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Introduction


‘You can’t teach talent. You can’t put in what God left out – but you can teach confidence.’


Gloria Naylor


 


Welcome to Confidence 2.0, a book that I hope will provide a new way of looking at the topic of confidence. Most of all, however, this book is about you, your confidence and what it allows you to do. So allow me to begin by asking you a question.


On a scale of 1 to 10, how confident would you say you are? Let’s suppose that a 1 means you’re filled with anxiety, worry and self-doubt over just about everything – both at work and in your personal life. You shy away from colleagues as well as people in social settings. You are troubled by much in life and find the world a very threatening place.


On the other hand, a 10 would mean that you feel completely confident in every area of your life. You are not only supremely at ease but quite certain that you can conquer all of life’s challenges. You feel totally secure in your personal relationships and friendships. You know that you are brilliant at your job, too.


So where would you put yourself? Before we move on, can I suggest that you do give this a go and assign a number, a rating, to your confidence? In all likelihood, you are neither a 1 nor a 10. Clearly, exceptionally low confidence isn’t a good thing: it would make everything in life quite difficult – speaking up at work, meeting new friends, dating, going for job interviews and generally having peace of mind.


But neither is extremely high confidence desirable. Now, you may imagine that more self-belief is a good thing. You may have picked up this book because you wanted to boost your confidence. And yes, some self-confidence is a good thing. But I’ll show you that too much confidence can be as harmful as too little. In fact, a high level of fearlessness can occasionally be such a bad thing that I call it the curse of confidence. So this book is not only aimed at people who want to be bolder: it’s also a warning and a set of recommendations for those who feel they are plenty confident as well.


Coming back to that 1–10 scale, I’ll argue that the optimal amount of self-belief would put you only at a score of around 6 or 7 out of 10. No, really. You may find that surprisingly low – of course, I’ll explain this fully later in the book. But that’s already good news if you feel a little too timid. You don’t need to aim to get to a 9 or 10 out of 10.


In our very first chapter, I’ll show you that having too much confidence could in fact be problematic and self-defeating. And it’s actually the people with only moderate levels of self-belief who do best.


Applying the scientific method to confidence


There are plenty of books around on the topic of confidence. However, I wanted to write a book containing only methods that have been proven to help almost everyone with their confidence. So that’s both about supporting people who need greater confidence as well as advising individuals who perhaps need to steer clear of the little-recognized dangers of too much confidence.


But allow me to give you some context by explaining how I decided what to include in Confidence 2.0 – and what to leave out. To do so, here’s a little thought experiment for you to consider.


Imagine for a moment that you get introduced to a friend of a friend – he’s called Jack – who tells you about an experience he had to help him to feel more buoyant. He booked a session with a Mrs Dorothy Dreher, who was a neuro-dynamic confidence counsellor, apparently.


When he arrived at her office, he had been expecting someone in her fifties, but Mrs Dreher was probably in her mid-thirties. Dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. White blouse, dark skirt. Hint of an Eastern European accent.


Over the course of an hour, she helped him to achieve a deep state of relaxation. She played a CD of relaxing sounds: fat raindrops hitting wooden decking, bamboo wind chimes knocking together gently. She asked him to slow his breathing until he was nearly asleep.


Throughout the session, Mrs Dreher also asked Jack to tap the inside of his left wrist with his right index finger. Apparently, that was the neuro-dynamic bit: a technique of embedding the feeling of relaxed confidence into the deepest parts of his brain. With another four sessions, she said, it would reprogramme his brain to make that sense of confidence the new normal.


Yes, it was expensive, he tells you. But he has already paid for his next few sessions and can’t wait to see the results.


So here’s the question: would you give it a go? Would you pick up the telephone to book a session with Mrs Dreher?


Personally, I would want to know a lot more about this mysterious technique. Because we have no way of knowing purely from the recollections of a friend whether the treatment is genuinely helpful or merely an expensive waste of time.


Obviously, Jack felt that he benefited from it. But perhaps you’re genuinely smarter and less naive. You’re not the kind of person to fall for any old nonsense. And, of course, you don’t want to be ripped off or to invest time in a method that’s a dud.


Or, assuming that this so-called neuro-dynamic method does work – do you really need to visit Mrs Dreher and pay her eye-wateringly expensive fees? Could you get the same benefit from listening to a soundtrack of relaxing rain and chime sounds at home while occasionally tapping the inside of your wrist? Actually, is the tapping even necessary? Might it even be the case that simply listening to the relaxing sounds alone is enough to augment your confidence?


Unfortunately, we simply cannot know the answers to any of these questions. The testimony of a single – albeit utterly enthusiastic – individual just isn’t enough.


The only way to find out would be to put the neuro-dynamic technique under proper scrutiny: to test its alleged benefits in a scientific experiment known as a randomized controlled trial (often abbreviated to RCT by researchers).


In RCT experiments, there are two main principles. The first is simply the need to test out the technique on sufficient numbers of people. Research scientists usually recruit dozens or even hundreds of folks into their studies rather than testing new methods out on only a single individual like Jack. Even a handful of people isn’t enough. That way, they can tell whether a psychological technique works for most people.


