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Foreword


A few years ago I had the job of interviewing eight new electronics millionaires for a series in a magazine. One I remember in particular because his self-confidence was so fragile. He’d bought a boat, hoping to impress everyone, and then become depressed when, in the marina, he saw there were even wealthier people with even bigger boats. Our conversation turned to travel and as he listed the places he’d been to and the luxury hotels he’d stayed in I was able to tick them off on my fingers and say: ‘Yes, I’ve stayed there, too.’ In my case, I’d not paid a thing because I’d been invited by the hotel in a professional capacity. And he was absolutely furious. His sense of self-worth came from externals such as staying at exclusive hotels and now I’d taken that away from him.


Many people think confidence has to be based on achievements. But it isn’t true. And thank goodness. It would make my job a lot harder. Because I can’t make you rich. And I can’t make you more handsome or more beautiful, either. But I can make you more confident. Confidence comes from inside. And in this book I’ll be showing you how to achieve that.


But, surely, you say, externals must count too. And, of course, you’re right. But maybe not the externals you’re thinking of. If it was essential to drive a Ferrari in order to have self-confidence there wouldn’t be many self-confident people. I’ll be telling you about the externals that really count.


For this new edition, I have added ‘Specially for women’ boxes throughout the book. Women, in general, are less confident than men. Numerous studies confirm it. One study found that, while men would apply for jobs for which they were only 50 per cent qualified, women waited until they were 80–120 per cent qualified. The boxes highlight issues that especially – though not exclusively – affect women.


In addition, there is an important new chapter on social media (Chapter 13). This offers guidance on how to protect and improve your self-confidence online.


Paul Jenner


England, 2017
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Your secret weapons


In this chapter you will learn:


•  how to use this book


•  how your brain is ‘plastic’


•  the power of cognitive therapy.


Attitudes are more important than facts.


Dr Karl Menninger (1893–1990), American psychiatrist


On what does a strong sense of self-worth – confidence – depend? Money? Good looks? High intelligence? Nice clothes? An important job? An expensive car? Love? Helping other people?


What if I were to tell you you can be confident without any of that? Don’t believe me? Well, in fact, it’s true. Just as you can smile for no particular reason (simply raise the corners of your mouth) and laugh for no particular reason (try it) so you can also be confident ‘without any particular reason’.


You don’t need permission from anybody to be confident. There’s no law that says you have to conduct yourself as an ‘inferior’ being because you’re none of those things. You don’t need an external justification to have a strong sense of self-worth. You are entitled to self-worth, right now, just as you are, and I shall prove it to you in this book. You can feel self-confident. I guarantee it.


This book is for you if:


•  you lack confidence in general


•  you lack confidence in specific circumstances


•  you find it difficult to be assertive without being aggressive


•  you find it difficult to take charge of other people


•  you feel you can’t be yourself when you’re with other people


•  you find it hard to make friends


•  you can’t cope with criticism


•  you get tongue-tied with people you’re attracted to


•  you find it difficult to make conversation


•  you’re afraid of things that other people seem to manage quite effortlessly


•  you’re embarrassed about your appearance


•  you’re easily discouraged by any setbacks in your life


•  you’re afraid to apply for a better job even though you could do it.


If you carefully follow the instructions in this book, you’ll:


•  feel more confident in all circumstances


•  find it easier to get what you want


•  be more relaxed with people you’re attracted to


•  have more friends


•  become a better conversationalist


•  cope more easily with disappointments


•  be a popular and successful manager of other people


•  aim for the things you really want in your life.


Confidence is entirely a matter of mind. It may be a fact that you’re not tall, or able to wear designer clothes, or drive a fancy sports car, or anything like that, but you can still be confident. It’s attitude that counts. In this chapter and the next I’ll be teaching you five secret weapons for building confidence using the power of your own mind. But not just your conscious mind. We’ll also be harnessing the power of your unconscious. That’s why I call them ‘secret weapons’. They are:


•  Cognitive therapy (CT)


•  Suggestion


•  Trial runs


•  Visualization


•  Self-hypnosis.


In this chapter I’ll be explaining how you can gain confidence by eliminating negative ways of thinking – the principle of cognitive therapy (CT). And in the next chapter I’ll be explaining how you can reinforce that by actively cultivating positive ways of thinking.
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Insight


It may not be good to lack confidence but it can also be harmful to have too much. A team at the University of Georgia, led by Dr Keith Campbell, found that although highly confident people created a positive impression at the first meeting, they later came to be rated as arrogant, conceited, hostile and less able than they themselves thought.
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WHERE ARE YOU NOW?


Here’s a little test to find out how confident you are right now. When you’ve finished the book do it again – if you’ve followed my advice, your eventual score will be much higher (but not too high!). I’m 100 per cent confident about that!


