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INTRODUCTION


I couldn’t believe it – I had done it again! Another stupid mistake, this one sent to all of the Global Senior Leadership Team. I had checked the email so many times because I knew I couldn’t make yet another error. How on earth could I have missed it?


I was a few weeks into the biggest role of my life – Chief of Staff to the Head of a twenty-five-thousand-person organisation. In all honesty, I was still trying to figure out what that actually meant, but I knew I had to take it – it would have been the first job title that anyone outside investment banking would have understood.


I had been in the investment banking industry since leaving university – rather more by mistake than by design. But over the years I had done well, primarily through pure determination, hard work and perhaps being a little different from many of the ‘geeky finance people’. This opportunity had been offered after a gruelling (but ultimately rewarding) few years doing two jobs – standard for me – leading two global teams and fixing all sorts of broken people and processes. I was told that the new role would be an ‘adventure’ – working with an extraordinary leader whom I respected and could have fun with. It was the right step to take.


However, since I had started, I knew I had been ‘winging’ it. There wasn’t a job specification, so I was trying to construct the roles and responsibilities from speaking to others in vaguely similar roles. It was a jack-of-all-trades job in some ways, with a focus on people, strategy, communications and engagement. Oh, and making sure the CEO was up to speed for all meetings and issues that popped up (which was an enormous task disguised as a footnote). There was so much to do. I was working fifteen-hour days, trying to get through it, but I was not even close to having my head above water. In fact, I felt six feet under.


But I was not getting any feedback on how it was going. My direct boss was a very high achiever – an incredibly bright man with the ability to process and recall information at a remarkable level. He loved the numbers and minutiae, as well as going at a thousand miles per hour. While I was used to a fast pace, this was something else. I was trying so hard to keep up with both his and my very high standards that my stress levels started to rocket. The only feedback on how I was doing were small eyebrow raises or, worse, silence on the mistakes that were growing.


In the absence of the feedback that I needed, I assumed the worst.


My mind felt wound up in a tight, clenched fist, unable to think clearly and use the skills that I knew I had. I was picturing being sat down and told ‘It’s not working out’. The humiliation! My head was whirring, my stomach was sinking, and I was hardly sleeping because of the worrying. It got to a point where I had to take action; it was do or die.


So, I asked my boss for a meeting. I told him how I was doing my best but that I was struggling with the volume and pace of work: “I feel like you are a Japanese high-speed train and I’m clinging on to the side for dear life.”


The response was unexpected: “Caroline, you’re doing an amazing job!  We are so happy – keep it up.” The relief was palpable, and it was as if a switch flicked in my mind.


From that point forward, I stopped making stupid mistakes. I could think clearly and creatively, problem solving with an attitude of ‘let’s give it a go’. My confidence was restored, and I was off and running.


What had happened in that scenario is part of the reason I am here today, and I’m going to be explaining this puzzle to you in the coming pages. The other reason is that I struggled with my confidence during so many different parts of my life. There were times at school when I was bullied (in the horrible, subtle way only girls can do) and it made me miserable, doubting myself and everything I did. In my teens, the wonder of hormones sent my skin on an angry journey, with horrible pimples a regular and uncontrollable occurrence. I tried to just ‘carry on’, but it was so disheartening when I knew people were talking about me behind my back. I couldn’t even bear to look in the mirror because of what would be looking back at me each morning.


Then, throughout my career, I would have what I call ‘Yo-Yo Confidence’ – feeling like I was killing it one day and falling apart the next. I was being choked with anxiety. I often suffered from terrible imposter syndrome, which would completely strangle me from taking action and turned me into a perfectionist. I struggled so much with saying no that I ran myself into the ground, probably earning less than the minimum wage, with the hours I worked. My solution to hiding my fear of being found out was to work harder, have higher standards, and to never let them find out that you don’t know. Don’t get me wrong, there were times I knew I was doing really well, but when I look back, my life would have been so different had I understood what I do now. 


What would I have done if I had understood the truth about confidence?


• Taken control of my career.


• Believed in myself and my capabilities.


• Challenged personal and professional relationships that needed tough conversations to be better.


• Asked for the promotion, pay and roles I deserved.


• Asked for what I really needed in a relationship.


• Enjoyed my life more, rather than worrying about what I looked like or how much I weighed.


Why didn’t I do it? 


• Because I didn’t know how. 


• Because I doubted my capabilities. 


• Because I hated conflict.


• Because I was frightened that I would be rejected.


• Because deep down, I felt like I didn’t deserve them.


