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PRAISE FOR LODESTAR



“Throughout my career, I have understood the value of practical wisdom and scientific analysis. The balance struck between timeless principles and exclusive interviews, makes Lodestar a uniquely powerful guide to real-world applications for those in pursuit of personal and professional growth.”

—JAMIE DIMON, Chairman and CEO of JPMorgan Chase & Co.

“Lodestar is like having two friendly guides walk you through the distilled wisdom of the past several decades on how you can live your best life, both personally and professionally. You will gain valuable insight guaranteed. Lodestar feels familiar because so many of its lessons ring so true.”

—ANDREW YANG, Founder of Forward Party, Presidential Candidate in 2020

“Lodestar is the rare book providing life guidance over career, character, company, and community domains, transporting the reader magically across such perspectives without ever seeming preachy or judgmental. The book is not a script of truisms but a compass that helps you find a path unique to your own goals. It introduces new ideas in a manner that shows insight and appreciation of different strategic contexts and personal priorities. As a result, Jim McCann’s own rare empathetic qualities show us how to understand others before we condemn them or worship them. The lessons are clear, but like the varied viewers of any great work of art, they will have different meanings for each reader.”

—PROFESSOR JEFFREY SONNENFELD, Lester Crown Professor at Yale School of Management

“The authors have gone beyond the ordinary, weaving together the best ideas of the past and presenting them alongside exclusive interviews with those who have turned theory into triumph. Lodestar is not just a book; it is a shortcut to the elusive path of career and individual growth.”

—MARK VICTOR HANSEN, Founder and Cocreator of the Chicken Soup for the Soul Book Series

“For as long as I can remember, the presence of Jim McCann in the 1970s on television, his invitational warmth, and his sincerity always transmitted beyond mere business. We ‘knew’ him! He was a welcoming neighbor and compassionate friend. Amid the nearly five decades, a personal brethrenship has begun between us, and I can affirm the consistency of his rich heart, dedication, and contribution to the wellness of others, which match those from whom I come. He is a consummate discoverer of human nature and ways the ‘plenty’ can benefit. His journeys and new wisdoms through Lodestar will serve as an essential glossary for life’s winning pathways, I am certain. Count me in for the revelations!”

—AMBASSADOR SHABAZZ, Diplomat, Lecturer, Consultant, Professor, and eldest daughter of Malcolm X

“As someone who has navigated the complexities of both Wall Street and Washington, I appreciate the clear road map Lodestar offers for achieving success. Jim McCann and George S. Everly, Jr. have crafted a guide that not only draws upon historical wisdom but also incorporates modern insights, including some from my own journey. This book is an invaluable asset for anyone looking to enrich themselves.”

—ANTHONY SCARAMUCCI, Founder and Managing Partner, SkyBridge; Founder and Chairman, SALT








[image: Lodestar: Tapping into the 10 Timeless Pillars of Success, by Jim McCann and George S. Everly Jr., PhD, FAPA. Worth Books]







DEDICATIONS


Jim McCann

Having the opportunity to work on this book with my friend George Everly has been a real treat. It’s a continuation of my lifelong learning process and finding a way to be in the company of smart, thoughtful, and good people, and George is certainly all of that.

We connected at the beginning of COVID and developed a relationship that became a friendship before we ever met in person. Now that we’ve met in person, it’s ruined! [image: ]

I was flattered and thrilled when George asked me to work on this project with him. It has been an accelerated path of learning and certainly a good deal of work. But George did the heavy lifting, and I so enjoyed our working sessions because they were, for me, advanced learning sessions.

The coordinator of this project, Lisa Sabat, was new to our team when this idea was born. Well, she certainly doesn’t feel new to the team now. She guided us with an understated doggedness and determination. She made the process fun, and she genuinely earned the nickname that one of her team members gave her, which is the Velvet Steamroller. She kept us on plan, focused, and on schedule with a fierce determination to get the best out of us.

As I think back to all the wonderful people I’ve had the opportunity to get to know, work with, and learn from over the years, the team that I’m surrounded by today is remarkable. Patty Altadonna, my work partner for thirty-one years; Lisa Modica, who has been with us a dozen years; and now Lisa Sabat, who succeeded Meredith Weinberg, coming up on two years. They are wonderful, smart, hardworking people who are fun to be around. They make what we do seem easy, and they all have their subtle ways of keeping me on track. I’m so lucky to work with this talented group of people.