  1  You enter a room full of strangers. Do you:


a)  Slink into a corner and watch?


b)  Look for a person alone and team up?


c)  Stride expansively around the room, greeting everyone as you go?


  2  In a discussion everyone is agreed on a particular course of action except you. Do you:


a)  Go along with them without putting forward your own ideas?


b)  Say you don’t agree but that you’ll accept the majority view?


c)  Try to persuade them all that they’re wrong?


  3  As regards fashion, which statement most closely represents your view?


a)  It’s important to be fashionable because otherwise people will ridicule you.


b)  It’s important to be fashionable so you fit in with other people.


c)  You shouldn’t follow fashion but develop your own personal style.


  4  At a dinner party you find yourself sitting next to someone who has little to say. Do you:


a)  Feel anxious and pass most of the time in silence?


b)  See your neighbour’s attitude as a challenge to your conversational skills?


c)  Make conversation with the entire table?


  5  You have to give a speech. How do you feel?


a)  Petrified.


b)  You’d rather not but you’ll try your best.


c)  Euphoric at the opportunity to be the centre of attention.


  6  You have the task of showing a group of people around at work but when you enter the room where they’re waiting, several of them fail to notice you and carry on talking. Do you:


a)  Go out again and hope they’ll pay attention if you return in a few minutes?


b)  Ask the nearest sympathetic-looking person to come with you and hope the rest will follow?


c)  Bang on something to get attention, make a welcoming speech and then lead the party off?


  7  You’ve been put in charge of overseeing a group working on a certain task. One of the group has come up with an unorthodox but clearly better way of doing things. Do you:


a)  Refer to your superior to make a decision?


b)  Insist things are done in the usual way?


c)  Give your approval to the new approach?


  8  You’re having riding lessons and the horse isn’t doing what you want. Do you:


a)  Let the horse make the decisions?


b)  Beat the horse because it’s making you look stupid?


c)  Calmly and persistently continue to give the horse the correct signals?


  9  You’re looking for a job and see various suitable positions advertised. Do you:


a)  Apply for one which pays badly and for which you’re rather over-qualified because you think you have a good chance?


b)  Apply for one that exactly matches your qualifications?


c)  Apply for one for which you’re under-qualified because you feel you’re ready for a step up?


10  You learn that you’ve been turned down for a job. Do you:


a)  Feel despondent and vow never to apply for a job again?


b)  Curse the company for having been so stupid?


c)  Tell yourself that there will always be failures and get on with some more applications?


11  You buy a business suit but when you get it home you realize part of the lining is coming unstitched. Do you:


a)  Sigh, then put it right yourself (or get your partner to)?


b)  Return to the shop in a rage and shout at the assistant?


c)  Return calmly to the shop and ask for your money back?


12  On a plane you find yourself sitting next to someone you find very attractive. Do you:


a)  Keep quiet and fantasize?


b)  Confine comment to practical matters such as asking to be allowed out for the loo?


c)  Begin a conversation with the aim of starting a relationship?


How did you score?


Mostly a: You won’t be surprised to hear that you’re severely lacking in self-confidence. Just about every area can be dramatically improved by working methodically through this book.


Mostly b: You’ve developed various mechanisms for coping with life’s challenges and disappointments but you haven’t yet achieved real self-confidence. This book will give it to you.


Mostly c: You’re already a pretty confident person but, no doubt, there are still areas that could be improved by selectively working through this book.


THE POWER OF YOUR UNCONSCIOUS


Think about this for a moment…As you read this your heart is beating. Your lungs are filling with air. Your digestive system is converting food to energy. Your kidneys are eliminating waste products. And so on. And yet you’re making no conscious effort at all. How can this be? It’s because all of these things and much more are under the control of your unconscious mind.


Just suppose that, instead of using your unconscious, you had to make a conscious effort to control all these processes. In fact, you wouldn’t be able to. Your conscious mind just wouldn’t be able to deal with so much data. You’d die.


It’s pretty clear, then, that your unconscious mind is incredibly powerful. Far more powerful, in fact, than your conscious mind. But, nevertheless, it’s very easily upset by your conscious thoughts. The proof of that is in the way so many people get some sort of stomach upset or headache when they’re apprehensive about a challenging situation.


How can that be? How can such an omnipotent force be deflected by a lesser one? Here’s a simple analogy. Suppose you were to enter the control room at the Kennedy Space Center during a mission. You probably wouldn’t have much of a clue about what was going on there. But that wouldn’t stop you being able to disrupt the smooth operation of the mission by pressing a few buttons. Do you see what I’m getting at? The control room represents your unconscious mind and you represent the conscious mind. You don’t know how to run the control room but you can, nevertheless, very easily interfere with its proper functioning. You can cause the Kennedy Space Center equivalent of a stomach upset or a headache.