But then I got to know myself, deeply. I ‘did the work’ with a coach and eventually decided to train as a professional coach myself, alongside my banking career. I decided to take it a step further, and I learned about applied neuroscience for coaching. Whilst this doesn’t make me a neuroscientist, nor this book a medical guide; it was like everything just fell into place for me – so much of my life suddenly made sense. Neuroscience, the study of how our brains work, is the key to understanding why we sometimes doubt ourselves, don’t think clearly, or hold back from grabbing life’s biggest opportunities. It is the most incredible partner to coaching, understanding relationships, organisational strategy, leadership and so much more. When you understand the ‘brain-why’, it is a foundation from which you can create the ‘how’ to move forward effectively, and with really powerful outcomes. Understanding how my brain worked, was what drove me to have that conversation with my boss, and it is so important for you to know, as it enables you to be your best.


I know you too have dark thoughts that tell you that you aren’t good enough. I know you feel total terror sometimes when you walk into a room and have to present. I know you’ve had that sick feeling when you feel like you’ve forgotten everything you learned. You feel like everyone else is confident, brilliant, shining ... why not me?


So, what can you do about it? Whatever stage of life you are at, you can learn to be more confident in a way that is totally authentic. 


In fact, the goal of this book is to create empowered, positive, confident readers, maximising your incredible authentic potential for success in this world. You have so much more to give and I’m here to help you release your true potential.


However, I bet, like me, you’ve picked up many books full of promises of transformation but no tools; platitudes but no real punchy substance; or packed full of research but no application. I’ve felt the same way after years of reading hundreds of books and having some of the best training money could buy – so often I’ve been disappointed. The promises didn’t materialise with anything actually tangible that could really help, or felt as useful as a chocolate fireguard – very nice, but not with any real substance or methodology for the ‘how’. It’s like finding yourself in a darkened room only to hear someone tell you to turn the light on without explaining how to find the light switch!


So, instead, this is what I bring you with ‘Confident’. Throughout this book, we’ll explore together the latest neuroscience insights and research and show you simple, practical ways to apply them to your daily life. I’m not just giving you statements, but tools, exercises, techniques and research that you can integrate and apply. You are going to have lots of different levers you can pull to shift your confidence and it’s important that you try them and keep using them. That’s because:


Confidence is a muscle – you have to keep exercising it if you want it to grow.


You’ll discover how to quiet your inner critic, manage stress with greater ease, and respond to life’s big challenges with a calm assurance. We will do this using our 9-step framework: C.O.N.F.I.D.E.N.T. 
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C – CONFIDENT FOUNDATIONS


O – OWN YOUR JOURNEY


N – NORTH START LIVING


F – FIGHT THE GREMLIN


I  – IMPOSTER TO EMPOWERED


D – DANCE WITH STRESS, UNLEASH RESILIENCE


E – EMPOWERED BOUNDARIES


N – NAVIGATING FEEDBACK AND FAILURE


T – TRIUMPH THROUGH CHANGE


As we go through the C.O.N.F.I.D.E.N.T. framework, first, I’ll take you through some of the most critical concepts, exercises, research and tools about confidence and your brain. This information gives you the reason why you respond how you do. That’s crucial, because when you understand why, you can break down the judgement of the behaviour itself, and from there move forward in an entirely different way. 


Then, you will learn the fundamental building blocks for living your personal and professional lives in a way that bursts with YOU. Through working through the book and exercises, you’ll have deeper trust in your skills and capabilities, with the confidence to step into new roles and stretch opportunities. You’ll have a better understanding of the brain and emotions, reducing your stress levels and improving your overall wellbeing and mental health. We will address the biggest challenges that you face in life, explore the reality of how they show up, and then offer actionable steps to deal with them. These reflections and lessons will allow you to reframe failure so you can see opportunity and growth.


With more confidence in who you are and what you have to bring to the table, you will speak up more – raising the issues that need to be discussed at the right time, rather than allowing them to fester. You will not be pretending, not anxious about what people think, not judging yourself, but instead enjoying your life in a totally different, joyful, authentic way. With your brain in a positive state, you can drive innovation, perform better and create better outcomes in all of your life, because your brain is operating at its highest level. 


This will all be blended with real-life stories, both of the ordinary and extraordinary, in our Confidence Masterclasses, as well as my experience from eighteen years of global corporate life. At the end of each chapter, you’ll get a cheat sheet of the Key Confidence Insights and a Time for Action section, so you can easily reference the learnings and next steps from each.  If you want to check up on a key term as you go, there’s a glossary at the end of this book.  


How do you know this stuff works?


