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Foreword

Guess What? The Golden Rule Works.

When my grandfather B.C. Forbes launched Forbes magazine, he began his first “Fact and Comment” column by stating, “Business was originated to produce happiness, not only to pile up millions,” and then asked, “Are we in danger of forgetting this?” His concern, raised nearly a century ago, was that businessmen (and women) frequently measured their success by their bank account, an approach he believed vastly missed the mark. My grandfather understood that there was a greater moral purpose to business, one that went beyond donating money as a means of perpetuating one’s name on a hospital, library, or such. To be a true success, he believed businesspeople must start with their workers and coworkers.

Now, ninety years later, my grandfather’s question is perhaps more timely than ever. With the world moving at an ever-rapid pace and new industries creating wealth the likes of which we’ve never seen, there’s no shortage of businesspeople aiming for success at all costs. Fortunately, with Dawna Stone, we have a counterbalance to the success-through-materialism set. I first met Dawna when she was launching her award-winning Her Sports + Fitness magazine. As a fellow publisher, I took a special interest in her entrepreneurial aspirations. A few years later when she interviewed me for Winning Nice and explained her reason for undertaking such a project, I was struck by the parallels between her business philosophy and my grandfather’s. In promoting the power of commerce to improve people’s lives and produce happiness, Dawna stands out as a business leader—one who, like my grandfather, understands that good business goes beyond mere revenue and profits to foster relationships of goodwill and universal success.

Winning Nice provides a timely guide to succeeding in business while remaining true to one’s core values. Through real-life examples the book highlights how Dawna and other successful businesspeople have achieved their goals while—and in large part by—treating others as they themselves wish to be treated. With dozens of actionable tips and strategies, Winning Nice should be required reading for everyone from recent college graduates to seasoned executives.

At Forbes, we celebrate the spirit of business and the human side of capitalism. In Winning Nice, Dawna Stone reminds us that dignity and respect should be the foundation of any business career. Her refreshing style not only illustrates the benefits of her philosophy, but it inspires those with goals and dreams to achieve them in a way that leaves the world a better place.

In politics one person wins and one person loses. It’s the same with sports. However, in business your success can be other people’s success. Winning Nice perfectly captures this underlying dynamic of the business world. It shows that true success is enjoyed by those who actively take an interest in, develop, and build up the people around them. No matter the current point of your career, you have the opportunity to make those around you better, and in the process propel yourself to even greater success.

Steve Forbes

President

Forbes Inc.


Introduction

WHY WIN NICE?

The idea for Winning Nice was born out of a sense of surprise. After winning The Apprentice: Martha Stewart, the refrain I heard time and again was, “What I admired most was how you won. You were so nice and respectful—a true team player—it’s so rare to see that today.”

Receiving this praise was flattering, but being singled out concerned me. Why was my behavior considered so rare? Why is living by the Golden Rule (Treat others as you want to be treated) considered not the norm but an aberration? A quick look around—at newspapers, magazines, television, and movies—made it clear: we are no longer living in the benign era of TheBrady Bunch, of being nice to others and doing the right thing; we are living in the cutthroat age of TheSopranos: kill or be killed.

A lot of people are afraid of being too nice in the workplace. They hear stories about ruthless leaders who rise to the top and are conditioned to think the way to get ahead is to win at all costs while waging a virtual war on the competition. Niceness is viewed as a chink in the armor and a guaranteed ticket to finishing last.

If you’ve picked up this book, you probably feel, like me, that how you win counts as much as winning. The idea of being able to succeed in business while still maintaining your dignity, pride, and self-respect is more important to you than the “succeed at all costs” mentality that prevails in much of today’s business world.

Despite the negative images and portrayal of business in the media, there are still millions of people who have meaningful relationships with their coworkers, help other people grow and develop even as they become successful themselves, and ultimately thrive by staying true to their core values of integrity, respect, altruism, and friendship. My experience, and the experience of plenty of others, proves that you can win nice!