So how are we going to stop ourselves wrecking our own control rooms? The answer is CT – and it’s something you can learn to do on your own.


COGNITIVE THERAPY


The brain is a ‘plastic’ structure. That’s to say, it changes physically in response to what you’ve learnt and what you think. In other words you can develop a ‘self-doubting brain’, a brain that’s physically different to a ‘confident brain’. Once that sets in it takes time to change it.


But it can be done.


It’s rather like letting a muscle wither through lack of use. Ten press-ups aren’t going to alter it. But over weeks and months of programmed exercise you can completely transform that muscle. Of course, it’s easiest when you’re young. But even if you’re well past middle age you can still do it. And it’s much the same with the brain.


One of the key people in the development of a technique for profoundly changing thought patterns is Dr Aaron Beck of the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine. In the 1960s Dr Beck was researching the causes of depression. He began to notice a rather striking pattern. People who were depressed very often had a self-image that really didn’t match with their true abilities and achievements. That’s to say, they often regarded themselves as failures when the facts said differently.


Dr Beck concluded that their depression stemmed not from the reality of their lives but from their perception of their lives. In other words, there was a sort of malfunction in their way of thinking. That’s why Dr Karl Menninger, quoted earlier, concluded that ‘attitudes are more important than facts’. The truth is that when you lack self-confidence your opinion of yourself – your attitude – is much lower than it should be.


Dr Beck began to develop a treatment for correcting this condition and gave it the rather scientific-sounding name of ‘cognitive therapy’. In essence, it’s simply a way of eliminating negative thoughts. It works for depression and it can also work for all kinds of other things, including lack of self-confidence.


There are ten different kinds of negative thoughts, or what psychotherapists call ‘cognitive distortions’. Here are ten examples as related to a lack of self-confidence:


•  They’re better than me


•  I’m not first so therefore I’m a loser


•  The things I do have faults so I’m obviously no good


•  I’m always making an idiot of myself


•  I know they’re not going to like me


•  I feel like a failure so I must be a failure


•  I’m a label (stupid/boring/unattractive or whatever)


•  I feel guilty that I’m not doing the things I should


•  It’s obviously my fault (again)


•  They’re only saying that to be nice.


Now let’s look at these in detail and see how you can tackle them.


They’re better than me


You look at other people and convince yourself they’re superior to you. At the same time you focus on what you see as your inferior qualities. This is what psychotherapists call the ‘mental filter’. You see others as more capable, more successful and less troubled by self-doubts and problems. But are they really better than you? It was the famous lexicographer Dr Samuel Johnson who observed that by examining your own mind you could also know what passed in the minds of others. In other words, other people are just like you. They do have self-doubts, do have moments when they lose confidence in themselves, and do have times when they look around and think everyone else is more successful than they are. It’s part of being human. But they overcome those feelings and move ahead – possibly with less justification than you have. Those people are not better than you. They’re just different. Better at some things, maybe. And certainly a lot worse at others.


PRACTICAL EXERCISE


In our celebrity-worshipping society we’re all encouraged to compare ourselves with the richest and most attractive-seeming people on the planet. But when you think about it, that’s ludicrous, because those people are literally one in a million. Let’s get real:


  1  The first thing I want you to do is the opposite. That is, compare yourself with the most unfortunate people on the planet. When you do that your situation isn’t so bad, eh?


  2  Next, compare yourself with other people in your own country. Take a good look around you. Don’t focus on that one person at the top of the heap. What about the neighbour who’s unemployed? What about the friend who does two jobs to make ends meet? What about the colleague who lives alone and hates it? You’re probably doing much better than you think.


  3  And here’s another thing I want you to do. I’m going to prove to you that you’re just as good as anybody else. I want you to write down ten of the fine qualities you possess. Don’t believe you’ve got any? Let me start you off with some suggestions. Well, for a start, you’re obviously not arrogant. So that’s a good thing. You’re obviously not domineering. That’s another good thing. And you’re sensitive. So that’s three excellent qualities for a start. Now you continue and don’t stop until you have ten.


  4  Take a convenient piece of card and head it up: ‘Good things about me’. Underneath, list your ten fine qualities. Keep the card handy and look at it every day.


I’m not first so therefore I’m a loser


This is the old ‘black and white’ issue. The ‘all-or-nothing’ mentality. If you have this way of looking at the world you tend to take up extreme positions. ‘As I’m not the most successful salesman in my company I’m obviously a failure’, ‘I didn’t get that job – I just can’t do anything right’. Black-and-whiters ignore the ‘grey’ of which most of the world is composed. Only one person can be the top salesman. That certainly doesn’t make everyone else a failure. Only one person can fill one job vacancy. Not being that person doesn’t mean you can’t do anything right.