And none of the learning adventures I’ve been on would be possible without an understanding, thoughtful, tolerant wife and family. Marylou, my kids, and now my grandkids are my inspiration, my support, and the audience I want most to make proud.




George S. Everly Jr., PhD, FAPA

To Andi Everly and Peter Sullivan, Olivia Bernhardt, Bentley Bernhardt, George S. Everly IV, and Henry Paul Everly. Read this book! From the abyss of COVID-19 emerged a friendship with a truly remarkable man—Jim McCann. entrepreneur and philanthropist, Jim’s wisdom is surpassed only by his compassion. Thank you, Jim.
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INTRODUCTION


lodestar [löd–stär]

n., one that leads, inspires, guides



WE’RE ALL ON A QUEST to be better. It’s an endless journey, on which status and station do not matter. Most of us—regardless of our circumstances—believe we can overcome hardship and even turn our far-flung dreams into reality. We believe we can thrive and flourish, if only we find the right resources, insights, or path.

Our buying habits are proof. “Self-help” is one of the most popular literary genres of all time. Each year, readers buy eighteen million copies of self-help titles, resulting in an industry worth more than $10 billion.1

But the search for better—the desire to thrive and flourish—isn’t a new phenomenon. Not at all.

People have been attempting to do better for as long as humans have been around. The most popular book of all time, the Bible, has a self-improvement bent to it, as do most other religious and spiritual texts. You’ll find self-help-esque advice embedded in ancient philosophical teachings, from Buddhism to Stoicism. You’ll even find it in fairy tales.

About one hundred years before the Brothers Grimm penned stories such as “Rapunzel,” “Little Red Riding Hood,” and “The Frog Prince,” a man named Charles Perrault published a collection of European folklore stories. His book, Stories or Tales from Past Times, actually established the fairy-tale genre. But he didn’t do it with the aim of launching the careers of a thousand Disney princess impersonators or selling merchandise on a global scale. Perrault’s goal was to educate and foster self-improvement and self-determination, and that became the role of fairy tales: to teach us how to do better for ourselves. He was on to something—to truly teach life lessons, they have to be couched in entertaining stories or relatable anecdotes.

Flash-forward a century or so to December of 1812. The Brothers Grimm made their literary debut with a collection of eighty-six fairy tales called Children’s and Household Tales. The stories were ostensibly intended to foster self-improvement by teaching valuable lessons about life and personal growth; many of them have since become iconic. But one of the most powerful is also among the least known: “The Story of the Youth Who Went Forth to Learn What Fear Was.” It tells the tale of a boy who repeatedly finds himself in categorically frightening situations yet never once experiences fear.

Why is it so important?

It urges us to challenge our preconceived notion that fear, anxiety, and panic are necessary and inescapable consequences of adversity or threatening situations. By questioning our self-debilitating assumptions about life, we ultimately learn a lesson that philosophers and psychologists attempt to impart today: that people are disturbed not by things or experiences but by their interpretation of them. Or, as John Milton once noted, the mind is its own place and “can make a Heaven of a Hell or a Hell of a Heaven.”2 When we know that to be true, we are ultimately freed from the incapacitating burden of fear itself. All that’s left is opportunity.

This, of course, is a key tenet of the modern self-improvement era, which came into being in 1859, when Samuel Smiles wrote a book that would change everything. It was titled Self-Help.

In 1912, Dale Carnegie began teaching classes on business education in New York City. His teachings led to the 1936 publication of the first major international bestselling self-help book, How to Win Friends and Influence People. A year later, Napoleon Hill released Think and Grow Rich. The self-help literary genre was off and running. Its popularity only continues to grow. But, as you might guess, not all of it has been that helpful.

Like any industry that promises big returns for both purveyors and customers, self-help has its share of quacks, schemers, and subpar advice. It has also developed the reputation in some circles of being either cheesy or too “out there.”

However, the truth remains: In many cases, you can, indeed, help yourself. And much of the time, you can use insights from the folks who have made their names working the self-help circuit—even those who are long gone. In many cases, life taught these authors what science and psychology would uncover years later. Countless studies have since backed up some of the insights of the very first self-help authors on numerous subjects, from gratitude to relationship-building.