Then, to figure out whether the tapping was truly an integral part of the technique, we would need to compare the tapping method against a plausible alternative. So we might instruct a group of people in the tapping over, say, the course of an hour. And we would invite a similar number of other folks to relax: to sit and listen to relaxing sounds for the same length of time.


If we thought that tapping should produce the more powerful boost to confidence, then the people in that group would be said to be in the experimental group. The people performing the plausible alternative would be in a control group – so-called because we’re trying to control the experiment to rule out alternative explanations. And this is the second principle of scientific inquiry: the need for a control group.


Finally, we would ask our experimental participants to complete questionnaires measuring how they actually felt. Only by comparing the benefits that people reported in each group could we conclude what effects the neuro-dynamic technique actually had. Did it help people? Was it a waste of time? Or, even worse, did it actually harm people and make them feel less confident?


Of course, neuro-dynamic confidence counselling doesn’t exist. It’s something I made up. But the point is that this book is packed only with stuff that has been scientifically tested and shown to work.


Harnessing the proven science of confidence


I work as a psychologist and I feel really passionately about the need for systematically tested advice. Because, without scientific evidence for what works, we’re all vulnerable to being taken advantage of.




Without scientific evidence for what works, we’re all vulnerable to being taken advantage of.





We know there are people in all manner of trades and professions who are happy to make their living by ripping off or outright conning people. Everyone knows a horror story of an electrician or plumber, builder or decorator who charged a fortune but delivered massively substandard work. We hear of financial advisers and unscrupulous bankers who push financial products on to hapless customers who don’t really understand what they’ve bought.


When it comes to our physical health, there are dodgy so-called nutrition experts prescribing expensive but ineffective diets for people struggling with troublesome medical conditions. And companies as well as individuals are selling alleged anti-ageing treatments that are either worthless or even harmful.


The same goes for our psychological health and well-being. Unfortunately, there are life coaches, motivational speakers, gurus and other advisers who are equally bad when it comes to boosting your confidence. Many of these advisers may be well intentioned. They may genuinely believe that their advice works.


But what if it doesn’t? What if they’re not just conning themselves – but the general public as well?


I want to protect you by offering you only proven methods to build your confidence, because that was the way I was trained when I did my two degrees in psychology. I completed an undergraduate degree in psychology at the University of Bristol and then a PhD, a doctorate in psychology at King’s College London. And over the course of those six years of study, the one thing that was drilled, drilled, drilled into me was the importance of data-based evidence. No matter how much we sometimes may wish for something to work, we have to have proof that it works.


Now, as a practising psychologist, I try as far as possible to recommend techniques and interventions that have been backed by science. Whether I’m coaching an individual, running a workshop or speaking to a huge crowd at a conference, I don’t just tell them what they should be doing. I explain why, too.


And that’s what I aim to do with this book on confidence. Rather than merely telling you what you should be doing, I shall explain the experimental set-ups that researchers use in their studies. In this way, furnished with that extra background and the reasons why you should be using these techniques, you won’t be taking only my word that these are effective interventions. You’ll be reading about the scientific evidence and judging for yourself that these work. By doing so, I hope that you’ll feel more inspired to try the technology and stick with it.


Technology?


Yes, I use the word ‘technology’. The version of the Concise Oxford English Dictionary that I have at my desk defines technology as ‘the application of scientific knowledge for practical purposes’. The word doesn’t only refer to gadgets and physical machinery; it’s just as appropriate to talk about mental technology too, so long as it’s based on science.


Too often, so-called experts who tout solutions for low (or overly high) confidence do so based on opinion. But the solutions within this book are not based on the mere opinions of either myself or any other individuals; they are based on science. And science allows us to measure quite categorically what helps people with their confidence.


That’s why I called this book Confidence 2.0. I see it as an upgrade on the topic of confidence: a leading-edge guide on how much confidence you need and how to make the most of yourself.


So remember, as we continue through the book, that these are not merely techniques that I have dreamed up. There is scientific knowledge underpinning every piece of advice. And, chapter by chapter, I’ll keep talking about the evidence-based support for the various confidence-building tactics.


But this isn’t going to be a dry scientific treatise about confidence. It’s intended to be an intensely practical book for anyone interested in how to reprogramme thoughts, feelings and behaviours. You’ll learn how to apply new psychological principles and use techniques to upgrade either your life or the lives of those around you.


And, as we explore the technology of confidence, we shall see that there is genuine cause to be optimistic. You can be more confident.
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Navigating through Confidence 2.0


If you feel that either you or someone close to you does not need more confidence, you’ll find advice on this special situation in Chapter 1. But, for the most part, this book is about feeling more confident, behaving more confidently and ultimately crafting a more confident life.


That can take many forms. Perhaps you crave more confidence when giving presentations or going for job interviews. Maybe you want to stand up for yourself more – whether that’s with colleagues at work or domineering members of the family or friends. You may wish to network more assuredly at professional gatherings or make a better impression at social events, parties and on dates. Perhaps you’re a dancer, a musician, an entertainer, an athlete who needs to perform at your very best during auditions or overcome your nerves in sporting arenas.