For over a decade, I’ve dedicated my career to helping people build confidence that transforms their personal and professional lives. Through my company, Brain Powered Coaching, I’ve had the privilege of working with some of the world’s most prestigious institutions – including Google and the Bank of England – to deliver workshops and courses that are grounded in neuroscience and designed for real-world impact. The results speak for themselves. Participants leave our programs ready to step boldly into the unknown – taking on challenges they once feared; from applying for new jobs to negotiating pay rises or even coaching a kids’ football team. They start setting boundaries with confidence, saying ‘no’ without guilt, and discovering that the terrible consequences they once imagined simply don’t materialize.


The change goes beyond the individual. One company we worked with reported a 22% rise in staff confidence and energy levels and a 30% reduction in stress levels. The ripple effects of this kind of transformation are profound, improving not only performance at work but also relationships at home. 


Here’s what some participants have shared about their journey (you can read lots more on my website at www.brainpoweredcoaching.com/testimonials):


“I’ve participated in other courses and read a few “life-changing” best-sellers, and not one has had such a profound positive impact.” 


“The program is amazing and has helped me develop healthy routines and habits to gain more control over my situation and surroundings.”


“I feel privileged to be part of this group and wish more people could have the same opportunity. The world would be a happier place if all can have the opportunity”


This book brings together the lessons, tools, and insights from those programs, combined with exclusive research into the neuroscience of confidence and the stories of those who have successfully applied these concepts to their own lives.


We aren’t here to change who you are. We are here to unlock the confident, resilient version that’s already within you. Imagine having the tools to turn self-doubt into self-belief, to speak up and step boldly into new roles and opportunities. Imagine if you could approach every moment with genuine, grounded confidence.


With just a little bit of courage, and a sprinkling of trust, let me take you on a journey to unapologetic confidence. 


A Quick Note


At Brain Powered Coaching, we believe that human experience is vast, complex, and beautifully diverse. While the content of this book often discusses men and women in a traditional sense, we fully acknowledge that gender is not binary and encompasses a spectrum beyond these categories. We recognize and celebrate individuals whose gender identities may not align with traditional labels, and we honour the richness they bring to the world. Additionally, though the tools and insights shared here are primarily designed with neurotypical individuals in mind, we wholeheartedly acknowledge the presence of neurodiversity in our world. We understand that individuals who are neurodivergent may experience life and learning differently, and we remain committed to employing an inclusive approach to coaching that values all minds.


Our aim is to provide insights that are accessible to many, but we also recognize that each individual brings a unique perspective, shaped by their own identity, experiences, and ways of processing information. We invite readers to adapt the ideas shared in this book to their own unique journey and embrace this content in a way that feels authentic to them.
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[image: image] The privilege of a lifetime is to become who you 
truly are. Confidence follows when we let go of 
what we think we should be and embrace the 
strength of our true foundation. [image: image] 


Carl Jung


 


WHAT IS CONFIDENCE?


Who do you think about when you think of confidence? Richard Branson, Elon Musk or Jordan Belfort (the Wolf of Wall Street) perhaps? Or is it more Christine Lagarde, with her effortless calm and understated wisdom? Or Barack Obama – articulate, considered and grounded? Confidence can sometimes have a bad rap as it is so often seen as arrogance; where interactions are win–lose rather than win–win. That’s not what we are talking about here – we are looking for authentic confidence, where you are 100% YOU and happy in that. 


Sadly though, it seems that the vast majority of people actually do lack confidence. In Brain Powered Coaching’s 2024 research1, we surveyed over seventeen thousand people about their confidence levels and found overwhelmingly that this was something people struggled with. In fact, seventy-seven percent of people struggle with confidence in some form. That’s nearly eight out of ten people who are aren’t meeting their full potential, frozen by a fear of failure and what might go wrong.


Here are some of the other high-level stats (we will go into these more later):


• 90% of people question themselves and second-guess their decisions.


• 77% of people don’t always speak up in meetings because they doubt themselves.


• 82% of people compare themselves to others, thinking they may be more intelligent or capable than themselves.


• 89% of people worry about making mistakes.


Thought you were alone? Think again!


So, let’s start from the beginning – what is confidence? Throughout this book, you are going to hear different ways that people describe it. We will start with five completely different perspectives, all of which are incredibly helpful when we want to figure out how to improve it. 


Firstly, the good old Oxford English dictionary2 defines it as: 


“An appreciation of one’s own abilities, qualities or judgement.”


This is what we would traditionally expect to think about confidence – knowing our skills and capabilities. This is where we associate confidence with competence. A doctor is an expert in their field of medicine; a leader has lots of experience in running a business – we look at their knowledge and skills and think, yes, they demonstrate confidence. 