But when it comes to knowing who to trust and what advice to take, things can get dicey. There are thousands of self-help titles out there, and over the years we’ve seen our share of snake oil that is printed, bound, and marketed to the public as the be all, end all way to cure what ails you. Even the most popular books on the subject take a sharp turn toward the nonsensical now and then. After all, there’s no regulatory board or official set of standards when it comes to self-help literature. We find ourselves navigating the kooky alongside the credible.

How do you know how to proceed? That’s where we come in.

Together we represent a pretty unique combination of perspectives.

Jim McCann is a successful entrepreneur, business leader, author, media personality, and philanthropist with a passion for helping people deliver smiles. His belief in the universal need for social connection led him to found 1-800-Flowers.com, Inc., one of the world’s leading floral and gourmet gifting companies, and over the years, he’s grown his operation with businesses and brands for gifting and celebratory occasions, from Harry & David® to The Popcorn Factory®. Jim is also deeply involved in philanthropy, including his work with Smile Farms, an organization he founded that provides meaningful agricultural jobs to adults with developmental disabilities.

George S. Everly Jr., PhD, FAPA is a leading psychologist and public health scholar who created an entire field of international practice in crisis intervention and human resilience. He founded the International Critical Incident Stress Foundation, an education and training organization dedicated to reducing the adverse effects of trauma and burnout in emergency services professionals. For forty-five years, he has had the honor of being a faculty member at some of the finest universities in the world, including Harvard and Johns Hopkins, where he currently teaches. There, he’s assumed the role of educator, researcher, and even a career coach of sorts for his students. And his students have not always been the traditional sort. In addition to graduate students, he has taught entrepreneurs, business executives, physicians, nurses, attorneys, veterinarians, medical students, and even celebrities. He’s also served as chief psychologist at Johns Hopkins Homewood Hospital Center and on numerous government teams, from the CDC to the US Department of Homeland Security.

We’ve each had big careers, but we bonded for the first time over something elemental to human existence: relationships.

We were deep in the throes of the COVID-19 pandemic when Jim read an article about the pandemic’s impact on connection that George had published on Psychology Today’s website (see https://www.psychologytoday.com/intl/contributors/george-s-everly-jr-phd-abpp-faclp). Impressed by the piece, Jim wrote George a fan letter and asked him if he’d like to have a conversation. George wasn’t quite sure what Jim wanted to talk about, but he agreed. Soon after our first chat, we became what Jim affectionately refers to as “COVID buddies,” and the rest is history.

As our friendship grew, we realized that we shared numerous passions, including a desire to be the best version of ourselves, to help others do the same, to foster connections, and to fight the epidemic of loneliness that brought us together in the first place. We hope you’ll use this book to do just that.

Together we’ve combined the scientific with the practical, drawing on research and real-world experience to identify the most influential and scientifically credible self-help books of the last century and share their core messages or recommendations. We’ve pulled from history, science, and psychology to tell you why these books are worth your attention. Most importantly, we tell you how to make them work for you. Consider this a one-stop shop for the best of the best in self-help. From harnessing the power of optimism to cultivating resilience and building a strong and supportive community, we cover the key tenets of building a better life for yourself.

How did we choose the books in these pages?

These selections don’t represent an exhaustive list. Rather, we consider them among the most impactful by virtue of their sales, their originality, their potential for game-changing impact, or their scientific credibility. They’re the books we believe everyone should read to help themselves (or someone else!) improve themselves, with the ultimate goal of becoming as happy and successful as possible.

How about the subjects we’re covering?

That’s where things got particularly scientific. We conducted a factor analysis of sorts, comparing the content of each of our books to determine which topics came up most frequently. Then we ran the list through the filter of our own experiences and those of historical figures, celebrities, and our most successful friends. Finally, we considered what science reveals about the habits, skills, and actions that are the greatest determinants of personal and professional success. We’ve taken all that information and distilled it into easy-to-read, action-oriented chapters, complete with the books, stories, and scientific concepts that explain why they’re vital to your success.

In these pages, you’ll find insights on optimism from the founder of the positive psychology movement, the scientific secrets that make “The Secret” worth knowing, the value of living to learn, success stories from historical figures (and even stars such as Amanda Kloots), and advice from us—two guys who have been around the block a time or two. If you close this book feeling more equipped to find success—whether you want to make it on your own terms, make the world a better place, or simply make it through the challenges ahead—and to be kind to yourself and others along the way, our job here is done.