Or maybe you’re hoping to change the trajectory of your life. You may feel that you’re stuck in a difficult situation and have a pressing need to get out – or you got out but want help in moving on fully. Perhaps you would love to start up a business or embark on some new venture. Maybe you want to get better at handling criticism and rejection. Or you wish you could feel less fearful so that you can live your life more fully. Whatever your circumstances, I hope to provide you with advice that has been shown to make a difference.


To these ends, I’ll be covering both speedy techniques as well as more deeply effective strategies. I’ve structured the book into four parts and a conclusion as follows:


•  Part I: Understanding the consequences and complications of confidence. In this first part of the book, I’ll do away with some outdated ideas about confidence. Yes, experts used to think not so long ago that high self-confidence was always desirable, but new science punctures such claims. I already mentioned that too much self-belief may harm rather than help us – so why is that? And what can we do to avoid such pitfalls? Another myth: that folks who behave confidently in public must also feel confident privately. In actuality, we’ll see that some people who act boldly may secretly be tormented by insecurity and self-doubt. That’s because there’s a big difference between feeling confident and behaving confidently. Confident feelings and confident behaviour are separate things. I call them inward-emotional confidence versus outward-social confidence. Maybe you want assistance only with one or the other sort – or both. So in the two chapters that make up Part I, I’ll upgrade your understanding on the nature of modern-day confidence.


•  Part II: Increasing your inward-emotional confidence. I mentioned the difference between feeling confident and behaving more confidently and this part tackles the feeling bit of the equation. Countless people agonize over past mistakes, failures, criticisms or rejections and relive them over and over again in their minds. Others worry about their present circumstances. And still others can’t help but fret about what might go wrong in the days, months or years to come. ‘What if I lose my job?’ ‘What if my partner leaves me and I’m left with nothing?’ ‘What if the audience laughs at me?’ So many people are troubled by feelings of anxiety, distressing mental images or negative thoughts. But there is good news: there are plenty of simple but proven techniques that can help you to tackle bothersome feelings (Chapter 3), images (Chapter 4) and thoughts (Chapter 5).


•  Part III: Enhancing your outward-social confidence. Part III will focus on the skills, strategies and simple rules that we can all apply when we want to broadcast confidence so that other people see us at our best. These chapters will cover scenarios such as giving speeches and presentations, standing out during job interviews or auditions, asserting ourselves and engaging in conversations whether with friends or potential romantic partners. I’ll also include research-backed guidance on both dating and maintaining fulfilling, long-term relationships. Some of these tactics involve changes to our body language, our use of eye contact, our posture. Other techniques are more psychological in nature but have still been shown to give folks demonstrable boosts to their credibility, their likeability, their impact.


•  Part IV: Cultivating lifelong confidence. I’ve already mentioned that true, deep, lasting confidence doesn’t come about immediately. And, in this part of the book, I’ll delve into several of the more involved methods that have been shown to bring about profound, literally life-changing levels of confidence. We’ll discuss problem-solving strategies for tackling life’s most difficult obstacles and opportunities. We’ll look at how deep-rooted ways of thinking about yourself and the world can either support or stall your attempts to feel stronger. And we shall explore how you can set effective goals and achieve the kind of life that will genuinely contribute to your well-being and peace of mind.


•  Conclusions: Onwards, upwards and over to you. By the time you’ve read the four main parts of this book, we will have discussed several dozen different techniques, exercises, tactics and rules for changing not only how you see yourself but also how you behave. It would be overwhelming to try to do everything at once and I suggest that you need to be more strategic, choosy and careful about how you spend your time. So I’ll end the book by giving you some practical advice on how to pull it all together into a plan of action that will deliver results week after week, and month after month.




Over to you


I hope that Confidence 2.0 isn’t a book that you read. Well, of course I hope you read it. But I don’t want you to just read it and then set it aside. I fervently hope that you will apply what you learn, that you will put pen to paper or fingers on keyboard to make a few notes or do the occasional exercise. I hope you will not only try the techniques once or twice but practise them enough that they become familiar and genuinely helpful.


Throughout the book, then, I will include boxes like this one to summarize exactly what you need to do in order to upgrade your confidence. My suggestion is to take your time with the book. Over the weeks and months to come, I sincerely hope that you will return frequently to the boxes scattered across these pages.


There is also a glossary at the end of the book with a handy reminder of all the terminology that we cover.





Taking a modern look at confidence


Whether you’re reading this book to aid yourself or someone else in your life, I’m certain that you will come across genuinely new insights into the true nature of confidence. Actually, psychologists don’t really even use the word ‘confidence’. Different researchers refer to various specific, technical concepts such as self-efficacy, self-esteem, optimism, resilience, coping and psychological well-being. But you won’t have to worry about any of those. My job is to wade into the morass of jargon to pick out what will actually enable you to feel stronger and get real results.


As we travel together from one chapter to the next, we’ll look at new 2.0 technology drawn from fields including sport psychology, cognitive behavioural therapy and neuroscience. We will review time-honoured approaches such as mindfulness and using your body language to best effect. And we’ll investigate newer confidence-upgrading techniques such as imagery rescripting, cognitive defusion and hemispheric activation, too.