Competence is also a critical part of us feeling confident. When  I started in my Chief of Staff role, I didn’t have a clue – my competence in the role wasn’t high. But this grew over time, and so did my confidence levels. Unfortunately, though, just because we are competent, that doesn’t mean we are totally confident – that comes from somewhere much deeper.


Let’s look through a different lens. Psychologist Richard Petty3 said:


“Confidence is the stuff that turns thoughts into action.”


The key to this is that it is based on action and when you take action, you improve, which gives you the confidence to try something else. It is about having belief in your ability to put up a boundary, manage the unknown world whilst also knowing when to step out of your comfort zone and try something new. 


Our third definition is from Brendon Burchard, motivational speaker and extraordinary entrepreneur:


“Confidence is belief in my ability to figure things out.”


How often have you avoided doing something new because you were afraid of failure? How many times have you not put up your hand for fear of rejection? When you lack confidence, this powerful fear of failure can lead to complete inaction, thereby guaranteeing failure.


When I looked at our research, I found: 


• 88% of people might hold back from trying out a new task. 


• 40% of people would never apply for a more difficult job if they didn’t have the qualifications.


These are the people who don’t believe they will be able to figure it out, so they don’t try. Failure is too scary. How much innovation and talent, how many challenges and improvements are organisations missing out on, just because their employees are afraid of taking a step into the unknown? This is a real challenge we need to solve.


Professor Ian Robertson is a clinical psychologist and neuroscientist. He speaks of this ‘action’ element in his book, How Confidence Works4: 


“Confidence is made up of two parts. The first is the bet you make with yourself that you can do something. This is the ‘can do’ element. The second is the belief that if you do that thing, then the world will change a little. This is the ‘can happen’ part.”


Combining this with the re-definition of Richard Petty’s approach to turning thoughts into action, then we see that the more evidence you have of taking a step and the world not ending, the more you have confidence to try again. Please notice this:


Confidence isn’t a destination. It’s a journey, a muscle you need to exercise and grow as you move forward.


Finally, here’s another way to think about it from my wonderful mindfulness teacher Jane Grafton:


“Confidence is grounding in your true self; integrating your internal and external authenticity and letting go of effort.”


What do we need to let go of to allow our authentic confidence to surface? Maybe its over-analysing – turning things over and over in our minds, hoping that we will find anything that might trip us up (but invariably we just go over the same thing again and again). Perhaps we need to let  go of trying to control everything as it only leads us to exhaustion and stress. Maybe we’re terrified of failure, so we check, check and recheck again. We waste so much time going over things, just to try and stand  on the head of failure; like a crazy game of whack-a-mole which never ends. 


We’ve all seen the ‘try-hards’ bursting with bravado about how they’ve done this or that. Puffing out their chests and beating out their achievements. Imagine if they were to say “You know what? I’m exhausted. This isn’t me. I’m actually really terrified.”


Often, we are trying so hard to be everything to everyone, offering a false smile and a squeaky ‘everything’s fine’. It’s the pressure we put on ourselves to be perfect – that’s the killer – and it’s something no-one else expects (nor really wants!). There is tremendous freedom in letting go of all these things and just being yourself.


Brendon Burchard puts it beautifully: 


“The more you lie to yourself by not being authentic,  the less confidence you have.”


If we don’t show up as our ‘integrated’ selves, our brain knows. 


It knows that we are someone different in our mind, in our soul, to how we are seen from the outside, and it asks us, ‘Why isn’t that good enough to show people?’


It’s crucial for us to be authentic, if we want our confidence to grow.


This was my big lightbulb. One day I realised that confidence isn’t about being someone I’m NOT. It’s about being unapologetically MYSELF. No-one… no-one can do that better than me! No-one can tell me I’m not doing that right, because that’s true authenticity, and that shines with a glow that is grounding, secure and truly confident. I realised I didn’t have to pretend anymore. It was like the pressure cooker was suddenly released and the weight of expectation was gone. I just needed to be me.


You may also be asking, but how? Especially if you aren’t sure that you will actually like the you that will be ‘exposed’. Stick with me – we will be building that capability through the book.


