is likely to be a signpost for a reroute. However when a sense of panic overwhelms you about a presentation you are due to make in six weeks’ time then I would suggest that the attention you must pay is to prepare more fully, especially emotionally, for the event.






	Putting it all together





	In the same way that confidence is a state we trigger with our thoughts and physiology, our sense of fear is something that we can manage and change quickly and easily (with practice). Most of us are brought up with an understanding of fear as being something that is outside of us but instead it is our processing of a situation and, more accurately, our projection of future situations that create our own sense of fear.





	
The three secrets of fear that you have discovered during this chapter are:


1.  You will only feel fear if you imagine something going badly or wrong.


2.  It is impossible to feel fear ‘in the moment’. If something bad happens the primary emotion tends not to be fear, at least not about what is actually happening.


3.  You can’t feel fear while imagining a situation or event going well.






	The lesson from highly confident people is to reduce the occurrences of what emotional intelligence guru Daniel Goleman calls the ‘amygdala hijack’. Goleman uses the term to describe emotional responses from people which are immediate, overwhelming and out of proportion with the actual stimulus. The threat response (fear) that we experience is much greater than the threat itself.





	Fear in itself isn’t bad. In fact it is a protection mechanism that helps us stay alive, but irrational and uncontrolled fear is unhelpful and a significant barrier to real and continued confidence. Consider the situations in which you allow your fear to become an unhelpful barrier and use the antidote in this chapter to turn your experiences around.





	I would also highly recommend to parents that you help your children understand this different version of fear at as early a stage as possible. So many young people have their potential inhibited by fears that are never likely to exist anywhere but in their minds and those of their teachers and parents.
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UNDERSTAND THE POWER OF YOUR THOUGHTS










The world as we have created it is a process of our thinking. It cannot be changed without changing our thinking.


Albert Einstein


How much of what you understand as reality is a direct experience of what is happening in the outside world, and how much of what you experience as real is created in your head? I have asked this question at seminars and conferences up and down the country, and no one has ever answered that our experience of the world is one hundred per cent real and accurate.


Research by Shaun Achor from Harvard University suggests that around 90 per cent of what we experience is not the outside world but instead it is as a result of the lens that we see the world through.


Perhaps the fastest growing area of psychology in the world today is based on three fundamental principles of thought, mind and consciousness. These three principles (as originally defined by philosopher and author Sydney Banks) combine to create our experience. Those living by Banks’s ethos are likely to suggest that 100 per cent of our experience is as a result of our thinking about world rather than the world itself.


Whichever of these schools of thought is closest to your understanding of how the world works, it is clear that what we think has a direct impact on our confidence. The thoughts we spend most time on will define our levels of confidence.


In simple terms, if you spend more time thinking about your shortcomings, what may go wrong and how people may perceive you negatively, then this will result in low confidence. If you spend more time thinking that people are perceiving you positively, what your strengths are and the potential positive results of what you do, then the higher your confidence will be. My experience in the world of sport and business tells me that people forget these certainties of confidence.


The good news is that understanding the impact of your thinking on your confidence means that you don’t always have to change your thinking to be positive. Noticing that you are wrapped up in thoughts that are moving you out of a confidence state is often enough for these thoughts to have less energy and internal influence.


NOTICE YOUR THINKING ABOUT CONFIDENCE


The first step to influencing your thinking about confidence is to notice your thinking and become more aware of the thoughts that you have which move your confidence levels up or down. The following mini-project of noticing your thinking is one that I give to every new coaching client.


The next time that you notice a specific change in the amount of confidence you are feeling, take a moment to pause and become aware of what you have been thinking about. At this stage you don’t have to do anything with these thoughts – this isn’t a positive thinking exercise. The aim is just to notice what you are thinking.


Here is a simple example. You are getting ready for a big social occasion. You will spend the night with people who you really want to impress. You spend considerable time getting ready and before you’re due to head out you check the mirror for a final time. You aren’t happy. You spend the next five minutes studying every imperfection, whether it’s extra weight, signs of ageing or lack of that all important symmetry that beautiful people have. You decide that your outfit isn’t complimentary so make a rushed change. Another five-minute mirror check confirms it isn’t the mirror, it is you. You quickly change again, take one last opportunity to notice everything that is wrong with you and then you rush out of the door with your confidence left on the floor with your rejected clothes.


Now imagine another day. You look in the mirror, notice that you look OK and leave. On the days when we think we look good we spend a really brief period thinking about how we look and on the bad days we spend lots of time.