PART 1
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CHAPTER 1 PLAY THE GLAD GAME: CHANGING YOUR LIFE BEGINS WITH CHANGING YOUR MIND



Faithless is he who says farewell when the road darkens.

—J. R. R. TOLKIEN



HAVE YOU EVER READ THE story of Pollyanna?

Pollyanna is the classic children’s book written in 1913 by Eleanor H. Porter. It tells the story of Pollyanna Whittier, a young girl who goes to live with her stern Aunt Polly after the death of her parents. If ever there was an optimistic person, it’s Pollyanna. Despite her tragic loss and subsequently being raised in a household where discipline is emphasized to the virtual exclusion of happiness, she remains joyful. In fact, Pollyanna is described as a young lady with an unquenchable thirst for the positive things in life.

That’s why this fictional character continues to live on in so many hearts more than a century after Porter wrote her into being. Stop for just a moment and consider Pollyanna’s description: a young lady with an unquenchable thirst for the positive things in life. Have you ever met someone like that? If you have, chances are you found them to have an almost magnetic appeal. Maybe you’ve even wished to have a similar pull.

How did Pollyanna remain so positive and optimistic amid so much hardship? Whenever bad things happened, she’d play a game that her father taught her called the “Just Being Glad Game.” As Pollyanna explained, “The game was to just find something about everything to be glad about—no matter what’twas.”3

And that approach—that attitude—is why we’re talking about Pollyanna now, all these years later.

In our introduction, we told you we’re on a mission to make the journey of self-improvement as accessible and easy as possible. That necessitates answering a key question: What determines who we are and who we will become?

Ultimately, it’s our attitudes: the way we approach and view the world. Perhaps the two most important attitudes we can possess are optimism and self-confidence. Our protagonist, Pollyanna, embodies the former.

Pollyanna’s “Glad Game” reminds us of a more contemporary practice: the “attitude of gratitude.” Today, the benefits of gratitude are well documented in science, psychology, and beyond. Imagine a world in which we actively, if not relentlessly, search for and find happiness in even the littlest of things—and make an effort to be grateful for them. We would likely see a wide range of benefits, individually and in society as a whole, from physiological improvements to increased productivity. But optimism is more than being “glad” or even grateful. Optimism is a sense of hopefulness. And it became Dr. Martin Seligman’s life’s work.

Dr. Seligman leapt to prominence in the field of clinical psychology with his groundbreaking research on what he called an “epidemic of depression.” Through a series of experiments, he learned that pessimism and helplessness were often related to depression.

That’s a tricky pill to swallow because science reveals that most of us are born pessimists. Negative experiences are encoded in the human brain ten times faster than are positive experiences, and it takes five positive comments to be as impactful as one negative comment.4 We expect challenges, even failure. We focus on our weaknesses and dwell on our insecurities. That negative bent is a defense mechanism meant to protect us from the dangers of the outside world. Its defenses are so great that it takes months, if not years, to build a trusting relationship—meanwhile, it takes only seconds to destroy it!

But just because we’re built this way doesn’t mean it benefits us. Research suggests worry, or repetitive concern—another mechanism meant to help us avoid danger—may be the most toxic psychological process out there. The more you worry, the better you get at it.

Even trickier: Few, if any, of us think of ourselves as pessimists. We think of ourselves as realists. Thus, we become stuck.

But there’s good news too. Dr. Seligman also found that helplessness is largely learned—we aren’t born feeling incapable; our experiences make us feel that way. As his research continued, his focus switched from pessimism to its opposite: optimism. He found that optimistic people suffer depression less often than pessimistic people. Most importantly, he realized that, just as helplessness and depression could be acquired characteristics, optimism could also be learned.

That led Seligman to champion a new subfield of psychology in 1999, “positive psychology,” which he built on the Greek traditions of eudaimonia (a good life), as espoused by Aristotle, and the humanistic psychology movement advanced by psychological bigwigs such as Abraham Maslow, Rollo May, Carl Rogers, Douglas McGregor, and Henry Murray. In many ways, positive psychology became the evidence behind some of the underlying principles of Napoleon Hill’s Think and Grow Rich and other self-help heavyweights. Science and self-helpers agree that the first step toward transformation is awareness. We have to know what we need to change to make it happen. But if you can recognize and shift the beliefs you hold about yourself and the world, you can indeed become more optimistic.