AN INTRODUCTION TO YOUR BRAIN


The brain is a beautifully intricate and interconnected system and we learn more about it every day! Here’s a simple way to understand the key areas we are focusing on in this book:


Survival Systems: The Brain’s Autopilot


At its core, the brainstem and hypothalamus handle the essentials – breathing, heart rate, and our fight-or-flight response. These areas act without conscious input, ensuring we survive even in moments of crisis.  Imagine this as the brain’s autopilot, always working in the background to keep your body running smoothly, no matter what. The autonomic nervous system (regulating involuntary functions like heartbeat and digestion) is closely linked to this area, primarily through structures like the brainstem.  The nervous system will act as a dual control system, with two main branches: The parasympathetic nervous system which is the brake (a ‘faint’ or ‘freeze’ response) and sympathetic nervous system, which acts as an accelerator (a fight or flight response). 


Emotional and Motivational Systems: Your Inner GPS


The limbic system, including the amygdala and hippocampus, is the emotional heart of the brain. It processes feelings, creates memories, and guides decisions based on past experiences. The amygdala works like a smoke alarm, instantly detecting threats and triggering emotional responses like fear or anger. The hippocampus, is your brain’s memory organizer, cataloguing and retrieving experiences to help you learn and navigate life. Together, these systems are like a GPS, mapping out our emotional world and directing us toward what feels important or safe.


Executive Systems: The Brain’s CEO


The neocortex, particularly the prefrontal cortex, is where the magic of advanced thinking happens. Here, we solve problems, plan for the future, and make decisions. The prefrontal cortex is especially important – it helps us regulate emotions, think rationally, and weigh long-term consequences. Think of this part as the CEO of your brain, bringing all the input from survival instincts and emotions into balance to make thoughtful, deliberate choices.


Note, while certain areas may have evolved earlier or perform specialised roles, most brain functions rely on collaboration across multiple regions. 


With this basic knowledge, let’s take a look at what is happening in our brains and how it relates to our confidence. I’m going to introduce you to four key Evolutionary Facts, which are the cornerstones of how your confidence works, so we will keep coming back to these throughout the book.
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I will go through the rest in more detail later in the book, but let’s start by looking at:


Evolutionary Fact 1: Our brain prioritises  energy for a survival response.
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Let’s see what this actually means from a brain science perspective. I’ll give you the high-level workings, rather than too much technical information,  but this is really important for you to understand in regard to its impact on confidence:


Our brain runs off around twenty-five watts of energy at any point in time (one weak lightbulb). It cannot ‘power up’ to forty watts if it is in a stressful situation: it would fry like an egg. So, well below the threshold of our consciousness, it manages its energy resources according to the perceived needs of that moment. If it feels something dangerous is happening, or ‘threat’ as the brain perceives it, this limited twenty-five watts of energy  gets funnelled to the part of the brain that needs it most5 – the brain’s autopilot area. 


This mechanism has kept us, and our ancestors, alive for many millions of years. In fact, the main survival components of the human brain are also found in the brain of the lamprey (a weird looking thing, a bit like an eel), which existed five hundred million years ago, albeit with many fewer nerve cells in each part. So, the origin of our brains and how they work stretches back quite some way!


This ancient brain hardware has us primed and ready to survive – which our caveman ancestors found very helpful when dealing with woolly mammoths, but we find problematic when trying to navigate office politics. The outcome of this energy shift is that our prefrontal cortex (PFC), the ‘executive system’ part of the brain, which developed much later in our evolution, is deemed less necessary at the point in time. When we are under threat, we don’t need to be thinking strategically for the future, we just need to survive! This is when we get the ‘rabbit in the headlights’ effect, otherwise known as the ‘Amygdala Hijack’. This is what was happening in my brain when I started my new job.


So, what is actually happening here? Let’s look further inside the brain to find out.


The amygdala are two almond shaped parts of the brain which are part of your inner GPS, the ‘Limbic system’. They are like your brain’s smoke alarm, always scanning for danger. And if the brain perceives danger, BOOM! Then the amygdala hijack is off, with energy moving to your brain’s autopilot area, powering up your body to respond chemically and physically. This may mean we can’t think clearly, so are limited our ability to come up with any clever responses at the time (although we so often think of brilliant ones afterwards!). How many times have you had an argument, and then only afterwards had the perfect response that you wish you had said? Or only thought of that great answer to a senior manager’s tough question after the meeting had finished. Dammit. 


In my new job when I couldn’t think straight, my fear was growing and, in the absence of any positive feedback to the contrary, my brain was going into survival mode. This was why I was making stupid mistakes, instead of being creatively adaptive as the job required of me. My brain was focusing on the threat and using all that energy for survival rather than problem solving, strategy and executive functioning.


Unchecked, this neurobiological response (and the physical stress) can completely erode confidence – shaking the foundations of years of experience, knowledge and talent, as it turns you into a nervous wreck. Running out of adaptive capacity, or having it blocked, is not fun.