We will also examine some of the controversies in the field of confidence-building research. For instance, you may have heard of something that has been called the power pose. The original claim was that assuming a commanding posture – standing tall with your feet apart and your hands on your hips – actually boosts the dominance hormone testosterone and reduces levels of the stress hormone cortisol. However, recent research has disputed this. So what’s going on? What helps your confidence – and what doesn’t?


We’ll debunk myths along the way as well. An example: it is often assumed that extraverts are always confident while introverts are always anxious and self-doubting. But we shall discover the truth is that many extraverts don’t actually feel terribly confident. At the same time, introverts can feel absolutely secure and happy within themselves.




Many extraverts don’t actually feel terribly confident. At the same time, introverts can feel absolutely secure and happy within themselves.





By the time we get to the end of Confidence 2.0, you’ll be able to separate the facts from the hype. And you’ll be equipped with proven, state-of-the-art guidance that will genuinely make a difference to either your life or the lives of those around you – no matter how much (or how little) confidence you have.


Anyway, enough of the preamble; it’s time to get started by exploring why you may not need as much self-belief as you think you do. In fact, I’ll show you in our first chapter that too much confidence may actually be quite debilitating.




PART I


Understanding the consequences and complications of confidence




1


Beating the curse of confidence


‘Well, I think we tried very hard not to be overconfident, because when you get overconfident, that’s when something snaps up and bites you.’


Neil Armstrong


 


Imagine you’re flicking through the TV channels and you come across a talent show. Maybe it’s The X Factor or Britain’s Got Talent. It could be The Voice, American Idol or any one of the many copycat shows. A thin, young man perhaps in his mid-twenties steps in front of the judges. He has a smattering of acne across his cheeks. He boldly, loudly announces, ‘Hello, my name’s Paul.’


He takes a deep breath and exhales slowly, his lips pursed. He opens his mouth to sing and out comes a horrendous, tuneless wail. It truly is awful, but the judges allow him to sing his whole audition piece. The judges are fighting not to laugh but can’t help smirking or even giggling a little.


When Paul finishes, the judges tell him gently that he has no talent, that he really can’t sing. But the would-be pop star gets angry. He disagrees. He snaps at the judges that he is hugely gifted – that they simply can’t recognize true talent. He says he’s going to get a record deal and sell more records than Michael Jackson or the Beatles. And, with a snarl on his face, he storms out, shouting something sufficiently offensive at the judges that the producers have to bleep it out.


I’m sure you’re familiar with these kinds of auditions: where people really, really can’t sing but believe that they can. And it’s not just in English-speaking countries like the UK, the USA and Australia where you see such car-crash auditions. These TV formats are so supremely successful that there’s hardly a country in the world that doesn’t have one on its screens. In France, they have La France a un incroyable talent while the Arab world has Arabs Got Talent. Colombia has El Factor X and Lithuania X Faktorius. China has Chinese Idol while Poland’s version is simply called Idol.


The filmed humiliation of these so-bad-they’re-good contestants is enjoyed by all sorts of people worldwide. And perhaps one of the reasons such shows command enormous viewing audiences is because they allow folks at home to see what confidence looks like. And there’s nothing that viewers love more than when that self-confidence puts on an ugly show.


How dreadful must it be to believe totally and truly that you’re great at something and destined for success – when precisely the opposite is true? The combination of utterly high self-confidence and excruciatingly low competence makes these auditions shockingly watchable. But we mostly watch these deluded contestants safe in the knowledge that such a degree of wrongheaded self-belief could never apply to us. Ha – aren’t they stupid? That could never happen to us, right?


Wrong.


Here’s the bad news: a staggeringly large proportion of people are actually rather overconfident in their abilities. Yes, there are plenty of folks who overestimate themselves – they’re simply far too fearless. And even if you feel you’re lacking in self-belief, you may be surprised to hear that you may still be overconfident in at least some parts of your life.
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Considering your own ability levels


How would you rate your various skills and abilities? Compared to the rest of the people in the country, how would you rate yourself as a communicator, a team player, an organizer, a friend?


But perhaps those are overly complex talents. Your definition of being a good communicator or team player may differ from mine. So let’s simplify things by looking at one, much more narrowly defined, skill: compared to the rest of humanity, how good would you say you are at logical reasoning?


To give you an idea of what I mean by logical reasoning, here’s an example question: ‘Everyone who is kind is compassionate, and someone who has experienced adversity is always kind. Eleanor is compassionate, so she has experienced adversity. Is the statement about Eleanor true or false?’


I’ll put the answer to the question in the notes at the end of the book.1 But suppose for a moment that I persuade you to take a timed test with 20 of these questions. The example about Eleanor is a relatively easy one to start with. Imagine that subsequent questions get evermore difficult until your head is practically hurting from the effort of figuring them out.


Immediately after the test, I ask you to rate your performance as compared with other people of your age and education level. But I’d like you to rate yourself in a very particular way: I want you to allocate yourself to a percentile. For example, if you put yourself at the 80th percentile, you would be saying that you think you’re better than 80 per cent of people of your age and education level. Putting it another way, you reckon you’re in the top 20 per cent of the pack. Or, if you put yourself at the 35th percentile, you’re better than only 35 per cent of people. So nearly two-thirds of people are better than you.