PRACTICAL EXERCISE


  1  Write down the names of people you know or have heard of who are not number one.


  2  Ask yourself: Are those people really failures? What about politics, for example? Are all those politicians failures because they’re not a prime minister or president? Are all those actors and actresses in a film failures because they’re not the star? Are all the world’s tennis players failures, except for the one who is at the very top of the rankings? Of course not. And nor are you a failure.


The things I do have faults so I’m obviously no good


I’ve got news for you. Everything everybody does has faults. Nothing is perfect. By focusing on the faults in what you do you’re committing the error that’s known as ‘magnification’. You let that one little slip devalue everything else you’ve achieved.


If you think perfection exists you’re mistaken. And I’ll prove it to you. The test is this. If something is perfect it’s incapable of improvement. So now you tell me what things you consider to be perfect. A speech you’ve just heard? But couldn’t it have been clearer? Wasn’t there some dull material that needed to be cut? Or maybe a party you just went to? But couldn’t the music have been better? The food less rich? Or maybe there’s an item of clothing you covet? But couldn’t the finishing be better? Or the price be lower?


I could go on. When you think about it, I’m sure you’ll agree that nothing is perfect. In which case, striving for perfection is a fool’s quest. Don’t do it. And don’t be dissatisfied because you haven’t achieved perfection. Nobody does.


It’s true that some mystics teach that everything is perfect. But that really only confirms what I’m saying. It’s their attitude that makes something ‘perfect’. In other words, their acceptance of things as they are. You, too, need to accept that there’s a level beyond which it isn’t sensible to try to go. So try to see the whole and don’t go looking for little faults and then magnifying them out of all proportion.


PRACTICAL EXERCISE


In whatever it is you’re doing – at work, around the house, at play – aim for a good and competent standard but certainly not for perfection. You’ll find you’ll accomplish a lot more. And be more satisfied.


I’m always making an idiot of myself


No you’re not. This is yet another example of attitudes and facts being out of sync. You’re destroying your own self-confidence by a style of exaggeration known as ‘generalization’.


This is how it happens. You walk into a room full of people, slip over, and say to yourself: ‘I’m always making an idiot of myself’. You get up to make a speech, spill a drink over your clothes and think the same thing. You go for a job interview, give a bad answer and, again, think the same thing. But it’s actually the rarity of these misfortunes that makes them memorable, not the frequency. You probably give a bad answer once in 100 times, spill something on your clothes once a month and slip over once a year.
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Insight


Research shows that we all overestimate how much other people notice our gaffes – by a factor of at least two.
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PRACTICAL EXERCISE


Have a little notebook handy tomorrow and, as the day goes on, record:


•  all the things you do well


•  all the things you do badly


•  all the occasions you don’t make an idiot of yourself.


I’ll bet that all the things you do well, plus all the occasions you didn’t make an idiot of yourself, will far outweigh the small number of things you do badly (if any). Keep the notebook and refer to it whenever you feel like moaning about ‘making an idiot’ of yourself. And then stop thinking it ever again.


I know they’re not going to like me


This is what cognitive therapists term ‘jumping to negative conclusions’. The problem is that this kind of thinking can become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Either you work so hard to make people like you that, instead, they become frightened of getting involved with someone so desperate. Or, at the other extreme, you retire into your shell, having already decided there’s no point in making any effort at all. In which case, people can’t like you because they can’t know you.


PRACTICAL EXERCISE


We all make negative predictions and sometimes, of course, they turn out to be right. Then, in a mixture of bitterness and triumph, we call out: ‘There, I told you so’. But how often are they right? Let’s find out.


  1  Every time you make a negative prediction such as ‘They’re not going to like me’, I want you to make a note of it.


  2  Later, record whether or not the prediction turned out to be true. I bet you’ll find that on most occasions you were wrong.


I feel like a failure so I must be a failure


This is something that psychologists call ‘emotional reasoning’. Because you feel a certain way you assume you are that way. It may seem logical but it’s not. In fact, it’s a trick. It’s your circular way of thinking that’s the problem. You think you’re a failure because you feel like a failure which means you think you’re a failure…And on and on and on. You’ve got to cut right through that circle and head off in a new direction.


PRACTICAL EXERCISE


  1  Make a list of all the things you believe you’re bad at.


  2  For each of them give yourself a score from one to ten.


  3  List everything you can think of that contradicts your low score. For example, suppose you had listed: ‘I’m a poor conversationalist’, well, let’s see. Can you deal with life’s day-to-day communication challenges, like buying something in a shop? Can you explain to someone else how to work a piece of equipment? Can you offer words of reassurance to others? Can you pass on gossip? Can you recount what you’ve done today? Have you ever made anyone laugh? In all probability you’ve scored yourself, say, a two when in reality you’re more like a seven.


