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                                                         CHAPTER   1                   

 DEFINING 
CONFIDENCE – 
IS IT WHAT YOU 
THINK IT IS?        
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REAL CONFIDENCE

 W
e suspect you believe lack of confi dence is the 
reason certain aspects of your life are not working 
out the way they do for everyone else who has 
confi dence. You don’t blame anyone else for not 
earning more money, or not fi nding a job post-

redundancy, or not fi nding love after divorce, or not buying a home, or 
not having children, or not changing careers, or not losing weight, or not 
getting fi t, or not making new friends. This feeling, that it’s  your  fault, 
that it’s all because you’ve got no confi dence, is very common. You’re 
not alone. Lacking confi dence doesn’t feel good. You feel like there’s 
some screw missing from the intricate parts of your brain, or there’s a 
malfunction in your brain’s software, right? If you could just fi x that, if 
there was a confi dence app for your brain you’d be fi ne, right? 

 Confi dence has become the holy grail of modern life. It’s not just the 
big concepts like success and happiness that we’ve come to believe 
 depend  on confi dence, somehow we think that it’s the foundation to 
our inner structure, that it’s what would enable us to create our ideal 
outer lives. 

 But do we even know what it  really  is? Unless you really know what 
confi dence is, how can you develop it? What  is  it? 

 Analysing the meaning of confi dence prompts fascinating discussions. 
Let’s start with the  Oxford English Dictionary  defi nition. Here we see 
that one aspect of the meaning is a feeling of  being able to trust or 
rely on someone or something . That’s a reminder that we need to 
learn to trust and rely on ourselves. (If you already trust and rely on 
yourself, even just a little, then you can smile and feel good about 
yourself.) 

 As for the defi nition with regard to individuals, the following comes up 
in the  Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary : 

  A feeling of self‐assurance arising from an appreciation of one’s own 
abilities or qualities.    

  A belief in your own ability to do something and be successful.    

  The feeling that you are certain about something.    
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 Specifying ‘self‐confi dence’ gives us the following dictionary defi nition: 

  A feeling of trust in one’s abilities, qualities and judgement.    

 If we also look at the  Oxford English Dictionary  defi nition of self‐
esteem, it seems to be one step further than confi dence in our own 
worth or abilities: 

  A feeling of being happy with your own character and abilities.    

 So is confi dence based on self‐esteem? Is self‐esteem inner and 
confi dence outer, or does outer confi dence show inner self‐esteem? 
Does high self‐esteem lead to self‐confi dence? What a mental maze.     

 FINDING A PERSONAL DEFINITION 
 Social psychology studies have shown that we try to manage our 
feelings of self‐worth. With social media, and generations who haven’t 
experienced life without social media, there is a whole new arena to 
research. A University of Wisconsin and Madison 1  2013 study measuring 
Facebook users’ self‐esteem looked at how quickly participants made 
positive associations about themselves when looking at their own 
profi le. But the study didn’t look at how and why a Facebook profi le is 
a version of self, or to what extent it’s a  true  version. If Photoshopped 
and fi ltered photos boost your self‐esteem, then how real is it? If you’ve 
posted photos from parties where it looks as though you’re having a 
fabulous time, but in reality you left early because your ex was there or 
you were bored, how does looking at photos of yourself looking good 
help you  feel  good at the next party or when you’re on your own? 

 The above study didn’t assess the effect of people looking at other 
people’s profi les and newsfeeds. One that did was the 2014 study at the 
University of Queensland’s School of Psychology, 2  which found that active 
participation in social media produces a positive sense of belonging. 
The study looked at one group of people in which half posted regularly 
on Facebook while the other half passively observed posts. According 
to the study, not posting for two days had a negative effect on those 
who were simply observing the posts. In another group, participants 
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using anonymous accounts were encouraged to respond to each other. 
However, half of the group were unaware they were set up not to receive 
any responses. Those who didn’t receive responses felt invisible with 
lower self‐esteem. What does this tell us about self‐esteem? That it’s 
changeable, that it’s vulnerable, that it’s dependent on the group and 
peer activity? And how does this all tie up with confi dence? 