So, it’s not just you. In fact, having those moments isn’t anything you need to judge yourself about – your old brain hardware is doing its job! You can take away the judgement of ‘being emotional’ or ‘an idiot’ or whatever you say to yourself. It’s time to empower yourself to handle these situations more effectively by approaching them with confidence.


What’s the bigger effect?


OK, so you know that your brain is operating on Microsoft 1.0. What’s the impact apart from the ‘freeze’ or survival response? 


You’ll have higher stress levels. You’ll innovate less. You will think short-term (who needs long-term thinking when you’re just trying to stay alive?). You’ll make more errors because you’re not using your prefrontal cortex.


Needless to say, what we want to do is create a space where our brains can operate in a state of thriving, not striving. Shawn Achor found in his research referenced in The Happiness Advantage6:


“Your brain at positive is 31% more productive than  your brain at negative, neutral or stressed.”


A whole THIRD more productive!! Just think what you could  do with that extra brain capacity – whether it is your own, your family’s or your team’s. 


THE IMPACT OF LACK OF CONFIDENCE


Where do you lack confidence? Perhaps it’s public speaking –  or even the thought of it – that makes you start to sweat? Or perhaps presenting in front of senior leaders, with their eyes boring into you as they ask a tricky question? Well, that is very common too – in our research we found that 85% of people get anxious about dealing with senior leaders (they really have some power over us, those grand fromages). Maybe you dread discussions about your salary, performance or asking for the promotion that you so desperately want. What about tough discussions with friends or family, asking for what you really need to stop you falling apart? Perhaps you’re re-joining the workforce after a career break and are downright terrified as you feel you have forgotten everything. You may be going for interviews or new job opportunities, or even the dreaded networking, which the majority of us tend to visibly squirm about.


Just read that list again. 


Look how many areas of your life can be impacted by confidence! 


• Feeling self-doubt


• Fear of failing


• Struggling to have work-life balance


• Ability to speak up


• Not putting yourself forward for a new role or promotion


• Feeling Imposter Syndrome – like you are a fraud


• Returning after a career break


• Perfectionism


• Increased stress and anxiety


• Feeling guilty for not doing/being enough 


When we zoom out, it is apparent that a lack of confidence has an impact on a wide variety of forms in real life, personally and professionally, and the numbers really prove it.


Lack of confidence can also have a fundamental impact on both an employee’s professional progression and an organisation’s performance. According to Bandura7 and Pipeline8:


People with low self-confidence:


• Shy away from difficult tasks


• Have lower aspirations


• Focus on negative reinforcement


• Are slow to recover from setbacks


• Waste cognitive bandwidth


The impact on an organisation when its staff have low confidence is that there is:


• Less ‘diversity of thought’ – people aren’t creative so don’t bring up great ideas because of personal risk.


• A higher risk culture, as people don’t speak up about their concerns.


• A ‘broken rung’ because people (particularly women) are left stuck at entry level as they don’t put themselves forward for promotion early in their careers. The career ladder has a ‘broken rung’ that stops them from climbing up9.
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Where this is specifically associated with lack of confidence for diverse groups, it means:


• Greater attrition.


• Limited diversity pipeline for the senior roles.


• Fewer diverse candidates for promotions to senior levels.


• A skewed corporate pyramid (often with more men in senior roles).


From a regulatory perspective, lack of confidence is a real concern. Regulators, particularly in the troubled finance industry after the financial crisis, have been hugely focused on the importance of organisations creating a ‘speak up’ culture. However, people need to feel confident enough to call out poor behaviour or escalate the issue if they sense something strange happening. This could be the first thread of a major fraud; a Nick Leeson/Barings-type insider-trading incident, or the recent safety concerns with Boeing airlines. Regulators are reliant on confident people who challenge the status quo and, if needed, become whistle-blowers to avoid such major events occurring. A lack of confidence means that employees may back away from a situation, rather than take the personal risk, based on their trust in themselves and their intuition, to bring it up.


Within organisations, the broader impact of a lack of confidence is hugely under-valued. High-quality organisations are spending a significant amount of time trying to achieve gender balance, but what happens if women do not have the confidence to speak up when they are there? The excellent book The Confidence Code10 explores research by Brigham Young University and Princeton that found that women speak 75% less than men when in the minority. You may be high fiving with a 50/50 representation around the table but, unless you can bring the joint contributions of  the brains to the table, you are not maximising the cognitive capability of  the group. I witnessed this far too often as brilliant, smart women were in a meeting but didn’t speak up with their thoughts and ideas. What’s  the ultimate outcome of this lack of confidence? Lower performance of  the company. 