  4  Now start thinking of yourself as someone with the higher score you really deserve. Tell yourself: ‘I feel like a good conversationalist and I am a good conversationalist’. Keep feeling it and thinking it and break out of the circle.


I’m a label


We all fall into this trap to a certain extent. It simplifies things so much if we can put other people into pigeonholes. He’s a bore. She’s popular. He’s a winner. She’s a loser. And so on. It saves us having to delve any deeper. But it can be a terrible mistake. And so it is, too, when we apply labels to ourselves. I’m dull. I’m a poor conversationalist. I’m unattractive.


PRACTICAL EXERCISE


The first thing is stop applying labels.


If you find it difficult to break the habit then try putting those labels to the test to see how valid they really are. Have you, for example, ever done anything to overcome your ‘problem labels’? I’ll bet you haven’t. You see, that’s how we human beings are. Unless we can do something straightaway, we get discouraged. Then we give up. But nobody achieves anything without effort. Nobody learns to become a good conversationalist, or to dress well, or to perform under pressure in interviews, without quite a bit of practice. If the labels we give ourselves stop us ever really trying, then they become a self-fulfilling prophecy.


Here’s what you have to do now:


  1  Write down the labels you have for yourself: No good at languages. Two left feet. Hopeless in romantic situations. And so on. Whatever they may be.


  2  Next write down the things you’ve tried in order to overcome those problems. I’ll bet you won’t be writing down very much. Now ask yourself this: ‘Can I really be expected to excel in this category given how little training and experience I’ve had?’


  3  Select one of the items on your list, organize some lessons and get practising. Aim to be able to cross out that label within a year. And proudly proclaim: ‘Good at…’


I feel guilty that I’m not doing the things I should


Ah, the ‘should’ word. It causes such a lot of guilt, anxiety and self-recrimination. What a pity it was ever invented!


Let’s just think about this for a moment. Who says what you should and shouldn’t do? The government? Other people? That little voice inside your head?


Rather than talk in terms of ‘should’ let’s talk in terms of ‘want’. What do you want to do? And what don’t you want to do? Forget what other people say. You’re not them. You’re different. In fact, you’re unique and you have to follow your own path.


As to that little voice inside, well, you have to be able to know when it’s your own authentic voice and when, on the other hand, it’s something implanted in your unconscious by others – a kind of brainwashing, in fact.


Let’s say you’ve been invited to a party. You feel you should go. It’s only polite. You don’t want to let people down. And, anyway, you’re trying to improve your social life. On the other hand, you don’t enjoy dancing, don’t drink much and don’t like the other people who’ve been invited. So what do you do? Perhaps you’ll go. Or perhaps you’ll conclude your social life will improve more if you meet people in the sort of setting that appeals to you. Take a look at the practical exercises below and see if they help you make up your mind.
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Insight


The key point is this: Don’t give yourself a hard time over the ‘should’ word – forgive yourself.


You see, whenever you criticize yourself over things you ‘should’ have done you run the risk of suffering twice. Once from not doing the thing and the second time from the guilt.
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PRACTICAL EXERCISE


Next time you’re berating yourself over something you should do or should have done, stop and ask yourself the following questions:


•  Who says I should?


•  Is it realistic that I should?


•  What do I truly want?


Another thing you can do is make a note every time a ‘should statement’ comes into your head. Just make a tick in a notebook or use one of those wrist counters you can buy in sports shops. For the first few days you’ll probably find the number of ‘shoulds’ increases as you get better at spotting them. But, then, you’ll probably notice a steady decline as you begin to recognize your faulty thinking.


Finally, try replacing any ‘shoulds’ with a softer phrase. Such as: ‘It would be nice if…’


It’s obviously my fault (again)


It’s noble to take responsibility for your mistakes. But, on the other hand, it’s damaging to blame yourself for things that just aren’t your fault at all. It’s what psychotherapists call ‘personalization’.


See if you recognize this sort of self-reproach: ‘If only I hadn’t taken a long time getting ready this never would have happened.’ Or how about this: ‘If only I’d spent more time ironing Gerry’s clothes, I’m sure he would have done better at the interview.’ Well, I’ve got two pieces of news for you. One, you’re not responsible for everything that goes wrong. And two, other people have to take responsibility for themselves. Gerry is perfectly capable of ironing his own clothes.


Well, ironing may not be the issue in your case. But you take the point. If you have this kind of mindset it may be that your parents were always putting the blame on you. And maybe that set a pattern that’s hard to break. The mindset can carry on into adult relationships and eventually destroy every bit of self-confidence.