This is not a book about The Apprentice: Martha Stewart. Before the show I was already an experienced businessperson—I’ve been an investment banker, management consultant, chief marketing officer for a $700 million company, and an entrepreneur. I founded Her Sports + Fitness, a national woman’s health and fitness magazine that was named Best New Magazine in 2004. I was able to accomplish all this by following a set of principles in both my business and personal life that is based on my Winning Nice philosophy.

As a kid I was always taught to respect others and do the right thing. And after nearly twenty years in business I’ve learned specific ways to put these values into practice, creating positive results for all involved. I didn’t necessarily know how to identify these techniques early on in my career, and it sure would have been helpful to have someone show me simple steps I could take to make a positive impact on those around me while at the same time positively impacting my own life and success. That is why I wrote Winning Nice, to share these techniques with others and to spread the “wealth” of shared success.

I believe that generally, people are inherently good and want to do the right thing. However, with pressure to succeed at all costs, it can sometimes be difficult to know how to get ahead without stepping on others. Sometimes the roadblock may come from failing to believe in ourselves enough to actually be our best. We may lack the confidence to approach others and try new things. Or we may not realize how a few small changes in the way we carry ourselves can impact our success. My goal is for you to read this book and utilize its techniques to make life more impassioned, enjoyable, and successful for you and those around you.

I know from personal experience that being genuinely nice can help you get ahead in your career, open doors that may have previously been shut, and create powerful opportunities that may have been otherwise unavailable.

I was also motivated to write Winning Nice because there seems to be a common perception that nice people finish last. Being a “nice guy” or “nice girl” doesn’t mean you’re a pushover or a weak person. You can be powerful and nice, confident and nice, influential and nice, and even authoritative and nice. Despite being a nice person, I am tough in negotiations, hold my employees accountable for their actions, focus on bottom-line profitability, and terminate employees for nonperformance. Being nice doesn’t mean you shy away from doing the things necessary to make your business or career a success. But it does mean conducting yourself in a way that leaves everyone involved feeling comfortable with the outcome.

In Winning Nice I want to share with you what I consider the seven building blocks to personal success and show you how to use these skills to succeed in business and life. Winning Nice is more than just a set of rules—it’s an approach to living life on a whole new level—one that allows you to be the very best you can be.

The book is divided into two parts, and each chapter allows you to build on what you learned previously. In Build Your Foundation you’ll discover the seven building blocks that will help grow your interpersonal skills while at the same time helping to improve the lives of those around you.

The seven building blocks follow.

1. Believe in Yourself

You’ll learn why believing in yourself is the foundation for success and how to effectively grow your self-confidence. I’ll show you how to keep a positive outlook, never give up, and overcome your doubts.

2. Learn to Communicate

You’ll learn how much your style and approach to communication influences the way you are perceived by others. I’ll show you how to listen more effectively, project more energy, and come across more clearly, as well as how to be approachable to others.

3. Give Recognition

You’ll learn the importance of recognizing the efforts and contributions of others and how even the smallest expression of appreciation can have a positive and lasting impact. I’ll show you how to give recognition in a way that reflects positively on you and the recipient.

4. Take an Interest in Others

You’ll learn why it’s so important to invest the time to learn more about the people you come in contact with. I’ll show you how looking outside yourself can help you better connect with others.

5. Help Others Help Themselves

In this chapter you’ll learn how your actions can help others be the best they can be. I’ll show you how to provide support, be a great mentor, and encourage others to improve themselves.

6. Be Part of the Team

You’ll learn how to become a more effective team player. I’ll show you how to express your enthusiasm, improve team communication, and get along with almost anyone.

7. Exude Professionalism

In this chapter you’ll learn why dressing, acting, and communicating for success can take your career to new heights. I’ll show you how to impress at first sight, stand out from the pack, and tackle sensitive situations.

Put the building blocks into practice, and you’ll quickly notice a change in how those around you perceive you and how you perceive yourself. 

