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Patrick Forsyth runs Touchstone Training & Consultancy and has worked, widely and internationally, as a trainer specializing in marketing and communications skills. He writes extensively on business matters and is the author of many successful books for managers and executives, all designed to offer proven, practical guidance on the skills required for job and career success.




Introduction


You’ve no idea what a poor opinion I have of myself – and how little I deserve it.


W. S. Gilbert


It is an old saying, and perhaps a sobering thought, that ‘if you think you can, you can, and if you think you can’t, you’re right’. What often makes the difference between doing something successfully and failure is the level of confidence you bring to the task. The trick is to ensure that you have sufficient confidence to bring.


Feeling fear, uncertainty and a lack of confidence is a position all too easy to find yourself in. There always seem to be a hundred and one good reasons why something will be difficult, impossible or a disaster. Psychologists say that a huge amount of what they call ‘self-talk’ is instinctively negative. Faced with a task, we naturally think first of the difficulties and too often go on to conclude that we will fail and/or not enjoy the process of trying. All our inner dialogue begins with something like ‘I can’t’.


Be assured that you are not unusual if you feel like this; you are normal.


I have a new book to write; this one. Okay, I have written others (including Successful pitching for business In A week and Direct Marketing In A Week, also in this series), but it still remains a challenge. It’s quite a job, it is a great many words, it’s going to take some time and I am really not at all sure that I can … oh dear; it really is all too easy to follow this path.


But actually, in reality, I am confident that I can do this, do it well and complete it on time. But because I am thinking about this book and therefore about confidence, when I think about my situation I quickly realize that if I am confident it is because I have set out to be so. In other words, the good news at this stage is that you can be confident about things you do, even difficult ones. Realistically, there are exceptions. I will doubtless never be able to juggle with flaming torches without burning holes in the carpet; indeed, rashly believing that I could do so would probably make a conflagration more likely, and no amount of confidence would make a difference (at least without extensive training and practice).


There is an important first lesson here.


Abraham Lincoln said something to the effect that a man obtains the level of happiness he decides to obtain. He was implicitly saying that you have to work at it. And obtaining a level of confidence, a useful level that actually acts to help you achieve something, while lessening the fears and discomfort about it, is very much the same. If you feel you currently lack confidence, in general or about some specific task, making a presentation, say, something that can understandably cause apprehension, then, be assured, it is possible to boost it.


A choice


You have a choice. Either you opt out: operating on whatever level of self-confidence circumstances bestow upon you, recognizing that human nature, the competitive workplace and other influences tend to exert a negative pressure to reduce the level of self-confidence you have. Or you adopt an active approach and determine that you will work at achieving a useful level of self-confidence despite all the world may throw at you. It really is a no-brainer, especially since much that you need to do to take control is straightforward.


View it the right way and take action to make it possible and confidence, and confidence in the workplace particularly (the focus here), can be increased. This book is designed to help. It sets out practical approaches, ways of thinking and ways of doing that will help you – and it shows how very manageable some of those techniques are to deploy.


Perhaps the first thing to do is to make a simple, but firm, resolution to take control, to work actively to increase your overall self-confidence and that which affects specific tasks you want or must undertake. Heightened confidence can allow you not only to do more and do it better but also to change and improve your profile, making you seem more competent and professional in a way that, in an increasingly competitive workplace, can positively affect both your job and career.


Okay? Resolution made, let’s see how you can put that resolution into effect. If you want to, or indeed need to, boost your confidence then I am confident that the next seven chapters will help you do just that. Think positive, turn over and read on.


Patrick Forsyth
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The dictionary says that confidence is ‘a feeling of reliance or certainty, a sense of self-reliance; boldness’. We all understand this as the feeling that we can do something. This is not necessarily linked to perfection. With, say, a presentation to make, you may know you are not the best orator in the world but you know that you can do a good, workmanlike job of it that more than meets the needs of the occasion.


Confidence is not just a feeling; it is something that actively works to help you do things. It may not negate the need for study, preparation or whatever but it boosts the likelihood of success in a tangible way. Furthermore, feeling confident can act to make you appear confident – professional, expert, or whatever is appropriate – and that, too, can help the process, in the way that an audience may sometimes already be thinking that your presentation will be good even before you open your mouth.





Some people despair, believing that you are either born confident or not. Certainly, people may have a natural tendency to feel confident, part inherent, part from background – the nurture aspect of their upbringing. But, without a doubt, natural tendency is only one factor, and in any case the most important message of this book is that your level of confidence is not fixed. Think about it. There is almost certainly something you can think of that you originally approached with little or no confidence and which you now view more positively, having done it, perhaps repeatedly, and survived.