So go on. Just for fun, make a mental note of your percentile figure.


Now this series of steps is pretty much what two psychology researchers did in an eye-opening experiment on the dark side of confidence. Justin Kruger and David Dunning at world-famous Cornell University recruited several dozen undergraduates to take a 20-question logical reasoning test. Immediately afterwards, the investigators asked all the participants in the experiment to rate their own logical reasoning ability by way of a percentile ranking.2


The crusading scientists’ first observation was that participants on average placed themselves at the 66th percentile. Mathematically, we would expect for half of the participants to be better than average and half to be worse than average, with an average rating at the 50th percentile. So the researchers could already see that more people were overestimating their ability than underestimating it.


But Kruger and Dunning made a more momentous discovery. The most incompetent logical reasoners (who on average had scored at the 12th percentile) believed that they had scored at the 68th percentile. In other words, these weak performers who were worse than nearly 9 in 10 people actually thought that they were better than nearly 7 in 10 people. These participants didn’t think that they were just a little better than they actually were – they were massively, hugely, overwhelmingly overconfident about their logical reasoning skills.


Appreciating the true scale of overconfidence


Logical reasoning is a somewhat obscure intellectual skill. So let’s look at a more relevant, interpersonal one. People who feel that they lack confidence often wish they could be more assertive. Would you say that you’re under-assertive (i.e. you don’t speak up enough), over-assertive (i.e. you are sometimes a little too pushy) or appropriately assertive?


Exploring the precise issue of people’s assertiveness skills, Columbia University research collaborators Daniel Ames and Abbie Wazlawek recruited 169 pairs of business students to engage in a negotiation skills test. One person in each pair was instructed to act as the seller of a product and the other person the buyer. After 20 minutes of haggling over a deal, all the participants were asked to rate both their own levels of assertiveness as well as those of their counterparts.


Analysing the results, the researchers immediately spotted a fairly major discrepancy between how participants were perceived by their opposite numbers and how they saw themselves. Sixty-seven per cent of those who were rated as under-assertive by their counterparts thought that they had been appropriate or even over-assertive. And 64 per cent of those who were rated as over-assertive by their counterparts believed that they had been appropriate or even under-assertive.


In both cases, then, approximately two-thirds of people got it incorrect. Individuals who actually needed to speak up more believed that they were either just assertive enough or even too pushy. But, more notably, people who were perceived as too pushy generally thought they either had got it right or were not assertive enough.


In other words, there were considerable numbers of people who believed that they were too quiet and meek but were judged by others to have been too talkative or even aggressive. Or, to phrase it slightly differently yet again, even people who feel less than entirely confident may actually be seen by others as overconfident.
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So yes. Even if you feel rather tentative, there’s still a chance that the rest of the world will think otherwise.


We could look at more individual studies demonstrating that so many people are overconfident, but we don’t need to. In 2014 social psychologist Ethan Zell at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro and his collaborator Zlatan Krizan at Iowa State University published a definitive review of the research on overconfidence. They summarized the results of several thousand original studies looking at people’s estimations of diverse abilities such as academic aptitude, raw intelligence, language skills, memory capacity, medical competence and even sporting prowess. Sadly, the researchers concluded that ‘people have only moderate insight into their abilities’.3


Moderate isn’t exactly great, is it?


But that’s what the facts tell us. Remember that this is a conclusion based not on just one or two studies but several thousand. Most people – young and old, male and female, and from all walks of life – get it wrong.


OK. Perhaps you’re convinced that many people are overconfident in some way. No doubt you can bring to mind examples of colleagues, perhaps even family members or friends, who think they’re better than they actually are. But do you continue to think of yourself as more self-aware, more acutely attuned to your personal weaknesses, flaws and failings? So it’s still other people that are overconfident, but not you?


To convince you that you – yes, even you – probably fall prey to bouts of overconfidence about at least some of your traits, skills or abilities, I’ll tell you about one more study. In this experiment, Stanford University psychologists Emily Pronin, Daniel Lin and Lee Ross asked 91 Stanford students to rate themselves on six personality dimensions relative to other Stanford students. Three of these personality traits were positive (dependability, consideration for others and objectivity) while three were negative (snobbery, selfishness and deceptiveness).


After the students rated themselves, they were told to read a paragraph about the human tendency to be overconfident:


Studies have shown that on the whole, people show a ‘better than average’ effect when assessing themselves relative to other members within a group. That is, 70–80 per cent of individuals consistently rate themselves ‘better than average’ on qualities that they perceive as positive, and conversely, evaluate themselves as having ‘less than average’ amounts of characteristics they believe are negative.


After being taught about their likely levels of overconfidence, the participants were given the chance to revise their self-judgements. But even this piece of knowledge didn’t make a difference: 87 per cent of the participants still believed that they were better than average on the six characteristics.4


Eighty-seven per cent! That’s nearly nine in ten people. Or pretty much everybody, really.


Permit me to spell out the implications. People in this carefully constructed investigation were specifically taught about their likely overconfidence. But the overwhelming majority of them still believed that they were above average. So, even though you have read about this very same piece of research, the chances are that you, too, probably still believe that you’re better than you actually are in at least some areas of your life.