It is not the image in front of us that decides our confidence in these situations but the thoughts we have about those images. The same applies to any of our thinking about confidence and in order to understand this you must first get used to noticing your thinking.


CHANGE YOUR FOCUS


Imagine you are in the cinema watching a scary movie. It is the moment that the film reaches its scariest moment; the fear gets a little too much for you. What do you do? Do you keep watching ever more intently? Do you stare at the very thing that is making you feel bad and analyse why you are feeling like that? Or do you simply turn away from the screen and concentrate on something else? We know a simple change in focus in this situation is all we need to do to shift our thinking and change how we feel in that moment.


Now consider the same approach to confidence. If you notice your thinking is creating a lack of confidence, the simplest strategy is to focus on something else. If you feel your thinking, then changing your thinking will naturally change how you feel – and in an instant.


Occasionally when I share this with people who have been used to thinking about confidence in the old way – as a belief that it is built and reinforced over years – they reject the idea that simply changing focus can create more confidence. If it sounds too easy to you, I would guess that this is because your current strategy is to focus on and examine in detail the thoughts that negatively affect your confidence. The more you are used to exploring these thoughts and immersing yourself in them, the more challenging you will find it to change your focus. If this seems familiar, then use other techniques in this book to increase your confidence but make changing your focus one that you revisit and practise.


THINK ABOUT THINKING ABOUT CONFIDENCE


When you think of being confident, how do you feel? Happy, hopeful, sad, frustrated? What about when you think about a lack of confidence? How do you experience that? One of the key traits of truly confident people that I have noticed over the years is how they feel when they don’t have confidence. It is a myth to think that people who are highly confident are in a constantly confident state; it is more true to say that it matters much less when they don’t feel confident. They don’t attach any strong meaning to their momentary confidence dip. They don’t connect the absence of confidence to their performance in whatever they are trying to do and, most importantly, they don’t consider it as permanent.


When you really understand the impact of thinking on your confidence, then you are able to feel a lack of confidence and experience it as nothing more than that. Confidence is a state, as is lack of confidence. Both are useful in some situations and not in others. The ability to notice when you aren’t confident, to notice your thinking about it and be completely OK with that lack of confidence, is in itself the ultimate experience of confidence.






	Putting it all together





	We are all living in the experience of our thinking.





	The thoughts that we focus on most create our perception of what is real. This understanding is crucial in becoming more confident.





	The more we revisit thoughts of confidence, the more we will experience ourselves in that way. The opposite is also true. Many people have developed a strong habit of focusing on thoughts that reinforce their self-perception as unconfident.





	The regular practice of noticing your thinking will help you to understand how you create your sense of confidence or your lack of it. The more you do it, the more you will notice how much of this comes from your thinking about a situation or person rather than the situation or person itself.





	Noticing your thinking will take the energy out of the thought that is creating your unhelpful feeling. However, changing your focus – literally thinking about something else – will naturally interrupt the thought pattern that is creating a negative feeling.





	Being comfortable with a temporary absence of confidence is a sign of confidence.





	The experience of understanding that a lack of confidence is nothing more than the absence of a specific state and not something that you should link to your identity or performance is the ultimate step in understanding the power of thought and its impact on confidence.
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WHAT CONFIDENCE IS AND WHAT IT ISN’T










Arrogance is blind to the stumbling block.


Toba Beta, Master of Stupidity


So far in this book we have established that confidence is a neurological and physiological state that can be triggered by a combination of what we do with our body and what thoughts we pay most attention to. You will notice that so far we have given little attention to our behaviours beyond these foundations. While we will examine the habits of interaction later in the book, it is important to remain clear that confidence is a largely inside-out experience.


Over the past ten years my clients have included CEOs and executives from multimillion pound and dollar organizations. I have worked with professional sportsmen and women at the peak of their careers who perform in front of tens of thousands of people week in and week out. You would think that these people were all masters of their self-confidence; however, too many of these people were relying on an outside-in version of confidence that is often then perceived by others as arrogance. You have probably felt it about someone in the past. That nagging sense that this is all a front, like all you are seeing of that person is a brightly coloured shell hiding the real person inside. There is a fine but significant line between self-generated confidence and this fragile superiority. Worst of all, the outside-in nature of this self-protection blocks the building of true and lasting confidence habits.