Self-confidence is the natural corollary of optimism. It’s the belief in your own abilities, that you can act as your own advocate and agent for change and live the life you’ve been hoping for.


WHY ARE OPTIMISM AND SELF-CONFIDENCE SO IMPORTANT?

Optimism serves as the first step on the path to self-improvement. It’s the launchpad for becoming whomever you want to be and achieving whatever you wish to achieve. Optimistic people are less anxious, they get depressed less often, they are higher achievers, and they are physically healthier—it doesn’t get any more important than that!

On the flip side, pessimistic people tend to have limited self-confidence. They perceive stressful events as unmanageable and are more likely to dwell on their perceived deficiencies, which generates increased stress and diminishes potential problem-solving energy, lowers aspirations, and weakens commitments. Pessimistic people are at higher risk for self-medication and substance misuse, and pessimists fail more often simply because they quit trying sooner than their optimistic counterparts. Where optimists see situational failures as stepping stones to success, pessimists see situational failures as confirmation of their expectations. For those reasons, and many more, making the effort to become more optimistic is some of the most important self-help work you can do.

Self-confidence is step two on that path. It gives you the guts to tackle tough challenges and overcome failure. Some have argued that self-confidence is the single most important determinant of your life’s trajectory. It affects the actions you choose to pursue, the risks you’re willing to take, how much effort you put into anything you go after, how long you will persevere, your resilience, whether your thoughts will be helpful or undermining, and how much stress and depression you will experience. In short, it determines what you will accomplish in your life! If you possess a high sense of self-confidence, you tend to be tenacious and find creative ways to achieve your goals when confronted by challenges and adversity.


Lead with Optimism

When it comes to the world’s top leaders across industries—past and present—we’d venture to say that most of them are optimists. After all, pessimism can get in the way of trying new things and taking the chances that facilitate success. As Winston Churchill is purported to have said, “A pessimist sees the difficulty in every opportunity; an optimist sees the opportunity in every difficulty.”

Warren Buffett, one of the most famous figures in finance, has said time and again that it’s optimism—not money—that brokers happiness. And, as data scientist Michael Toth found, Buffett truly puts his money where his mouth is. Toth conducted a sentiment analysis (a technical term for what kids today might call a “vibe check”) on the annual Berkshire Hathaway shareholder letters Buffett has written over a span of forty years. He found that the overwhelming majority of them were positive. Only five were negative, and those aligned with periods of recession in the US. “To me this communicates that even in negativity, Buffett is thinking about solutions and charting a path forward,” Toth noted.5

And the handful of negative notes? They’re actually an important element too. As Toth explained, “When things are going poorly, he’s comfortable admitting that…. People who are confident that they will succeed and equally confident that success won’t come easily put in more effort, plan how to deal with problems before they arise, and persist longer in the face of difficulty.”6

Jim’s friend and business partner Bob Diamond, an American banker and former chief executive officer of Barclays, is a lifelong optimist—so much so that his nickname at work is “Bobtimist.” His optimism is one of his most attractive qualities and a key component of his success. (According to his Wikipedia description, “Robert Edward Diamond Jr. is an American banker and former chief executive officer of Barclays plc. In 2010, he became its president and deputy group chief executive; in January 2011, he succeeded John Varley as group chief executive of Barclays.”)

But from time to time, Bob will say, “I hope I’m not just being a Bobtimist here.” He’s self-aware enough to understand the occasional challenges of such an orientation—that unbridled optimism can cloud one’s vision. It’s why he balances his approach with a COO, CFO, and partners who are true realists (not pessimists) and thus help him understand the actual probabilities of his organization’s activities.

Cultivating a more optimistic outlook will take you far, but judicious pessimism has its place. Anticipating risks and threats to success can be prudent—it’s why so many of us are pessimistic to begin with! Optimism should never blind us to the sometimes-unpleasant realities of the world in which we live. What it should do is keep those realities from overwhelming us so that we can move beyond them. For Bob, surrounding himself with people who can play that role means he can reach for the stars without losing his head in the clouds. He expects everything will work out, and more often than not, it does. Meanwhile, his team keeps his optimistic tendencies in check.