Of course, there may be things we never learn to love, but which, despite that, we are able to undertake with some equanimity, perhaps after experiment, review, training or practice; or all these things. But usually, whatever we fear doing, we can actually do with less fear if we decide to change our feelings and work at doing so.


Confidence and performance


We need to keep a clear perspective on confidence as we proceed here. It is not a panacea. No amount of confidence will make up for a lack of information or skill that simply prohibits you from doing something. But there are things that you may be perfectly well able to do and yet a lack of confidence reduces your level of performance or, at worst, makes you fail. Furthermore, a lack of confidence can have you avoiding things, things that should not be avoided, and risk you being judged harshly for doing so.


Presenting, mentioned above, makes a good example as there is certainly a level of trauma involved and because of that many people lack confidence in standing up to speak in public. They avoid ever having to get into a position where they must do so. Yet such a task is so important in many jobs, and avoiding such things may be dangerous. I can well remember the Managing Director of a company where I was to conduct a training workshop on making presentations, starting his introduction by reminding people that ‘no one gets promoted here unless they can make a good presentation’. True enough, yet not, with hindsight, a phrase to boost participants’ confidence.
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Consider an example, something I observed at a conference, and which demonstrates the very powerful effect confidence can have on events. One speaker among several, sitting in a line on the platform next to the Chairman, was introduced and rose to speak. He began seemingly in a routine manner: Ladies and Gentlemen, he said, I know time is short, but in the hour I have available I will …. The Chairman, who sat beside him, looked horrified, tugged his sleeve and pointed to his watch. The speaker glanced in his direction for a second, looked up and continued: Of course, I am so sorry, in the half hour I am allocated… As he said this he paused, lifted his notes, in the form of A4 sheets, and tore them in half lengthways down the page, throwing half of them behind him and thus apparently halving the duration of his talk. As the papers fluttered down he then continued – with every member of the group giving him their complete attention. The feeling among every one of the two hundred or so people in the room said, This should be good.


What he did had nothing whatsoever to do with his topic. It was a device, what I call a flourish, designed only to indicate that he was confident. It was probably planned with the Chairman, but that did not matter, the effect was palpable and it helped him make a good start. He clearly understood that confidence breeds confidence. He knew that if he displayed confidence, the audience would feel more confidence in what was to come.


It was a simple enough thing to do; though it’s possible that even this experienced speaker had to steel himself a little to do it. Now you may well say that such a trick requires a degree of confidence that you do not (as yet) possess. Perhaps. The point is, first, to recognize the effect of such a thing and, secondly, to show that it is actually quite simply achieved. What had to be done took only a moment and a minimal amount of preparation (not least so that the notes actually needed were not destroyed), but it clearly reflected a state of mind – someone determined to be confident and to show confidence.


Who knows, by Saturday’s chapter you may see such a thing as routine.
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Confidence breeds confidence: if you can show your audience that you are confident, they will have confidence in you.
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The results of lack of confidence


Let us be clear here too about the effects of a low level of confidence. First, it is uncomfortable, at worst even crippling, in an overall sense. It is to be avoided as it can be a continual factor reducing any satisfaction your job may provide and giving rise to feelings of stress (which in turn can lead to an ongoing negative cycle: low confidence makes you stressed; being stressed, or rather failing to cope with stress, makes you less able to be analytical and actually tackle and reduce the problem; and so on). It handicaps your operating efficiency and spoils and interferes with everything you try to do and from which you should get satisfaction.


Secondly, it has specific effects: that is, it prevents you getting to grips with individual tasks and executing them as well as you could if your confidence was higher. Have you ever had an interview, for instance, that worried you, went less well than it could have done and which, if you think about it honestly, went by default? In other words, you effectively gave up on it and did not really give it your best shot.


Lack of confidence is a tangible thing. It can be all-pervasive, creating feelings of:


•  lack of enthusiasm


•  tiredness


•  shame, or even guilt or anger


•  sickness: headaches or stomach problems


•  inappropriate introspection and avoidance of people and situations


•  poor self-esteem


•  inappropriate compliance


•  poor concentration and focus


•  stress and anxiety.


