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1
your secret weapons



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 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. You can feel self-confident. I guarantee it. And the first step is to deploy your secret weapons.


 

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 CT. And in the next chapter I’ll be explaining how you can reinforce that by actively cultivating positive ways of thinking.

Cognitive therapy

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.

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’.

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?

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.

2 Next, compare yourself with other people in the UK. 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?

3 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, to begin with 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.

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? 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.

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’.

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).

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 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.

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

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!

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?

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’.

Practical exercise

Next time there’s a problem and you think it’s your fault or someone else says it’s your fault, just analyse 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.


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’.

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.

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 analyse them. Don’t weigh them up to decide to what extent they’re deserved. Take them at face value and be happy.

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.
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