PRACTICAL EXERCISE


Next time there’s a problem and you think it’s your fault or someone else says it’s your fault, just analyze the situation and ask yourself these kinds of questions:


  1  Was this really my responsibility?


  2  Or is there somebody else who really had responsibility?


  3  Was I given proper training to take on this responsibility?


  4  Would another person have done any better?


Never lose sight of the fact that everybody makes mistakes every day. That’s life. It just isn’t possible to do everything perfectly. If you don’t believe me, just make a list of all the things you think your least favourite politician has got wrong. You’ll probably need quite a lot of paper for that.


Accept responsibility when it’s appropriate. Everyone will admire you for it. But never make yourself a scapegoat. And don’t let anybody else turn you into one.


They’re only saying that to be nice


If someone pays you a compliment do you dismiss it as undeserved? Maybe you think like this: ‘He wants something’ or ‘She’s only being nice’. If that sounds like you then you’re suffering from a mindset called ‘disqualifying the positive’.


Another manifestation is never being satisfied with your own achievements. You set goals but even when you reach them you tell yourself the goals were too easy and move the goalposts to make things harder.


There’s nothing at all wrong with setting goals. And there’s nothing wrong with setting more difficult challenges as you progress. On the contrary. What’s wrong with this particular mindset is that, instead of each achievement creating a sense of self-worth and boosting confidence, it instead becomes a source of dissatisfaction. That’s ridiculous.


PRACTICAL EXERCISE


  1  Think of something you enjoy, in which the source of pleasure comes from the thing itself, not the achievement of a particular goal. It could be listening to music, or dancing around the room, or looking at a beautiful view or just lying in bed, all warm and cosy. In fact, when you start to think about it, there are so many things where goals would be meaningless. After all, how can you lie in a bath better than anyone else or better than you did the last time?


  2  Now hold on to that concept of enjoying something for itself and try to carry it over into those areas where you’re always competing with yourself or other people. Giving a speech at a wedding? Then just revel in the happiness of the couple and the company of your friends. Playing a game? Then just enjoy taking part. Going swimming? Then just enjoy the feeling of the water flowing over your body.


  3  Learn to accept compliments. Don’t analyze them. Don’t weigh them up to decide to what extent they’re deserved. Take them at face value and be happy.




Specially for women




Many women feel that it’s somehow wrong to appear very confident. That it’s ‘bragging’. That it’s not feminine. If that sounds like you, listen to the words of Dr Richard Petty, Distinguished University Professor of Psychology at Ohio State University. He defines confidence as ‘the stuff that turns thoughts into action’. He says that courage, willpower, anger, intelligence and creativity may also be required. But, at bottom, no confidence, no action. So think of confidence not as a negative emotional quality but as an important acquired skill. As a qualification, in fact, just as important as, say, a degree. Potential employers will be looking for an impressive CV and confidence will be part of that. There’s no ‘certificate of confidence’ but maybe there should be.








USING NLP


Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP), which began with the collaboration of Richard Bandler and John Grinder in the 1970s, has certain things in common with CT. Here are three NLP ‘presuppositions’ that can be useful in combating negative thinking.


IF ONE PERSON CAN DO SOMETHING, ANYONE CAN LEARN TO DO IT


This isn’t strictly true, of course, but it encapsulates a truth which stands good in most circumstances. It might be better to say, ‘If most people can do it, I must be able to do it too.’ And you will be able to.


IF WHAT YOU ARE DOING ISN’T WORKING, DO SOMETHING ELSE


We often keep doing something because we believe it should work, and when it doesn’t we get demoralized. This presupposition cuts to the heart of the matter. As they say, ‘If you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll always get what you’ve always got.’ Rather than feel demoralized and lose confidence in yourself, simply switch tactics.


THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS FAILURE, ONLY FEEDBACK


This presupposition is particularly appropriate when it comes to confidence. Think of infants learning to walk. No matter how many times they fall they keep on trying and eventually they succeed. It’s only as adults that we develop a fear of what we call ‘failure’. But you haven’t failed until you’ve given up trying. Be like an infant and treat each fall as a lesson in what doesn’t work and what does.


NLP has quite a lot to teach about confidence and I’ll be returning to it from time to time throughout the book.