Comprehending the costs of high self-confidence


OK, I hope I’ve demonstrated that most people inadvertently overestimate themselves. So that means that a lot of folks – including you and me – are at least a little overconfident. So what? Should that really concern anybody?


A forty-something friend called Georgina is currently dating. She got married at the age of 20 but it lasted only a few years. And through her twenties and thirties she had a handful of fairly serious relationships, some of them lasting months and a few lasting a year or two. She didn’t date at all for quite a few years. But several years ago she gamely plunged into the world of online dating.


Georgina gets plenty of interest: she has a ready smile, startling blue eyes fringed with long lashes and, with her unlined face, could pass for someone five or more years younger. Terribly, though, she seems locked into an unhappy pattern: men are initially very keen, but they end the nascent relationship after weeks or only a handful of months.


It’s a shame, because she is vivacious, chatty, well read and media savvy: as capable of debating politics in the Middle East as the latest Taylor Swift video. She is socially adventurous, too: she loves dining at just-opened restaurants, discovering cool cocktail bars and kicking her high heels off on the dance floor.


If you met her, you’d say that she was confident. Georgina would agree that she’s confident as well. But that’s possibly the root of her relationship conundrum. She may be too confident.


Yes, she is vivacious and well informed. But she often talks too much. She can dominate conversations or be overly vigorous in voicing opinions. And her thrill-seeking streak means that she has a low boredom threshold. She thinks it’s dull to visit the same venue twice and hates the idea of ‘quiet nights in’.


I once tried to share my observations with her: that she could talk less and listen more. That she could compromise occasionally when choosing entertainments and activities. But my counsel was batted aside. She told me that she knows she’s fantastic company. She’s convinced that she is a great partner so she’s unwilling to do anything differently.


Or consider someone I’ve encountered called Thomas, a lawyer by training. A silver-haired 52-year-old with nearly three decades of experience, he graduated from a top university and has worked for some of the most prestigious law firms around.


He is intelligent, charming and persuasive – he makes a superb first impression with clients, for example. And, in pursuit of his goals, he is dogged, tenacious and willing to work unspeakably long hours.


Regrettably, he has had to change jobs many times. He has been fired three times in his career and quit in frustration several more times. Each time, he has blamed circumstances or other people: a general downturn in the economy, the ineptitude of his boss, the stupidity of his clients and so on. But he has a reputation among his friends – both those who know him from legal circles as well as people who know him through other avenues – for being prickly, quick to judge and hot-tempered. He can be enthusiastic one day but angry or sarcastic the next. As you can imagine, none of this endears him to his workmates.


The worst thing for Thomas, sadly, is that he does not see his own flaws. He is confident that he is a proficient lawyer and that any firm would be lucky to have him. Perhaps he justifies his behaviour to an extent as the natural result of his being a tough and uncompromising leader. But the result is still the same: while he makes electrifying early impressions with both clients and co-workers, he doesn’t learn. He keeps making the same mistakes. He has had to move on from one job to the next so many times – and he will likely have to do so again and again in the future.


Of course, such individual cases may be idiosyncratic and unrepresentative of most people. But more rigorous studies also point to a similar conclusion: that overly high self-confidence may be harmful rather than helpful. Enter Randall Colvin, a scientist at Northeastern University who has been at the forefront of research into overconfidence for over two decades. He and his band of behavioural scientists began a provocative study by persuading over a hundred undergraduates to undergo three stages of evaluation in their laboratory.
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First, the participants filled in a battery of questionnaires, rating themselves on a number of personality and social characteristics. Second, each participant was rated by two of his or her peers – friends or family members – on the same characteristics.


Professor Colvin and his crew combined the self-ratings and peer ratings to calculate the extent to which participants had been overconfident about themselves. For example, if a participant said that he was ‘very popular’ but his two peers said that he was only ‘moderately popular’, that indicated a degree of overconfidence. On the other hand, if a participant said that he was ‘quite popular’ but his peers reported that he was either ‘quite popular’ or even ‘very popular’, that would imply a level of self-awareness or even modesty.


The third stage in the evaluation was to video-record all the participants for five minutes debating a tricky topic with someone they had never met before. Moments before hitting the record button on the video camera, the experimenter read out the following instructions:


The next part calls for you to have a little debate. Specifically, the topic we have people debate is the use of capital punishment, because most people can come up with at least some arguments on both sides of that issue.


After collecting hours and hours of footage, the researchers asked a panel of independent observers to watch the videos and rate each of the participants on how they came across. Finally, Colvin’s team were able to compare participants’ tendency to overestimate themselves with the ratings that they were given by the independent observers.


Male participants who rated themselves more highly than they were rated by their peers ‘were observed to speak quickly, to interrupt their [conversational] partner, to brag, and to express hostility’. In contrast, men who had not been overconfident about themselves ‘were found to exhibit social skills, to express sympathy and liking toward their partner, and to be liked by their partner’.