Part 2, Build Your Future, shows you how to apply the seven building blocks in your daily interactions with others—superiors, coworkers, competitors, family, and friends. You’ll learn how to put a positive spin on the toughest situations and how to do the following things:

1. Find Your Passion

In this chapter you’ll learn why finding your passion is so critical. I’ll show you how to reassess your career, explore future opportunities, and chart a path to happiness.

2. Promote Yourself

You’ll learn that there is more to getting ahead than just doing a good job. I’ll show you how to ask for what you want, how to let your accomplishments be known, and how to propel your career forward.

3. Learn the Art of Managing Nice

In this chapter you’ll learn that how you manage is more important than what or whom you manage. I will show you how to critique constructively, build trust, and get the most out of your team.

4. Become a Great Leader

You’ll learn how to set yourself apart as a great leader. I’ll show you how to think like a leader, act like a leader, communicate your vision, and hire the best.

5. Build Lasting Relationships

You’ll learn that it’s never too late to build a network of strong relationships. I will show you how to proactively build a cadre of strong supporters.

6. Embrace Your Customers and Clients

In this chapter you’ll learn the importance of creating the strongest bonds possible with your customers and clients. I’ll show you how to stay in contact, make your clients feel appreciated, and shine amid your competitors.

7. Give Back

You’ll learn how rewarding it is to adopt and support a cause. I’ll show you how to find the best way to contribute, given your personal interests and economic and time constraints.

8. Be Your Best

You’ll learn how embracing the Winning Nice approach can make you perform at your best, and you’ll review the simple steps you can employ immediately in your everyday life. You’ll also learn how these small changes can impact you and those around you.

Follow the techniques in this book, and you can reap huge rewards as you progress through your business career. Winning Nice is not a strategy for short-term gains; it’s a philosophy that lets you yield more from your relationships with others and ultimately achieve more personal advancement. You will improve your life, have even more success, create stronger relationships, and be happier with who you are. 

Winning Nice can be your ticket to self-fulfillment and happiness—just give it a try!

Build Your Foundation

CHAPTER 1

Believe in Yourself

“You sort of start thinking anything’s possible if you’ve got enough nerve.”

J. K. Rowling

Joanne Rowling was once a single mother, unemployed and living on state benefits. She worked on a book manuscript for years, and when she was done, she packaged up the first three chapters and sent them to an agent “who returned them so fast they must have been sent back the same day they arrived.” But she believed in her manuscript and found another agent. After a year and a dozen rejections she finally received an offer for her book. Now known as J. K. Rowling, her Harry Potter series has been published in sixty-three languages, sold more than 300 million copies, and is credited with inciting an increase in child and adult reading. Rowling is now a billionaire. What if Rowling didn’t believe in herself enough to keep pushing forward with her manuscript? What if she stopped trying after those first three chapters were rejected?

You have the potential to take your life to a whole new level. No matter how satisfied you currently may be in life, believe me when I say your life can be much better than it is today. It can have more passion, humor, fun, excitement, and meaning. And when it does, your career will take off, and success will no longer be a question. But before you embrace any of the Winning Nice principles, you must first believe in yourself. This is the foundation upon which everything else is built.

In order to improve your life and the lives of those around you, you must believe that you can truly make a difference. We are capable of so much more than most of us realize. The secret to tapping into your ultimate potential is to understand that with hard work, determination, and unwavering conviction you can realize your dreams. You can do anything as long as you believe you can!

Developing a strong belief in yourself will not happen overnight, but I’ve seen dozens of examples where in just weeks or months, people have gained incredible amounts of confidence and literally transformed their lives. To start building your inner belief system, you need to do these things:

• Stay positive.

• Start with you.

• Never give up.

• Overcome your doubts.

• Eliminate the negative whenever possible.

• Find the silver lining.

• Embrace the small things.

• Spread positive energy.

STAY POSITIVE

Dale Carnegie said, “Most of the important things in the world have been accomplished by people who have kept on trying when there seemed to be no hope at all.” What if Albert Einstein had given up on his research when no university would hire him? What if Thomas Edison had pulled the plug on his experiments after two years and hundreds of failed attempts? Einstein, Edison, and Rowling all persevered despite many failures. Every day people make the choice to either push forward or give up. If you stay positive and look at failure as a lesson learned and an opportunity to persevere, incredible things can happen.