Lack of confidence can also mean staying in a toxic relationship because  of fear of the unknown, which in itself further damages confidence. It can mean not bringing up that difficult discussion that really needs to take place, even though it is scary. Strong relationships are built on a foundation of communication – both positive and with the ability to pursue some of the harder messages. With my husband, we committed early in our relationship to the idea that we should communicate with each other, even if it was hard. There’s been times where I’ve felt nervous to speak up, but I had to take a confident step forward so I could raise an issue that needed discussing. Without such communication, the core issues can turn into a pile of ‘mental banana skins’, just waiting for one of us to slip up and break. 


Lack of confidence can also come in the form of procrastination (‘If I don’t start, then I can’t fail’) and can also lead to perfectionism, which means wasting precious time unnecessarily. I’ve spent many hundreds of hours servicing my perfectionist tendencies, just because I was scared of being found out. The result? Slow, or non-existent delivery, despite being perfectly capable!


What about the other way around, when people are too confident? Well, we’ve all been there, with the person trying to prove they are the best. They can be needy, committing to unrealistic goals whilst proving themselves incapable of making decisions (or only capable of making really poor ones). When we know that deep down, over-confidence is hiding real lack  of confidence; deep insecurity – a big fear of being found out. Not only is that over-confidence annoying to experience, but it can be really damaging for people and organisations, as you try and operate in the carnage that they create.


What about you? Do you remember a time when you felt really confident? A time when you knew your stuff; you owned your space; you spoke up and did it from an authentic place, unapologetically being yourself. How did that show up? What did you achieve in that moment and beyond? How FREE did you feel?


Research by Bandura7 shows that people with high self-confidence: 


• Set higher goals.


• Perform better analysis and problem solving.


• Are more motivated.


• Cope better with change.


• Make decisions and don’t let what others think influence their decision to take action.


• Don’t mind trying new things, even if they’ve never done them before. They are happy to ‘take a risk’ (remember our definition ‘believe in my ability to figure things out’).


• Let go of their inhibitions and don’t mind letting their guards down. They have the courage to be vulnerable – to say, ‘I don’t know, but let’s figure it out together.’






[image: image]







This is why you being here and reading this book is so important. 


Life with authentic confidence is richer, deeper, more exciting and fulfilling. Authentic confidence allows us to flex, stretch and leap with joy into the unknown. We look at challenges with glee, knowing they make us better, shouting BRING IT ON!! And because of that attitude, we can ride the waves of change with a sense of authenticity that brings extraordinary FREEDOM.
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CONFIDENCE TOOLKIT: 
MANAGING THE AMYGDALA HIJACK


You’re feeling stressed – that lack of confidence has reared its head and you can’t think straight. Perhaps you’ve taken that wrong turn on the motorway and are zooming off in the wrong direction (again). Or perhaps you’re about to step on stage and present, pitching for that business you want so dearly.


How can you calm yourself down quickly and operate at the level you know you deserve? Come to the rescue, what Dr Andrew Huberman calls the Physiological Sigh11. This is something we actually do naturally – particularly kids when they are upset. You know that point where a child has completely lost their mind in tears, and they start repeatedly taking quick breaths in through their nose? It’s a clever way that nature gives them to calm themselves down.
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Here’s the process: two inhales through the nose, one long exhale through the mouth:


• Take a deep breath, then add another small breath, both through your nose, until you feel like your lungs are really full.


• Then exhale through your mouth.


How does it work? Inside your lungs, you have thousands of little balloons called alveoli that blow up with a breath in and pass oxygen to your blood through your blood vessels (whilst taking carbon dioxide with them on their way out). The issue is that we often don’t use them fully – think of it like a balloon. When you first have to start blowing it up, you need two breaths to get it going. It’s the same with your lungs – the double inhale pops open all the alveoli, so you’re getting the maximum amount of oxygen and can balance the ratio of carbon dioxide and oxygen in your bloodstream and lungs. It also activates a circuit that goes from the diaphragm, sending signals back to the brainstem (called the phrenic nerve) and informing the brain about the status of the body: ‘I am calm’. Just two to three of these will bring your autonomic nervous system baseline back down to a normal, relaxed level: it really does work! 


During the pandemic, I was working with front-line workers in hospitals in South Africa, delivering my corporate confidence programme remotely via Zoom. They would join the training sessions online, having had people die literally that morning. They were scared, exhausted and so, so stressed. These doctors and nurses decided to implement the physiological sigh into  their work.