Female participants who were overly bold about themselves were also rated by the independent observers more poorly. These women were ‘described as seeking reassurance from their partner, as acting in an irritable fashion, and as exhibiting an awkward interpersonal style’. On the other hand, women who did not overestimate themselves ‘were observed to exhibit social skills, to enjoy the interaction with their partner, to like and be liked by their partner, and appear to be relaxed and comfortable’.5


The implication is that people who overestimate their skills and attributes may be seen as possessing poorer social skills than those individuals who are more realistic or even modest about themselves. Overconfidence can be a bad thing.
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Why? Well, think about synonyms and associated words for overconfidence: arrogance, conceitedness, self-importance, ego, superiority, self-delusion, smugness, even narcissism. And such was the level of overconfidence in these participants that it was detectable by strangers watching them in only a five-minute video.


Understanding the reasons behind overconfidence


What happens to overconfident people over time? As they age, do they become more mature and self-aware? As the years pass, do they perhaps learn to rein in their worst impulses?


In order to answer such questions, Randall Colvin and his entourage ran a follow-up study in which they tracked 101 young adults over a five-year period. Think about that for a moment. Five years is a long time. Imagine starting a project but having to wait not just one or two but a whole five years to finish it. That’s rare in psychological science, so the campaigning researchers should be commended for that alone.


As before, Colvin’s team evaluated men and women at the start of the project; they assessed the participants again after five years had passed. On analysing the results, the researchers found that both men and women who overestimated themselves at the start of the investigation became increasingly hostile, defensive and even ‘guileful and deceitful’. Far from being an issue that went away as people got older, it seemed that the problem of their overconfidence ballooned.


Why? Why on earth would anyone behave in such a manner?


Because it’s a form of psychological self-protection, concluded Colvin and his compatriots. For such individuals, it’s a way of artificially buoying their self-esteem and enabling themselves to feel good.


People with a healthy sense of self-esteem base their estimations on their real accomplishments, their actual relationships and the fact that they genuinely possess certain skills and traits. But overconfident people elevate their self-esteem unhealthily by deceiving themselves that they are better than they actually are: burying their heads in the sand rather than acknowledging what’s really going on around them.


However, this inflated level of self-esteem is fragile. It’s not based on reality. So overconfident individuals may try to defend it by engaging in what psychologists call downward social comparisons – or what ordinary people might call put-downs and insults. By knocking others, such individuals hope to lift themselves up. Overly bold individuals also tend to take less responsibility for their mistakes or harmful actions; they are more likely to blame bad luck or other people than themselves.


Unsurprisingly, Colvin and his colleagues warned that such behaviour might maintain self-esteem ‘but at a continual and cumulative cost of alienating one’s friends and discouraging new acquaintances’. After all, who wants to be friends with individuals who put down or blame others and who stridently believe they are better than they actually are? Not me. And probably not you, either.
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Appallingly, more people seem to have unhealthily inflated self-esteem than healthy high self-esteem. Or at least that’s the conclusion reached by Roy Baumeister, a professor of psychology at Florida State University and one of the most prolific research psychologists of all time. In a now-famous 2003 paper, he and his colleagues published a major review of the several thousand research studies that had looked at the benefits of high self-esteem.


Their verdict: high self-esteem was far from a good thing. In fact, they warned that people who are possessed of high self-esteem tend to ‘regard themselves as having an impressive range of superior social skills, but…these skills are not readily discerned or confirmed by others’.6


Ouch. In other words, just because someone thinks that he or she is the life and soul of the party doesn’t mean that others agree.


Furthermore, the psychologists wrote: ‘We have not found evidence that boosting self-esteem…causes benefits.’ Indeed, they concluded that efforts to elevate self-esteem in either adults or children were simply not defensible.


The write-up by Baumeister and his associates was so stunningly damning that most reputable psychologists have since stopped talking about high self-esteem as a worthwhile goal. It’s almost a shame, as there are plenty of tricks that can be used to augment your self-esteem. For example, you can remind yourself of your achievements. You can make lists of reasons why you’re better than the people around you. Or you can seek compliments and praise from other people. But remember that high self-esteem is perhaps best thought of as a form of self-trickery, an unwarranted set of beliefs that may end up alienating others.
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Moving focus away from 1.0 self-esteem to 2.0 confidence


Be careful when you come across writers or advisers who want to help you with your self-esteem. It is true that working on your self-esteem may allow you to feel more self-assured. But this is a rather old-fashioned and not entirely healthy form of confidence that is no longer championed by most psychologists. Remember that Baumeister’s critique was published way back in 2003. And evidence suggests that people with high self-esteem can end up engaging in questionable tactics, such as putting others down or ignoring problems in order to defend their self-worth.


So we won’t be looking again at self-esteem. As we discuss boosting confidence in the rest of this book, we shall instead discuss more modern methods of fostering freedom from inappropriate worry and unhelpful levels of anxiety and other negative emotions. We will never aim to be entirely free from self-doubt, because reflection and self-questioning are entirely healthy – they help us to ensure that we really are on track to getting good results in the real world.


We will also look at developing something that psychologists call your self-efficacy – your belief in your ability to conquer genuine challenges – which has been shown countless times to boost people’s ultimate performance in all sorts of tasks. So even though I’d like us to move away from the 1.0 concept of self-esteem, I promise that we will still discuss many 2.0 ways to assist you to feel more positive and achieve your goals in life.