After inventing the Ballbarrow, a wheelbarrow with a ball instead of a wheel, James Dyson turned to another mundane item—the vacuum cleaner. Inspired by a system used at a local sawmill, he created a prototype of the cyclone vacuum, which uses a spinning action to separate dirt from air, rather than a filter or bag. Three and a half years and 5,127 prototypes later, he had a unique product that didn’t require a vacuum bag. Dyson went on the road, visiting British and European manufacturers, all of whom rejected his device. Over the next decade Dyson rode a roller coaster of rejection, bad licensing agreements, and lawsuits. But he remained committed to his design, and by 1995 he had the best-selling vacuum cleaner in Britain. By 2005 Dyson’s company had an annual profit of over $173 million, and his 100 percent ownership of the company was worth an estimated $1.1 billion. He continues to run his company as he wants (no suits and ties, no internal walls), and he operates under a simple but straightforward philosophy. As he says, “We try to get people to do things in a different way.”

To paraphrase a famous quotation by Thomas Edison, Dyson didn’t fail; he simply found 5,127 ways that didn’t work. By viewing all these attempts not as failures but as opportunities to learn and develop a better prototype, Dyson was able to maintain the positive attitude necessary to achieve his goal.

We all face what’s commonly termed failure or rejection from time to time. What sets winners apart is how they perceive the situation. Those who remain positive in light of numerous obstacles are often the ones who succeed.

On May 6, 1954, twenty-five-year-old Oxford medical student Roger Bannister became the first person to run a mile in less than four minutes, shattering a nine-year record. People said it couldn’t be done, but Bannister had a secret weapon others overwhelmingly underestimated: a belief in himself. According to one writer, “Bannister studied the four-minute mile the way Jonas Salk studied polio—with a view of eradicating.” Collapsing at the finish line after 3 minutes and 59.4 seconds that reshaped the idea of what the human body was capable of, Bannister made world history on the Iffley Road Track at Oxford. Afterwards he said, “Doctors and scientists said that breaking the four-minute mile was impossible, that one would die in the attempt. Thus, when I got up from the track after collapsing at the finish line, I figured I was dead.” What’s even more amazing is that by believing in himself, Bannister actually helped others believe in themselves. In the next five years alone twenty additional people went on to break the 4-minute mark. 

Whatever it is you hope to accomplish—a faster mile, a better job, a successful marriage, financial security, or better health—the one thing that can most impact your success is your perception. 

As children most of us believe that anything is possible, but as we make our way in the world, we frequently lose this positive outlook and fearlessness. Recapturing that exuberance of youth will enable you to achieve your dreams. I believe that all my successes as a businesswoman, athlete, sister, wife, and friend would not have been possible without the ability to see the glass as half full. 

START WITH YOU

Rudy Garcia-Tolson and his parents faced a tough decision. After fifteen operations to help correct a variety of birth defects, including pterygium syndrome, which prevented him from straightening his legs, doctors gave him two options. He could spend his life in a wheelchair or have his legs amputated above the knee and be fitted with prosthetics. “Cut ’em off. I want to be like other kids,” said five-year-old Rudy. He quickly adapted to his new situation, throwing himself into swimming and running. At age eight he predicted he would win a gold medal in the Paralympic Games. In 2004 he kept his word, setting a world record in the process. According to Rudy, “People need to realize that if I can do all kinds of sports with no legs, they can do it too. People just need to remember that a brave heart is a powerful weapon. Don’t just sit there; get out and do something special. Believe in yourself.”

Norman Vincent Peale, the author of the classic The Power of Positive Thinking, says, “Believe in yourself! Have faith in your abilities! Without a humble but reasonable confidence in your own powers you cannot be successful or happy.” It’s important to believe in yourself and to never let anyone else tell you that you can’t achieve your goals. 