They would huddle together and take those two breaths in, long breath out a few times as a team. They said it helped them so much that they were able to calm down, regroup and go to help the people who needed them on their game. They could use their fully functioning brains, feeling ready to do their best. 


Another client, Catherine, used this tool with her daughter. She was just about to do her first show-jumping competition and was very nervous. Catherine and her daughter did three of these physiological sighs together and her daughter went out there and nailed it. I use it too when I get lost driving (a regular occurrence) or if I’m going to speak on stage; it’s a brilliant way to be able to calm myself down quickly, so I can think more clearly and perform at my best.


So, add the physiological sigh to your toolbox; you’ll be able to channel your inner hyper-chill and re-engage your fabulous prefrontal cortex. That will give you the confidence you need to face a variety of challenges as you’ll know then that you will be able to cope with whatever comes up. 


7 CONFIDENCE MYTHS 


There are many myths about confidence that we will need to smash through at the start. Here are seven that I hear all the time: 


1. Confidence = being extroverted


That person who is the life of the party is the confident one, right? Wrong. Confident people aren’t always socially dominant and outgoing. It comes from within and can manifest in different ways, including being introverted. Often the loudest ones are hiding insecurity and cover it up with a facade of confidence. It’s about believing in yourself, your skills and capabilities, not your volume (we will go into this more in Chapter 11). 


2. You’re born with it


Lots of people believe that confidence is innate. However, although you may have some genetic skews, personality traits or experiences that build your confidence, it’s something that everyone has the power to develop and nurture over time. Remember, it’s a muscle that we can build up over time as we take even just small steps outside our comfort zone. 


3. It’s a sign of your competence level 


Whilst there is a relationship between confidence and competence, you may not even realise how competent (or incompetent) you really are. Someone who believes they are competent, but isn’t, is at best irritating and at worst, downright dangerous (how hard can flying a plane really be?!!)


4. The more the better


OK true, as we’ve discussed, really lacking in confidence can significantly hold you back. But overconfidence can be damaging too. Imagine the people you will ignore, the lessons you won’t learn, the blind spots you won’t acknowledge, the caution you won’t listen to and the risks you will take if you’re overconfident. 


The reality is somewhere in between, where you have the courage to  step out and try new things and the humility to know you will always be learning.


5. Confidence is a destination


‘When I’m confident I will…’ How much have you held back because you were waiting for the day you felt confident enough to do it? This is the truth: confidence isn’t an end game, it’s part of the journey. Every time you move forward just a tiny bit, that builds your confidence. Plus, it’s going to go up sometimes, and down at others, depending on your environment, situation, mood and people around you. Remember that confidence is having belief in your ability to figure things out; whatever comes up, I’ll be able to work with it.


6. Confidence is arrogance


True confidence isn’t about arrogance, it’s about being truly grounded in your own authenticity. Some people mistake or mislabel the behaviours of a confident person for arrogance or being overly self-assured. Take care how you label people, because society has primed us to judge confidence in this way. However, real confidence has a different grounding from arrogance, which isn’t focused on ego and insecurity, or needing approval, but being centred in who you really are.  


7. Confidence is based on looks


We’re told that confidence belongs to people who fit a narrow ideal – slim, toned, flawless. But confidence doesn’t come from how you look; it comes from how you feel about yourself.


You don’t have to love every inch of your body to feel confident, but you do need to respect it. Your body carries you, supports you, and deserves kindness, not constant criticism. True body confidence isn’t about meeting someone else’s standards – it’s about focusing on what your body does for you and shifting the way you speak to yourself. Confidence isn’t granted by perfection; it’s built through self-acceptance and compassion (how many examples of insecure models do we hear?). This is the reason we aren’t focusing significantly on body confidence in this book.  Of course, how we dress can impact how we feel, but you know this! What so many people miss is the internal confidence: our self-belief and identity, and that is where the real focus needs to be.


Final Word


With this chapter’s deep dive on confidence, hopefully we have challenged your pre-conceptions and given you a new perspective on what true, authentic confidence really is. On this solid foundation, we are going to start laying the bricks of a new, confident you by looking at O – Own your journey.




CHEATSHEET
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1. The Neuroscience Behind Confidence: 


Our brain’s natural response to stress stops us from performing at our best. Your brain’s survival mechanisms, like the ‘Amygdala Hijack’, can make you feel overwhelmed and paralysed under stress. This is something we all experience, and recognising it is the first step toward taking back control.


2. Redefining Confidence: 


Confidence isn’t about being the loudest or most extroverted person in the room. It’s about being authentically you and turning your thoughts and feelings into decisive actions. True confidence comes from within, not from external validation.
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