Harnessing the objectivity of others


We’ve talked about overconfidence in social settings. But what about at work? Does it matter if a person’s self-perceptions differ from the perceptions of their co-workers?


Before I answer such questions, could I ask you quickly to rate your agreement or disagreement with four short statements, please? For each statement, choose a rating from one of the following:




1 = Strongly disagree


2 = Slightly disagree


3 = Neither disagree nor agree


4 = Slightly agree


5 = Strongly agree





Here are the statements:


•  I think of myself as someone who is a reliable worker.


•  I think of myself as someone who does a thorough job.


•  I think of myself as someone who perseveres until a task is completed.


•  I think of myself as someone who makes plans and follows through with them.


The set of statements measure a personality dimension that psychologists typically call Conscientiousness, which indicates the extent to which a person is thorough, careful and disciplined. Someone who scores highly on Conscientiousness tends to be organized and dependable. Someone who scores lower may prefer things to be less structured and to live their lives more impulsively.


Many dozens of studies have found that young people who are higher on Conscientiousness tend to do better in their academic studies. So schoolchildren and university students who are more thorough and disciplined tend to get better grades.7 Hardly surprising, right?


Scores of other studies have probed how this personality trait predicts performance at work as judged by people’s bosses or colleagues. Typically, these studies also find that people who are higher on Conscientiousness tend to be more successful at work. Again, it’s hardly shocking news to hear that people who are organized and meticulous tend to do better at work.


But here’s the thing. Individuals’ performance is only weakly predicted by their judgements of their own personalities. The biggest predictor of both academic and job performance is other people’s judgements of individuals’ personalities.


If you look back at those questions, you may be able to see why. Most people would say that they are ‘reliable workers’ – even some who are arguably a bit lazy. A lot of people would describe themselves as ‘thorough’ or the kinds of people who persevere with tasks – even though their co-workers or friends or family might laughingly disagree.8


Data sleuths Brian Connelly of the University of Toronto and Deniz Ones of the University of Minnesota wrote arguably the definitive paper on the predictive power of self-ratings (i.e. the judgements that we make of ourselves) versus other ratings (i.e. the judgements that other people – our friends, family, bosses and colleagues – make of us). Looking at the many hundreds of studies on the topic, they conducted a massive statistical analysis to see which of the two proved the better predictor of actual career success. In the final paragraphs of their report, they observed that ‘traits predicted academic achievement and job performance considerably better when ratings came from others than when they came from the self’.9


In other words, the people around us typically know us better than we know ourselves. We are not accurate at identifying our own strengths and shortcomings at work. And when it comes to predicting how well we might do in our studies or at work, our personal judgements are pretty much worthless.
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You can see how it could hurt people’s livelihoods. Someone with high self-esteem may believe that she’s a superstar singer, dancer or competitive athlete. So she might waste time and money pursuing that career even when the best coaching in the world might only make her mediocre. A would-be entrepreneur who believes in himself could pour money into his business venture despite not having the skills, experience, contacts or motivation to prosper.


Even without believing that they’re great, people are still at risk of overconfidence. Suppose someone thinks she’s a little worse than average at analysing data or giving presentations. But if in reality she’s far worse than average, that’s still a form of overconfidence. She could end up becoming complacent because she thinks she’s good enough. She could subconsciously avoid or outright ignore good advice from knowledgeable people that might puncture her illusions.


Steering a path between overconfidence and lack of self-belief


Now I’m not saying that you are overconfident about everything in your life. You may have fairly decent insight into what you’re good and not good at. But the chances are there will be something – some skill, some domain of knowledge, some trait – that you overestimate.


Here’s where it can get a bit seemingly contradictory, though. Yes, we’ve been talking about overconfidence. But the big statistical analysis by Connelly and Ones didn’t just find that everybody overestimates themselves. It concluded only that people rarely had entirely accurate pictures about themselves. Yes, some people overestimate themselves. But some people underestimate themselves, too. And that can be equally damaging. People who could genuinely become good entertainers or entrepreneurs, chefs or chief executives, might otherwise fail to pursue their callings.


There’s an incredibly important lesson here for all of us, then, no matter how much – or how little – confidence we may have in ourselves and our abilities. Even though it sounds unlikely, we have to trust the science. If there’s only one thing to take from this chapter, it’s that other people tend to be more accurate in their evaluations of us than we are about ourselves.
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So don’t rely on your own opinions. You can only know which skills you are overestimating and which ones you are actually underestimating by seeking the judgement of the people around you.


But it’s crucial here to seek the opinions only of knowledgeable people who can give you constructive criticism. Don’t fall into the same trap as those TV talent show wannabes. They probably get told all the time by family and friends that they are exceptional singers. But I would contend that they shouldn’t be asking friends and family for advice unless they’re in the music industry and can provide them with genuinely useful comments.


I’m not trying to put you off your dreams. If you aspire to be an entertainer or an athlete or a business owner or a manager or anything else, go for it. But to afford yourself the very best chance of succeeding, seek feedback from people who are genuinely knowledgeable about what you want to do, who have legitimate experience in your field of interest and deep insights to offer. You need to speak to people who have a track record of success and the ability to point out and correct flaws. Don’t just rely on the opinions of your best mates or the people who love you.
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