 If you’re someone who receives compliments about how together you are, 
if you can be the joker of the group, or if your job involves helping others 
at a high level, and yet lack of confi dence is your guilty secret, then you 
know all too well that appearances are deceptive. If you can appear to be 
confi dent to others but aren’t inside, what does this mean? How can we 
defi ne confi dence to take these contradictions into account? 

 Enter the academics, with a term we don’t use every day: self‐effi cacy. 
In the good old  Oxford English Dictionary , effi cacy is defi ned as  the 
ability of something to produce the results that are wanted  whilst self‐
effi cacy is  the ability to produce a desire or intended result . 

 Let’s say you want to start going to a yoga class to de‐stress. You’ve 
put it off because you feel hopeless at anything new, you don’t like 
group activities and you don’t like your body in gym clothes. In short 
your self‐esteem is low. But fi nally, out of desperation to help you 
sleep, you go to a low‐key class that a neighbour has recommended. 
Everyone is friendly, no one is in scary designer gear, no one is looking 
at anyone, you forget yourself and time, and during relaxation you 
go out like a light, and come round at the end of the class feeling 
refreshed. You’ve produced your intended result. 

 If we can change our personal defi nition of confi dence, could that 
change our view of confi dence? If you were totally clear about what 
confi dence is, would it be less elusive and more attainable?   

 CONFIDENCE MEANS HAVING A GO 
 One of the problems with defi ning confi dence is that the psychologists 
themselves haven’t researched this much. Most of the research 
is somewhere between self‐esteem and self‐effi cacy. Self‐effi cacy 
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is a concept that fi rst emerged in the 1970s through Canadian 
psychologist Albert Bandura 3  and has been researched extensively. 

 “ Self‐esteem is more about 
liking yourself. Self‐efficacy is 
our belief in our capacity to try 
and accomplish something. ” 
  Dr Ilona Boniwell, positive psychologist    

 If you don’t like yourself it’s not easy to change this. If you don’t like 
a part of yourself, it’s not easy to change this. Let’s say you don’t 
like your body. You might very well fi nd the idea of going to a gym 
intimidating because you picture that it will be full of people perfecting 
their six‐packs and toned bodies. But you might decide to give running 
a try because you live near a splendid park and were pretty good at 
running at school. You discover it clears your head after work, you get 
fi t and then proudly notice your body looking better. 

 Bandura’s defi nition of self‐effi cacy in simple terms means: ‘I can have 
a go. I’m hopeless at exercise, I’ve been a couch potato for years, but 
I was good at running at school, so I might like it again. I can give it a 
try and see how I get on.’ What this shows is that confi dence is a skill 
that can be learnt, as long as we simply try. 

 “  I can have a go  is not a 
guarantee of a positive outcome, 
but it’s a positive feeling that 
you are able to try. ” 
  Dr Ilona Boniwell, positive psychologist    

 What Boniwell highlights is that there’s confusion and misrepresentation 
in our society as to what confi dence actually is. People with infl ated 
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self‐esteem might have real confi dence, but they might not. While self‐
esteem applies to our character in general, self‐effi cacy is what explains 
why we can be confi dent in one area of our lives and not in another. 

      DR ILONA BONIWELL ON DEVELOPING 
CONFIDENCE IN DIFFERENT AREAS  

 Boniwell, a highly qualifi ed academic and accomplished 
professional, remembers being confi dent at school from the 
start. ‘Very early on I was confi dent reading poems in front of 
hundreds of pupils. I was always confi dent with teachers.’ But as 
the tallest girl (she was her adult height at the age of 12) she 
had to contend with all the other children at school making fun 
of her. When her family moved from Latvia to Saransk, Russia, 
she was the tallest female in a city of 300,000 people. ‘I was 
called giraffe. And Eiffel Tower.’ 