At sixteen years old I was competing at the state high school swimming championships, a race I had essentially been training for since I was five, but specifically for months prior to that day. I was feeling really good about my chances and myself; I was nervous but ready to perform. Just as I was about to step onto the starting blocks, I overheard a timer say, “She’s way too small. There’s no way she can compete with these other swimmers.”

My nickname on the swim team was “Bones,” so you can imagine that I wasn’t the most intimidating figure in the race. At just under five feet tall and seventy pounds, I looked as if I had just come off an elementary school playground. Hearing what the timer had said, I turned toward the woman and smiled. Not once did it cross my mind that she could actually be right.

The starting gun went off, and I swam the race of my life. I not only won, I set a personal best and a school record. I pulled myself out of the pool with a huge smile on my face and stopped in front of the timer and said to her, “Anything is possible.”

Sallie Krawcheck, the head of Citigroup’s wealth management business and number six on the Forbes list of the world’s most powerful women, relates a similar tale: “When I was a kid, I was ‘that kid’—freckles, braces, and very unfortunate glasses. If I wasn’t the last chosen for a team, I was the second to last . . . The teasing was really tough. I wasn’t just crying in class; I was falling apart in school. My grades went from As to Cs.

“One day when I was really down, my mom sat me on the sofa. She spoke to me as though she was speaking to another adult, telling me to stop paying attention to the girls who were teasing me. She told me that they were naysayers who would sit on the sidelines and criticize those who were out there trying. She said that the reason they were doing it was because they were jealous. Looking back, I know they weren’t really jealous, but, at the time, I believed my mom. My grades went back up, and I never let the naysayers bother me again.”

There will always be those who doubt you, so the first person who needs to believe fully in you . . . is you. You are the only one who truly knows what you are capable of. And chances are, it is far more than you think. 

Following his early career on Broadway and London stages, Fred Astaire went to an RKO Pictures screen test. According to Hollywood lore the judgment was short and sweet: “Can’t act. Slightly bald. Can dance a little.” According to the producer who ultimately signed Astaire, the test was “wretched.” But Astaire believed he was a talented dancer and was not going to let the opinions of a few Hollywood executives stand in his way. He went on to be recognized as the fifth-greatest male star of all time by the American Film Institute. 

One of the biggest obstacles I’ve faced was getting Her Sports + Fitness off the ground. I had no publishing experience, a three-person staff (one of whom was me), and a minuscule budget. How, I wondered night after night, could I take my limited resources and turn them into a successful national magazine in a market flooded with titles aimed at women readers?

To compound the matter, a very long line of industry experts urged me to give up my magazine dream. These experts cited the staggering statistics of publishing failure rates, even among experienced publishers. It was pointed out that two multibillion-dollar firms had failed with similar publications. The experts felt sure that top advertisers would never dedicate budget dollars to an independent title with a small circulation. 

Potential investors argued that because typical consumer magazines had a launch budget of tens of millions of dollars (and still often failed), we couldn’t possibly succeed with only a few-hundred-thousand-dollar investment. Additionally, they noted that magazines typically take three to five years to become strong enough to show a profit, if a profit is ever reached.

One meeting I remember clearly was with George Hirsch, the founder of Rodale’s Runner’s World magazine. George is a pioneer in the health and fitness publishing industry and had grown Runner’s World into a very successful business. I was thrilled to meet with someone with such a long and successful publishing career, and George was kind enough to listen to my plans. I liked him immediately. He seemed genuinely interested in my ideas. But although George gave me some great advice on how to launch a magazine as well as manage distribution, circulation, and advertising, in the end his advice was not to move forward. He went so far as to say I’d be crazy to think I could launch a successful national, independent sports and fitness magazine. 

Was I crazy to disregard his and other experts’ advice? Was I pursuing a dream so lofty and out of reach that success was impossible? Why in the world, you might ask, did I continue pursuing my dream in the face of all that discouraging feedback? Well, not only because I’m not one to give up, but because I felt passionately that women needed a magazine like Her Sports + Fitness, one that celebrated real women with real lives being active and improving their health and fitness. Plus, I knew I had three key things working in my favor.