Train Your Brain

What if you’re not an optimist by nature?

Fortunately, optimism is a gift you can give yourself. Science tells us that you can train your brain using the biological mechanism of neuroplasticity: the brain’s ability to change. A type of brain scan called the MRI has shown that it is possible to rewire the brain to be more optimistic. Perhaps the multi-hyphenate and unequivocally successful Oprah Winfrey said it best: “The greatest discovery of all time is that a person can change his future by merely changing his attitude.” It doesn’t require a fancy machine or even a therapist; consistent practice is all you need. And when you do take on a glass-half-full perspective, you’ll begin to see opportunity everywhere you look. George is proof.

George’s dad was a finance guy who thought about the world in terms of worst-case scenarios, a trait he passed on to George. In fact, considering the worst-case scenario became the subject of George’s work: he made a career—and helped create an entire field—out of studying disasters and crises and their effects on mental health and human behavior. As a result of personally studying disasters such as Hurricane Katrina, Three Mile Island, the World Trade Center disaster of September 11, the Gulf War, the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster, the SARS pandemic in Hong Kong, the H1N1 pandemic in Singapore, the COVID-19 pandemic here in the United States, and numerous other disasters in thirty-nine countries over time, something shifted. He noticed that while adversity and even disasters could be tragic, there were some who arose from adversity, trauma, and disaster stronger than ever before, like the fabled phoenix. From that point on he focused on identifying the sources of human strength and resilience. In the aggregate, George’s experience represented a most unique perspective and an opportunity to identify that which gives rise to resilience, heroism, and growth. Two of the most important factors he repeatedly saw were optimism and a vision for the future. These allow us to arise from the ashes of adversity and despair bigger, better, bolder, and stronger than ever before.

A heroine you probably learned about in primary school also believed in tapping into the benefits of learned optimism. Helen Keller became the first deaf and blind person to earn a bachelor of arts degree, and she went on to become a disability rights advocate, activist, and author—penning fourteen books in addition to speeches and essays. Her story is one of optimism and triumph. But she wasn’t born an optimist. In one piece, “Optimism: An Essay,” Keller explains that she understood optimism as a mindset cultivated over time. She writes, “The struggle which evil necessitates is one of the greatest blessings. It makes us strong, patient, helpful men and women. It lets us into the soul of things and teaches us that although the world is full of suffering, it is full also of the overcoming of it.”7

Just as Keller noted, the most powerful way to increase your own self-confidence, self-determination, and optimism is with repetition. If you weren’t born optimistic, the way Pollyanna was, you’ve got to practice being optimistic. And to do that, you must embrace the challenges that come your way. Challenge helps us exercise our optimism muscle; and we grow psychologically stronger with each rep.

Meanwhile, avoiding the possibility of rejection and failure deprives us of the chance to grow. But pick your battles carefully at first. Go for increasingly difficult challenges so that success can build on itself. When tasks are large, break them down into manageable bites and take them one at a time.

Keep in mind, too, that your thoughts can literally create success or failure. That’s because only you can define success for yourself. As such, your objective successes don’t increase your optimism if you perceive your success as failure. On the other hand, if you view a “failure” as a necessary stepping stone on the way to your goal, you can consider it a success. Take the military leader who, when forced to retreat on the battlefield, emphatically responded that he did not retreat; he merely chose to advance in another direction.





Look to Others

Other ways to increase optimism and self-confidence? Observation and vicarious experiences. That is, if you watch someone similar to you succeed at something, you’re more likely to be optimistic about your own ability to do so—and that much closer to making it happen. An older sibling, an inspiring friend, or even a celebrity with a backstory similar to your own can give you the confidence to pursue a new challenge or opportunity or to follow a path you’ve been too nervous to take.

You can also enhance your own optimism and self-confidence by seeking encouragement from others. Constructive criticism, compliments, coaching, and mentorship build self-confidence, along with the sense that everything will turn out OK.

But this strategy comes with a couple of caveats. First, the source of encouragement must be credible. This isn’t someone who merely tells you what they think you want to hear—your mother, who would reassure you that you can definitely make it as a Major League Baseball player even if you have Tee-ball level skills, for instance. But the high school coach who’s seen you play and believes you have what it takes to make it to the big leagues? That’s fair game.