Specially for women




So what is it about women that makes them naturally less confident? One theory is that it’s mostly to do with nurture. For example, that girls take part in sports less frequently than boys and therefore don’t get so used to dealing with the ups and downs, the wins and the defeats, the gamesmanship and the aggression (see Chapter 9). But there’s also a strong argument for nature. The ‘female’ hormone oestrogen promotes conciliation rather than conflict. On the other hand, testosterone, the ‘male’ hormone, is all about aggression, risk-taking and power. In broad terms, men have 20 to 40 times more of it than women do. Even men’s brains seem naturally designed to be more confident than women’s. For example, the amygdala, which helps alert the body to threats, is more easily activated in women than men, meaning that women are more likely to remember negative events from the past and to keep going over them. Men don’t so much shrug them off as forget them. Then there’s the cingulate cortex, or ‘worry centre’. In women, it’s larger than it is in men. So for a woman to acquire as much confidence as a man requires a determined effort.








DEALING WITH BAD DAYS


We all have them. There we are, going along quite nicely, then suddenly…wham! Something bad happens. Just as it did to the psychologist at the cocktail party…


The psychologist was talking to some friends when a man suddenly came up to him, punched him in the face, knocked him to the ground, then kicked him as he lay there. Eventually the assailant walked off and the psychologist staggered to his feet, brushed down his clothes, straightened his tie and smoothed back his hair. Looking at his fellow guests he shrugged his shoulders and said, ‘That’s his problem’.


Just a little joke to introduce a phrase with which you’re no doubt familiar. I’ll be using it quite often in this book. In fact, it’s a very important concept and the psychologist was, indeed, a master. In their lives, other people have their different ways of looking at things, their misconceptions and their traumas. They may, unfortunately, bring their problems into your life. But that doesn’t mean you’ve done anything wrong. The psychologist didn’t allow the assault to damage his self-confidence. When things happen to you, as they do to all of us, try to remember the psychologist and those three little words.




Specially for women




You don’t have to envy men their testosterone too much. When women were given testosterone in research conducted at University College London, they became less collaborative and were wrong more frequently. Out in the real world it’s been shown that male hedge-fund managers trade more often and take more risks than their female colleagues. But over a long timescale it’s the women who outperform.
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Insight


Here’s another tip for making sure those days don’t set you back.


Keep a calendar in a prominent place. It needs to be the type that shows just one day at a time on printed paper. At the end of every ‘working day’ go to the calendar, tear the page off, screw it up and throw it into the waste paper basket while reciting something like this:


•  I did my best today. Some things went well. Some things didn’t go so well. But now it’s over. I’m going to relax and enjoy myself. Tomorrow, when I wake up, it will be a brand new day.
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10 THINGS TO REMEMBER


  1  You can be confident ‘without any particular reason’.


  2  You are entitled to self-worth, right now, just as you are.


  3  You can literally change the physical make-up of a ‘self-doubting brain’ into that of a ‘confident brain’.


  4  It’s important to tackle the unconscious as well as the conscious mind.


  5  Cognitive therapy is a way of eliminating negative thoughts.


  6  Dr Aaron Beck is the ‘father of cognitive therapy’.


  7  If you lack confidence it’s because your thoughts are unrealistic.


  8  There are ten different kinds of negative thoughts you must learn to eliminate.


  9  Making a list of your good qualities is a simple way of boosting your self-worth.


10  Put bad days behind you and forget about them.
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HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU NOW?


•  Have you realized that other people are not ‘better’ than you?


•  Have you accepted that coming second or third or fifteenth doesn’t make you a ‘loser’?


•  Have you understood that nothing is ever perfect?


•  Have you stopped imagining that other people are paying attention to your occasional mistakes?


•  Have you stopped anticipating that other people won’t like you?


•  Have you stopped feeling like a failure?


•  Have you stopped giving yourself negative labels?


•  Have you stopped feeling guilty about things you ‘should’ do?


•  Have you stopped blaming yourself when other people are actually responsible?


•  Have you stopped dismissing compliments?


Score:


If you answered ‘yes’ to most questions, then you’re obviously already a pretty confident, happy and resilient person. Go straight on to the next chapter.


If you answered ‘yes’ to between five and seven questions, then you can also go on to the next chapter but revisit this one from time to time and think about the issues it raises.


If you could answer ‘yes’ to only four questions or fewer, then you’re obviously being far, far too hard on yourself. Keep working on the practical exercises in this chapter until you raise your score to five or higher.
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More secret weapons


In this chapter you will learn:


•  how to harness the power of suggestion


•  how trial runs can eliminate fear


•  how to succeed with visualization and self-hypnosis.


Nobody can make you feel inferior without your consent.


Eleanor Roosevelt (1884–1962), American human rights activist and First Lady


You now know about eliminating negative thoughts. Next let’s take a look at the opposite side of the coin and learn ways of actively promoting positive thoughts.


SUGGESTION


The unconscious will always be associated with the Austrian physician Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), but in fact others wrote about it before him, notably the French psychiatrist and philosopher Pierre Janet (1859–1947). Freud’s vital contribution was to devise systems for both uncovering and altering its contents.