All such feelings can affect your performance. Confidence affects your well-being and it cannot be left to find its own level; rather, it must be seen as something requiring active attention. The question is how to address it.
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If you recognize yourself from the list above, then acknowledging that such symptoms may be linked to or stem from an insufficient and, perhaps, inappropriate level of confidence can be a constructive first step to making a positive change.
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The causes of a lack of confidence may be many and varied and range from childhood influences, experiences in the past (however far back) and relationships with others (including such extremes as bullying, harassment or rejection). Even physical personal characteristics may play a part. I once had a participant on a presentation skills course who was convinced their small stature prevented them from making a good job of this task, yet once they had some instruction and some practice, it quickly became apparent that this was no handicap at all and presenting was something at which they could excel. A change of perception may be all that is necessary in such a case.


The psychology of such past influences is rather beyond the brief here. A solution is more likely to be possible through practical intervention in the present than in deep analysis of the past. There is an old maxim that ‘given oranges, the job is to make marmalade’; the job here is to find ways to boost confidence regardless of such long-term influences. As the presenter described above found, acquiring a sound knowledge of how to go about making an effective presentation was far more important than a deep-seated fear that his shortness of stature would prevent him from doing such things well.


Routes to boosting confidence


Lack of confidence can result, in part at least, from natural human instinct and responses. Boosting it means resisting these pressures and taking steps which lead to you adopting a positive attitude to things. There is sadly no instant magic formula; confidence does not appear in a moment just because you punch the air and shout ‘Yes!’ On the other hand, there is a formula that does result in increased confidence, even if it needs working at progressively in a number of different ways. Be reassured; the effects of such working are cumulative. Remember the old (Chinese) maxim that a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. Each of the many things you can do to help your situation can act to boost your confidence just a little, until you might surprise yourself by the difference you have made.


At this stage it is useful to identify the main areas from which help can stem. Overall there are three:


  1  Consideration, attitude and understanding: perhaps the foundation to change is to accept that change can be made. It is a prime aim of this book to help you adopt an attitude towards confidence of being able to work to increase it, and for you to see that the route to this is to think the problem through analytically (helping yourself to understand the problem) and select and take practical and specific action that will help.


  2  Focus on the task: much lack of confidence occurs in relation to specific tasks: a fear that if you lift the telephone to make that call, stand up to make that presentation or whatever, you will be in trouble. As will be made clear, understanding the task, having sufficient knowledge about it and developing a suitable level of skill to do it, is a prime route to boosting confidence. Knowledge is power. So is proven skill, and thus there are some tasks where, realistically, confidence only truly builds with practice. Again, I repeat, confidence may not be raised instantly; some things are best dealt with through a campaign of confidence building. Realism about this helps the process: seeing yourself as taking useful steps, rather than despairing because confidence levels are not yet as you would wish.


  3  Feedback: this also takes a number of forms. First, there is your own experience. Probably we have all had the experience of doing something for the first time (amid fear and trepidation) and finding it was not so bad after all, or even that it goes well. This certainly means we approach it differently the next time; when we know it is not as bad as we first thought. Secondly, there is the input of others, ranging from detailed help and advice about how to achieve something, to a simple word of encouragement. The latter is a good example of the power of small elements to add positively to the situation; again, surely we can all remember a word of encouragement that helped us in some way. Encouragement, let me say, may be wholly pleasant, but it may also be offered with some authority and insistence (even with some power you may regard at the time as unpleasant). For example, your boss may tell you to get on and do something in no uncertain terms (leaving no possibility to say that you would ‘rather not’), yet they may still include a strong element of encouragement, making it clear that they believe you are well able to complete the task successfully.
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Another problem can be an overall fear of failure: we focus on the bad result, rather than thinking about how to achieve a good result. Think positive.
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We return to these themes as the book progresses. Here let me add an analogy intended to make it easier to appreciate how a variety of things can help as you read on. Imagine your level of confidence represented by a set of scales. On one side are negative factors that pull your confidence down, on the other are positive things that act in some way to boost it. You want the plus side to weigh heaviest. Making this so can be achieved either by adding things: imagine them represented by plus signs of different sizes and weights, or by removing things from the minus side of the balance. Note, too, that a difference can also be made by reducing the weight of minus factors, rather than removing them, and similarly by increasing factors on the positive side; also note that small changes may affect the overall balance significantly for good or ill. This latter point means that small factors can be significant and must not be overlooked.
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If you take just one thing from this chapter, let it be that levels of confidence can be changed, increased, and resolve to do just that, albeit step by step.
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	Summary





	Thus the confidence building game-plan, as it were, is clear: you need to believe you can positively influence your level of confidence and construct an appropriate balance, going about that in a way that allows you both to assess and understand the problem and work to make things better. Another factor helps: that of understanding your starting point; seeing how you approach things now (and how you are now) will make the path to progress easier. It is to this we turn in the next chapter.
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