NOTICE WHEN YOU’RE AT YOUR MOST CONFIDENT


How do you know you have done something well? Is it as a result of feedback, the obvious achievement of results or do you just know? Some of us are naturally wired in such a way that we rely mainly on external sources to let us know whether we have done a good job or not. For these people the main source of understanding about their performance in any area of their life lies in the hands of others. This can be hugely challenging when it comes to building your confidence from the inside. If you are the kind of person that gets huge energy from feedback others give you, it is especially important that you build your own self-confidence routines.


A brilliant way to do this is to make a habit of noticing daily successes or moments when you have felt at your most confident. It may be useful for you to make a daily practice of writing the successes, or ‘confidence moments’, from the previous day as a way of setting yourself up positively for the day ahead. This will trigger states of confidence in the moment and also begin to rewire your brain to notice more of those moments as they happen.


This process can also be useful for those of us who are wired to use our own internal criteria to define whether something has been a success or not. People with this preference – known as internally referenced – know themselves better than anyone else whether they have done a good job or not. Internally referenced people don’t get the same energy from feedback or external criteria as those who are externally referenced. My experience is that internally referenced people can find it easier to build a bank of positive experience; however, if they go through a prolonged period where they don’t feel things are going well they can also give undue weight to these experiences.


If you have a tendency to feel that enough is never good enough or you suffer from the curse of perfectionism then it is even more important that you notice your thinking about how you have performed at a certain task in a specific situation (see Chapter 2).


BE A WEEBLE


Those of you of a certain age will remember the Weeble. The Weeble was an egg-shaped child’s toy with a weight on the bottom. The marketing tagline was ‘Weebles wobble but they don’t fall down’. This is a great metaphor for the building of real confidence as opposed to arrogance.


People who operate from this frail, surface false confidence build it up like scaffolding around them. It holds them up in certain situations or in certain company. It often looks bold and sounds loud. It is self-important and is fuelled by talk of achievements or connections with these who are achieving.


However when the person is taken out of the comfort zone that this scaffolding is built for, it falls away leaving a vulnerable and often overwhelmed person.


By applying the knowledge and tools from this book you can be sure you are becoming a Weeble. Your internal resources provide a solid but flexible base of confidence that is with you no matter what the circumstances and even when you don’t feel confident in the moment, you know that you can be with the next thought or action.


With this real base of inside-out confidence you can let go of your ego. You don’t have to prove how confident you are by talking up your achievements, how much money you have or who you know. True confidence enables you to show up as your best self more often and more comfortably.


MAKE GREAT COFFEE


There is one secret of confidence that almost every book and resource I have read seems to ignore. Being brilliant at something is a great builder of confidence. I have met lots of people who are talented and try to ignore it but in general the burden of evidence becomes so great that they finally give in and allow their confidence to grow. My friend and mentor Michael Neill used to share his principles for building a great coaching business as part of his coaching seminars. Among the principles for gaining clients and developing your profile was always the line ‘make great coffee’. In other words, to build a great coaching business you must give people great coaching.


We can apply the same principle to any area of life. If you lack confidence when presenting (more on this later in the book) then apply the learning from this book to grow your confidence in this area, but also develop your presentation style and skills. The better you become the more your confidence will grow. This isn’t rocket science, but the role of personal and professional development is one of the pillars of confidence that is often overlooked.






	Putting it all together





	We all appreciate some kind of external recognition of our skills and the work that we do. When we get this appreciation it helps trigger a more powerful confidence state. It is important to hold on to the fact that confidence still comes as a result of what we do and think. The habit of focusing on success experiences or moments of confidence is hugely valuable in the process of cementing confidence as a default state.





	Highly confident people aren’t permanently at a 10/10 level of confidence. During my time with the business consultancy Kaizen Training, one of the attributes we would look for in a new recruit was ‘the ability to light up a room but not to have to’. Truly confident people will be comfortable in the moments when stuff happens and their confidence temporarily fades. They will also be comfortable when the spotlight is on others, knowing that their turn will come and not be driven by their ego to wrestle the spotlight back.





	You can only ignore the fact that you are brilliant at something for so long. Eventually the results will cancel out your lack of confidence in that particular area of your life. Think for a moment about your particular areas of professional or personal expertise. It is likely that you know 90 per cent more than 90 per cent of the people on the planet on a number of subjects. The better and more consistent results you get the more your confidence will grow.
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THE OFFICIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF CONFIDENCE










Wanting to be someone else is a waste of the person you are.