We now understand how, simply by using suggestion, we can reprogram our unconscious minds. There’s an easy but very powerful technique which anybody can master. All you have to do is devise a ‘suggestion’ and keep repeating it to yourself. But make sure the suggestion is couched in positive terms.


Here’s a common experience. I was at a seminar with some important people – well, important to me – and on the first morning I got two of them mixed up and called them by the wrong names. (In fact, they looked very similar.) Next morning I saw Vincent heading towards me and told myself: ‘This is Vincent. Do not call him Hubert. Do not call him Hubert. Do not call him Hubert.’ Yet as soon as I opened my mouth I heard myself say, ‘Hello Hubert’. And he was pretty upset.


How could it have happened? The answer is simple. I’d been concentrating on the wrong thing. On the negative. I’d been focusing on the avoidance of failure, not on the achievement of success. It’s a very important distinction. I shouldn’t have said to myself, ‘Do not call him Hubert’. I should simply have visualized myself saying, ‘Hello Vincent’.


Do you see the difference? The two methods seem similar and have the same goal. But one is doomed to failure because your mind is mesmerized by the negative possibilities. The other is zeroed in on success.


And, therefore, it will succeed.


PRACTICAL EXERCISE


  1  Select a time when you can completely relax. I suggest you do this in bed at night, just before going to sleep. That’s when the ‘pathway’ between the conscious and unconscious minds is most accessible.


  2  Now simply repeat your suggestion in your mind, over and over. For example, suppose you feel that people don’t warm to you. You feel inadequate and anxious in social situations. Then you might say something like this: ‘I’m a kind and loving human being with a lot to give. I take an interest in people and like to help. When I show that side of myself people find me attractive and enjoy my company.’ Remember you mustn’t frame your suggestions in negative terms. For example, never say anything like this: ‘There’s no reason people shouldn’t like me’. That would be to implant negative expectations into your unconscious which would have the opposite effect to the one you want. Always be positive.


  3  It doesn’t matter if you vary the words a little every night because you can’t quite remember them. In fact, long suggestions seem to work better than short ones. Possibly they permeate more of the unconscious. So don’t worry about being word perfect. The important thing is that the sentiment – the positive sentiment – remains the same.


[image: image]


Insight


Choose or invent a confidence-boosting motto for yourself. Repeat it every night just before you go to sleep and whenever you start to have doubts about your ability to succeed.
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Here are a few standard mottos to give you some ideas:


•  Beaten paths are for beaten people.


•  Boldness be my friend.


•  Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it (Johann Wolfgang von Goethe).


•  Every day in every way I’m getting better and better.


•  If at first you don’t succeed, try, try, try again.


•  I can.


•  Imagination is more important than knowledge (Albert Einstein).


•  Never give in (Winston Churchill).


•  Serve to lead (Royal Military Academy Sandhurst).


•  The only ones who fail are those who do not try.


•  Train hard, fight easy.


•  Whatever it takes.


•  Who dares wins (UK Special Air Service).


•  You’re as good as you think you are.


•  You’ve got to be in it to win it.


And here are some in Latin:


•  Acta non verba – Actions not words.


•  Alis grave nil – Nothing is heavy to those who have wings.


•  Audeamus – Let us dare.


•  Audentes fortuna iuvat – Fortune favours the bold.


•  Audere est facere – To dare is to do (the motto of Tottenham Hotspur Football Club).


•  Aut viam inveniam aut faciam – Either I shall find a way or I shall make one (Hannibal).


•  Carpe diem – Seize the day.


•  Fortes fortuna adiuvat – Fortune favours the brave (3rd Regiment of the US Marine Corps).


•  In somnis veritas – In dreams there is truth.


•  Non progredi est regredi – Not to progress is to go backwards.


•  Semper excelsius – Always higher.


And, finally, a few funny ones:


•  For every action there is an equal and opposite criticism.


•  Hard work pays off in the future; laziness pays off now.


•  No one is listening until you make a mistake.


•  Repeat after me: We are all individuals.


•  The sooner you fall behind the more time you’ll have to catch up.


IMPROVISATION


Improvisation, or making a ‘trial run’, is something you can do for all sorts of situations to combat nerves. Lack of confidence is, after all, often just a fear of the unknown. If you’ve never done something before you’re bound to feel apprehensive. You have no way of knowing how you’ll cope or if you’ll succeed. That makes you apprehensive.


The idea of improvisation is very simple but also very effective. Let’s say you’re job hunting. There’s one particular position you’d desperately like and you’re feeling anxious. How can you prepare yourself? The answer is really very simple. Apply for other similar jobs and use those interviews as improvisations. Here are the advantages:
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