 As a result of her height she wasn’t confi dent with boys. For 
a start she had to wait for them to catch up with her height. 
By the time she was 19 her confi dence began to develop but 
she admits it wasn’t until her late 20s that she got over this. 
Her personal experience underlines her views on confi dence: 
‘We can be confi dent in one thing and not another. And we can 
develop confi dence in areas where we lack confi dence. That was 
the case with me.’   

 Looking at defi nitions of confi dence and delving into what it means as 
a word and an academic term in psychology, as well as in actual living 
terms, immediately makes it more accessible. Self‐esteem might be 
a part of confi dence, but it’s by no means the only part. That’s great 
news because changing self‐esteem is much harder work, but by 
developing confi dence, your self‐esteem will increase too. Reading this 
book shows that you are willing to give something new a go and you’re 
prepared to try advice offered to you – and this willingness to try is a 
crucial part of confi dence. 

 Of course, when we think of confi dence we tend to think of a certain 
stand‐out quality. Confi dent people shine, don’t they?   
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 EVERYONE HAS THE ‘IT’ FACTOR 

   “ Confidence is being fully 
present. Confidence is what 
some people call the ‘it’ 
factor. ” 
  Patsy Rodenburg, OBE, voice and leadership coach    

 When we refer to celebrities as stars it’s because we of course 
believe that stars shine big time. You may be thinking that mere 
mortals surely cannot attain the ‘it’ factor possessed by stars. Yet 
according to Patsy Rodenburg, who is sought after by the biggest 
acting stars, every one of us is born with ‘presence’. Though it can get 
lost, it’s reassuring that Rodenburg absolutely insists that every one 
of us can re‐engage this ‘it’ factor. 

 What might come as a surprise is what contributes to this ‘it’ factor 
or what can ignite it. For Rodenburg, who also coaches leaders 
and athletes, real confi dence comes from deep knowledge, but she 
points out that this isn’t fashionable at the moment in our society. 
And of course we know she’s right. Anyone can be an expert on 
anything by Googling something. If you are suffering from chronic 
low confi dence you might even have come to the conclusion that 
confi dence  is  superfi cial knowledge but, as you’ll discover,  real  
confi dence is far from superfi cial. Rodenburg always goes back to 
the Ancient Greeks to make her point about self‐awareness. Carved 
on the tree before they visited the oracle were the words Know Thy 
Self. Knowing yourself means accepting gaps of knowledge and 
gaining knowledge – which will provide you with confi dence. We’re 
told that knowledge is power but it’s way more important than that – 
it generates that ‘it’ factor. 

 One of the problems with defi ning confi dence is that because it’s 
complex, identifying it in others is not straightforward. It’s tempting 
to assume that anyone who appears fearless is confi dent. But would 
they describe themselves as such?   



16

Psychologie_c01 16 26 Nov 2015 7:41 PM

REAL CONFIDENCE

 CONFIDENCE IS IN THE EYES OF THE 
BEHOLDER 

   “ When we are confident in 
doing something, it tends to 
be afterwards that we realize 
this. That’s when we say 
WOW I really did that, I was 
confident. ” 
  Niki Flacks, acting coach, psychologist, therapist    

 We may think performers are the people who personify confi dence 
because they put themselves up in front of an audience with the 
fear of forgetting what they have memorized and the risk of negative 
responses. Yet former Broadway actress Niki Flacks points out 
that actors on stage can be having a wonderful time, but feel awful 
backstage. They may have been shaking with nerves and pacing up 
and down to the toilet beforehand, but then they step on stage relaxed 
and forget their nerves. 