The first was an overwhelming belief in myself. I knew deep down that given the opportunity, I could launch this publication and make it a successful venture. Second, I did my homework. I read everything I could about starting a magazine, I went to conferences, and I met with successful publishers. And last, I had a plan. And it wasn’t just any plan; it was a detailed business plan that depicted every worst-case scenario I could think of, along with solutions for overcoming those roadblocks.

So with my husband Matt’s support and input, I moved ahead, adjusting the plan when necessary. Today, Her Sports + Fitness is an award-winning, nationally distributed magazine with an expanding list of nationally recognized advertisers, like L’Oréal, Nestlé, Ford, MasterFoods, Reebok, Knudsen, and The North Face, and an ever-growing staff and subscriber base.

Two years after our initial meeting, I ran into George Hirsch and his wife at an awards ceremony. His wife had heard about our meeting, and when George introduced us, she smiled and said, “Aren’t you glad you didn’t listen to my husband.” I just smiled and told her that my meeting with George made me go the extra mile to ensure that Her Sports + Fitness would be a success, and that I would always be grateful for his feedback.

If people tell you that it can’t be done, listen to them. Find out why they believe it’s impossible, figure out what you need to do to make it happen, and then believe in yourself and show them that anything is possible. To increase your belief in yourself, follow these steps:

• Focus on the things you do well.

• Actively work on the areas that need improvement.

• Overcome your fears by getting out of your comfort zone.

• Reward yourself for a job well done.

NEVER GIVE UP

Gert “Ma” Boyle was a stay-at-home mom until her husband, who ran her family’s company, Columbia Sportswear, died suddenly of a heart attack. It was 1970, and the firm’s lawyers and accountants recommended she sell the company. They couldn’t see a housewife running the firm. She was about to sign the contract to sell the company when, according to Gert, “I figured I was going to be poor one way or the other, and I decided to fight for it.” 

Gert recruited her son, Tim, to manage daily operations while she oversaw marketing. Columbia offered the first Gore-Tex jacket and introduced a two-in-one ski parka. Sales skyrocketed, and with Gert’s mantra “Early to bed, early to rise, work like hell and advertise,” the company began a huge marketing push that helped sales grow from $13 million in 1984 to $1.1 billion in 2004. In her autobiography, One Tough Mother, Gert shares her advice: “Don’t give up. Be prepared to change strategy. Tap into the wisdom and experience of others who know what you are trying to do. Listen to your customers. Be a team player. Focus on what makes you unique. Don’t spend money you don’t have. Walk before you run. Always tell the truth. Do your best every day.”

Despite a net worth of over $300 million, eighty-three-year-old Gert still works every weekday. And every check is still signed personally by Gert.

We all encounter obstacles and hardships, but those who push past them have one thing in common: they don’t throw in the towel. In one moment of determination Gert Boyle completely changed the direction of her life. By having faith in herself, she proved the doubters wrong.

The amateur mountain climber Beck Weathers survived the most tragic Mount Everest climbing season in history by never giving up. On May 10, 1996, Weathers was descending Everest when an unforeseen storm hit. Nine climbers died, and Weathers was left for dead on the mountain. Unconscious for fourteen hours and severely frostbitten, Weathers later said thoughts of his wife and children kept him going and allowed him to trudge back to camp. Weathers lost his nose, right hand, and part of his left hand to frostbite, but his never-give-up attitude saved his life.

For many people their most vivid memory of the 1996 Olympic Games in Atlanta was the gutsy performance by the gymnast Kerri Strug. In the team competition Strug and the other Americans, known as the Magnificent Seven, were in a heated battle with the Russian squad. The United States, which had never won a team gold, needed a strong score in the final event, the vault, to beat the Russians. Several members of the American team faltered, and the gold medal hopes of the entire country were now pinned on Strug, the final vaulter. On her first vault she fell as she landed, hurting her ankle. Struggling with what would later be diagnosed as two torn ligaments, Strug limped back to the start, sped down the runway, and landed on just one good leg. She held her position, then hobbled around the landing area and finally collapsed on the floor, grasping her ankle. Strug’s never-give-up attitude and score of 9.712 guaranteed the first-ever gold medal for the U.S. team.