It’s also important to note that you can’t just take the compliments and leave behind the constructive criticism; you must be willing to accept both. Don’t get defensive in the face of a thoughtful critique (and note: that may take some practice too). By the same token, you should never dismiss a sincere compliment. Let it boost your confidence so you can tackle the additional challenges that come your way.





Get Ahold of Yourself

With a plan for tackling challenges, it’s time to consider a crucial skill: self-control. You may have heard of the Marshmallow Test, one of the most famous psychological studies of all time. In the’60s and’70s, clinical psychologist Walter Mischel placed a single treat in front of children between three and five years old and told them that if they could wait several minutes to eat it—until a researcher left the room and returned—they could have two treats.

Those treats weren’t trivial: whether or not they could wait seemed to predict how successful the children would be over the course of their lives—in school and beyond. Since then, the Marshmallow Test has been used to explain the value of self-control when it comes to performance and, ultimately, happiness.

How many times have you reacted emotionally or impulsively, particularly when there’s a lot on the line, and regretted it later—often instantly? It’s difficult, if not impossible, to feel good about the future when you keep getting in your own way.

Meanwhile, when you’re in control of your behavior, you’re in control of your life. You can be optimistic about how things will unfold because you trust yourself to do what’s necessary in any circumstance. That’s powerful stuff.

Now, what do the self-help books say about the role of optimism and self-confidence in one’s life?






THE BEST SELF-HELP BOOKS ON OPTIMISM AND SELF-CONFIDENCE



Think and Grow Rich by Napoleon Hill

Self-help authors have been touting the benefits of optimism and self-confidence for generations. Napoleon Hill published one of the earliest self-improvement books, Think and Grow Rich, back in 1937. Hill wrote the book at the end of the Great Depression, when people were hungry for an economic renaissance—both personal and societal. The book is based on Hill’s study of people who had grown great personal fortunes, most notably Henry Ford, Andrew Carnegie, and Thomas Edison.

Think and Grow Rich appealed to self-starters. It gave them hope that, with little more than their thoughts, they could build a better life for themselves. But the text isn’t without its faults.

The book was initially received with some skepticism, and later investigations into Hill’s life suggest a wayward past—and that he may have never met any of the industry giants he claimed to have interviewed for the book. There are certainly some cringeworthy sections of Think and Grow Rich, and some sentiments haven’t aged very well. But, nearly a century later, Think and Grow Rich stands as the Rosetta Stone of self-help texts, having sold tens of millions of copies. Experts agree that, regardless of whether Hill’s anecdotes were fact or fiction, the principles are psychologically and spiritually sound. Essentially, the way we think about the world and ourselves has a tremendous impact on how our lives turn out.

With that in mind, Hill’s four-step Self-Confidence Formula is worth holding on to:


	
Trust in your talents: Believe that you have the ability to achieve your life’s purpose. When you do, you’re that much closer to making it happen.

	
Know thyself: If you understand the way you think—and the thoughts that dominate your mind—you can turn your dreams into reality, thriving and flourishing on your own terms.

	
Focus on the future: Spend thirty minutes a day concentrating on the person you want to become, and you can’t help but take on some of those traits.

	
Write it down: Write a description of your life’s “definite chief aim” and never stop trying to achieve it. Studies show that when you put pen to paper and jot down your goals, you’re much more likely to meet them.







The Power of Positive Thinking by Norman Vincent Peale

Since its publication in 1952, Norman Vincent Peale’s The Power of Positive Thinking has sold over fifteen million copies worldwide, making it one of the most referenced guides on maintaining optimism through life’s peaks and valleys. In it, Peale teaches readers that life can be full of joy and peace if careful, daily attention is paid to maintaining an optimistic outlook and a healthy mind. The crux of Peale’s theory is that every individual has the ability to overcome obstacles through self-belief, mental fortitude, and faith—as informed by the author’s experience as a minister. He writes, “If happiness is determined by our thoughts, it is necessary to drive off the thoughts which make for depression and discouragement.” In other words, keep accentuating the positive and do your best to drop the negative. Sounds like a lesson on engaging the benefits of neuroplasticity to us.





Learned Optimism: How to Change Your Mind and Your Life by Dr. Martin Seligman

While Learned Optimism isn’t a self-help book in the traditional sense, it’s chock-full of helpful advice on becoming a true optimist.