Marilyn Monroe


We know confidence is an emotional state. We recognize that the feeling created from the biological process can be triggered instantly and anchored by habits that help this to become a default state. This understanding of confidence is quite a recent one and I think that there is value in exploring a more traditional psychological view of it.


Psychologists rarely measure confidence as a single entity. Instead they measure three factors:


•  Self-esteem – A measure of the degree to which an individual values themselves.


•  Narcissism – A destructive form of high self-esteem.


•  Self-efficacy – The ability to achieve personal goals.


In various research journals there is dispute between the impacts of these various areas on the success of individuals, so the traditional view on confidence becomes a difficult one to apply in practice. The more contemporary view is that a balance of the two positive traits and the avoidance of narcissism leads to happiness and contributes to success.


An over-reliance on self-esteem alone, without any focus on the achievement of goals, can lead to shorter term confidence that is undermined by a sense of under-achievement. Many self-help books in the late 90s and early 2000s overplayed the focus on just feeling good without a need for action.


Too great a focus on the achievement of goals will lead to an uncomfortable success. We explore in other chapters of this book how an over-emphasis in this area creates the potential for our achievements to overtake the levels of genuine confidence we have in ourselves.


When we value ourselves and the contribution we make to others around us (self-esteem), and we have belief that we can succeed (self-efficacy), then we create a great breeding ground for confidence.


It is an excellent reminder that confidence is a positive and desirable state to be in and to be around. It is neither self-loving nor negative to others. Narcissism and confidence are in some ways opposites.


MAINTAIN YOUR SELF-ESTEEM


Many studies have been carried out into self-esteem over the years. These studies suggest that our baseline level of self-esteem is significantly impacted upon by environmental factors such as social class, maturation, birth order and gender. This could leave us with a belief that self-esteem can’t be affected significantly; however, many studies also show that our level of self-esteem is created by our reflections of performance across a range of areas. This gives us the ability to focus on the areas of our life that we perform best in, in order to build a general self-value. It also shows the importance of learning and development in increasing our self-worth.


Take the time now to list and reflect on the areas of your life that you perform well in. For some of you this will be an easy task. For others, you may find it difficult to identify them. If this is the case, then break down the task that you are good at into smaller and smaller elements. I can find no scientific evidence that suggests that more important performance areas carry more weight in their influence of our self-esteem. In other words if you make brilliant coffee and others appreciate it, your focus on this could still impact on your self-esteem just as much as a focus on something that technically has more social significance.


AVOID NARCISSISM


At the core of narcissism is a preoccupation with one’s self. Narcissism is revealed by an unhealthy focus on personal preferences, aspirations, needs, success, and how one is perceived by others. In the extreme, narcissists tend to become physically and emotionally isolated.


I would expect few narcissists to be reading a book on confidence, so a strategy for battling self-obsession seems a little unnecessary. However, this is an opportunity to highlight again that real confidence is a positive social state. Those who master genuine confidence do not need to feed their ego. They know they are fundamentally ‘OK’ and therefore are able to be vulnerable. Confident people are able to focus on others because of their comfort with themselves.


If at any point your future success leads you to fall into any narcissistic traits here are three simple ways to come back from the brink.


Judge all people as the same. We are all intelligent and highly functioning forms of flesh and bone powered by electricity and mysterious life force. Beyond that money, status, IQ or other means that we use to judge others are created in our own heads.


Laugh at yourself. We all do silly things. Every person has made a crazy decision or made a temporary fool of themselves. Take time to reflect on how you have made others smile through these things.


Give service in any way that you can. There are few ways to become more humble than to give what you can to others. The narcissistic way is to be so focused on self that they don’t see the needs of others. My wife and I recently gave some old toys to a local women’s refuge. While we were happy to help it was an incredibly humbling experience to remember how lucky we are and to see more of the challenges of others.


BUILD BELIEF IN YOUR ABILITY TO GET THE JOB DONE


Self-efficacy is one of the best defined areas in traditional psychology’s view of confidence. The work of Albert Bandura gives us a great platform to understand what those high in self-efficacy do, what those with a lack of it are prone to and, most importantly, how to build it.


Bandura defines self-efficacy as ‘the belief in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to manage prospective situations’. Put simply the degree of certainty that we have the ability to do, what we need to, to achieve what we want to.


People with a strong sense of self-efficacy:


•  view challenging problems as tasks to be mastered


•  develop deeper interest in the activities in which they participate
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