We all have opportunities to overcome varying degrees of challenge in life, and frequently the greatest moments we have involve pushing ourselves further than we thought possible. Although Weathers’s and Strug’s stories may be extreme, Gert Boyle’s story shows that you never know how a small decision can transform your life.

Real-World Wisdom

Sylvester Stallone’s early acting career was filled with rejection. To cope with his frequent rejections from casting directors, he turned to writing. After some minor success as a writer and actor, he moved to Hollywood. He shopped his longhand version of the Rocky script and received offers from several producers to purchase the screenplay. But Stallone also insisted that he play the starring role. Despite having just $100 in his bank account, Stallone held out for his starring role and eventually got it. Produced for just $1 million, Rocky went on to win a Best Picture Oscar and gross over $200 million worldwide. The original Rocky and five sequels, including the recent Rocky Balboa, have a combined worldwide gross of over $1 billion, in large part because Sylvester Stallone believed in himself.

OVERCOME YOUR DOUBTS

Her father’s death and husband’s suicide propelled Katharine Graham from being a housewife into the highly visible role of publisher of the Washington Post. She wrote a friend, “I am quaking in my boots a little,” at the thought of all she was expected to pull off. But she threw herself into her work, learning as she went. She asked questions and created strong relationships both within her company and outside it. She evolved into one of Washington, D.C.’s most respected power brokers and made a name for herself outside the beltway. Under her leadership the Washington Post exposed one of the biggest stories in presidential history, leading the way to the resignation of Richard M. Nixon. 

No matter how much you believe in yourself, there will be times when you experience doubt. How you handle that doubt and overcome it is what’s important. 

By any measure Oprah Winfrey is a success. She is a self-made billionaire and one of the most recognized women in the world. She was recently quoted as saying, “I believe in my possibilities, and I feel I can do it all.” Yet Oprah herself admits that she wasn’t always so confident. It took her time to really start believing in herself. In an interview with NBC News correspondent Ann Curry, Oprah talked about the event that she believes launched her onto her path to success. 

In the early 1980s Oprah, then a Baltimore talk show host, read Alice Walker’s The Color Purple. Having been sexually abused as a child, Oprah felt a strong bond with Celie, the main character, who was also abused. Oprah took to passing out copies of the book to friends and even complete strangers. According to Oprah this was a turning point in her life, for she was finally able to face her past abuse. Later, when the book was being made into a movie, Oprah was determined to get on the set. 

Quincy Jones, one of the movie’s producers, saw Oprah on TV and decided she was perfect for a role in the movie. He contacted her and arranged an audition. But after several months she had heard nothing back. Oprah’s self-doubt began to creep in. She convinced herself the reason she was not being cast was because she was over-weight and that the producers had hated her. Desperate, she enrolled at a “fat farm” to lose fifty pounds. One day, trudging around a track in the rain, she prayed, “God . . . please help me to let it go so that I can move on with my life.” Shortly afterward she received a call from Steven Spielberg, the director. According to Oprah, Spielberg said, “I hear you are at a fat farm. If you lose a pound, you will possibly lose this part. I’d like to see you in my office tomorrow.” Oprah packed her bags, stopped by a Dairy Queen in an attempt to gain back some weight, and was soon busy working on the set of The Color Purple.

Oprah Winfrey’s story shows that even the people we view as successful and full of confidence have moments of doubt. Self-doubt is a basic component of human nature. The trick is to keep your doubts from limiting what you’re capable of doing. The former secretary of state and presidential advisor Henry Kissinger, in commenting on what he learned working with a variety of U.S. presidents, said, “Presidents don’t do great things by dwelling on their limitations, but by focusing on their possibilities.” Make an effort to focus on your strengths. The next time you feel self-doubt limiting your behavior or success, employ the following steps to get back on track:
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