What’s the meat of Marty’s message? He offers two vital insights on becoming more optimistic and self-confident: explanatory styles and the ABCDE of learned optimism. Consider them your prescription and treatment, respectively.

Explanatory styles are the ways we interpret and relate to the world around us. When it comes to explanatory styles, it turns out that optimists and pessimists do things differently. Seligman uses the 3Ps (Permanence, Pervasiveness, and Personal Control) to explain the key differences in how pessimists and optimists think:


	Permanence: Pessimists believe their problems are chronic, while optimists see problems as temporary.

	
Pervasiveness: Pessimists see the stuff that plagues them as pervasive, infiltrating all aspects of their life. Optimists see them as being specific and limited in scope.

	
Personal Control: Pessimists blame themselves for most of those problems—even the ones they didn’t really create. Worse, they often waste time trying to change people and things over which they have no control, resulting in frustration, bitterness, and despair. Optimists recognize that many of the things that go wrong are beyond their control. That helps them play the Glad Game rather than the Blame Game.



The good news: you can shift from pessimist to optimist by focusing on the 3Ps. The ABCDE formula can help you along the way. Think of it as a way to analyze the challenges you’re experiencing and to figure out a constructive way forward. Let’s walk through the ABCDE model.


	
A—Adversity: In this step, you identify the people or situations that most often cause you to think pessimistically or lose your self-confidence.

	
B—Belief: What are you telling yourself about the situation? What “self-talk” dialogue are you having about the cause of your problems?
Consider your explanatory style here too. Does your problem seem like it will last forever? Does it feel like it will affect every part of your life? Are you blaming yourself for the issue at hand, even if it’s not your doing? Finally, how do you imagine it will all play out? Are you catastrophizing—assuming the worst-possible outcome? If the answer to any of these is yes, you’ve got some work to do.



	
C—Consequences: Here, you identify how those beliefs have changed how you feel (for example, are you feeling depressed or depleted?) and how you act (are you irritable, angry, avoidant, sleeping more, eating more?).

	
D—Dispute: In this step, you search for reasonable and realistic ways to dispute or contradict either the cause or the outcome of the adversity.

	
E—Energize: This is when you make a plan for change.



Research suggests that through the use of the principles and practices described in Learned Optimism, you can become more confident and happier. But as you can see, it’s not a passive process. You’ve got to commit to making the change and to putting in the work necessary to make it stick. Tenacious practice is key. So is a willingness to see the light, even in the darkest of times—as television personality, dancer, and fitness entrepreneur Amanda Kloots knows all too well.







PLAYING THE GLAD GAME WITH AMANDA KLOOTS

Years of personal and professional experience have taught us that real stories can help bring the insights we’re sharing to life. Amanda Kloots’s story can teach us important lessons on optimism and self-confidence. Optimism helped Amanda realize her dream, even amid unlikely circumstances and devastating tragedy. She has proved that we can always listen to the melodies of our loved ones, even when their songs have ended.

For Amanda, her optimism was combined with, as she explained, “A lot of hard work. A lot of determination. A lot of lessons. A lot of not giving up.”

Amanda grew up in Canton, Ohio. Her father was an insurance salesman and her mother stayed home to take care of Amanda and her four siblings. It was a Norman Rockwell painting of an American existence: she and her siblings spent long afternoons biking through the neighborhood with their friends, and their father would whistle when it was time to come home for dinner—just after the streetlights flickered on.

But in middle school, Amanda’s world began to open up. She was chosen to be one of the children in the local high school’s production of Fiddler on the Roof. Singing the opening number, “Tradition,” her arms rose above her head and she realized, I want to do this for the rest of my life. She was officially in love with musical theater.

As high school graduation neared, she begged her parents to send her to a program that would help her get to Broadway—a musical theater conservatory or a great college with a musical theater program. Ultimately they agreed, letting her move to New York City at eighteen to attend a conservatory and pursue her dreams.

“It’s a hard life…. You’re competing against people that are just as talented, if not more talented, than you. Every single day, you’re getting told ‘no.’ You have to have the thickest skin. You have to be really self-confident and have a lot of self-esteem, and you have to be willing to keep working, because the work never stops,” she said.
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