 The reason for this, as Flacks explains, is that when people are  doing  
in the moment they are not  thinking  confi dent, and this is exactly the 
case with actors and other performers on stage. It’s important to 
remember that the same applies to many situations where you would 
like to acquire confi dence. You might be admiring the colleague who is 
great at business pitches, or the friend who cooks gourmet dinners for 
large groups, but they may not be thinking of themselves as confi dent. 
They might have had a lot of practice (in turn, gaining a huge amount 
of knowledge), and love what they do. They too might still have a fl urry 
of nerves before a business presentation, or before 20 people arrive 
for dinner. The point is you don’t have to wait for that magical day to 
feel confi dent to do what you dream of. Simply try to do it, and the 
magic will follow. 
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       PAY ATTENTION TO NATURE  

 When you’re feeling less than good about yourself, one 
of the easiest ways to take the negative focus away is to 
target your thoughts at nature. Simply noticing the fl owers 
blooming in your pot plant, the changing colours of the 
leaves on the trees in your street, the smell of freshness 
after the rain, can begin to transform your outlook. 

 Is there a park near your workplace or home? Can you 
walk home from work via parks and canals and leafy 
back streets? Can you go on daytrips at the weekend 
somewhere not too far but wild and wonderful? Is there 
a beach where you can walk on the sand or the pebbles? 
Walking outside surrounded by nature will help you feel 
alive in your body, and that will boost your mood no end.     

 CONFIDENCE IS MULTI‐DIMENSIONAL 

   “ One minute we’re talking to 
someone and we feel great, the 
next we’re talking to someone 
else and it’s gone. ” 
  Niki Flacks, acting coach, psychologist, therapist    

 One of the reasons that confi dence is a tricky term to defi ne and apply 
to our lives is that it’s changeable. It’s important to realize, expect, 
and accept that not only will confi dence vary from one area of our 
lives to another, it can shift at different times. Knowing this is the 
case means you won’t be unrealistic in how you visualize confi dence. 
As Flacks underlines, we can be confi dent one moment and not the 
next, and this is entirely normal. 
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 If you think of confi dence as an attitude that embraces several 
dimensions then it becomes less abstract. It’s likely that you can 
fi nd at least one dimension that applies to you, one element that 
you can own and feel good about, and you can even unravel why your 
confi dence shifts. 

 Confi dence coach Annie Ashdown’s book The Confi dence Factor 
outlines the seven habits of the confi dent: self‐respect, self‐
approval, self‐worth, self‐mastery, self‐belief, self‐responsibility, self‐
assertiveness. Even if you are at your lowest point right now and want 
to say that none of these apply to you, the fact that you are reading 
this demonstrates that you have the habit of self‐responsibility. In 
short, this means you can get out of how you feel right now. 

 “ Confidence enables a positive 
perception of one’s self and 
abilities and is demonstrated 
by a robust sense of belief, 
self‐assurance, courageous 
vulnerability, assertiveness, 
humility, optimism and 
enthusiasm. ” 
  Annie Ashdown, confi dence coach    

 Relating a defi nition of confi dence to yourself, who you are and how 
you feel is crucial. This book is called  Real Confi dence  because it 
has to feel real to you. Life coach Dawn Breslin began to adapt her 
defi nition of confi dence the more she worked with people who had 
lost their confi dence as a result of some sort of life event. Her original 
defi nition of confi dence was about the removal of self‐doubt, and the 
by‐product of healthy self‐esteem and healthy self‐belief – which felt 
like a stock explanation. She then realized her work as a confi dence 
coach became a process of reminding clients from all walks of life 
who they really are. 
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 “ Confidence is not projecting or 
trying to be. It’s about trusting 
yourself and knowing you can 
live the way you want to live. ” 
  Dawn Breslin, confi dence coach    

 We’ve spent time analysing the defi nition of confi dence so that we can 
dispel any fairy tales you’ve created about it. We hope you’re relieved to 
hear that real confi dence is not really about outward appearances but 
about an inner decision to simply try and accomplish something. It’s not 
about looking as if you’re an expert, it’s about taking the time to gain the 
knowledge that turns you into a true expert. It’s a trust in your ability to 
try. It’s more than likely that you’re confi dent in one area in your life, even 
if you don’t realize you are. When you do something you love or know a lot 
about, you don’t  think  confi dent, you just  do . We’re going to be nudging you 
to do more doing than thinking because that’s what leads to confi dence. 
We’re all born with the ‘it’ quality, it’s just that life gets in the way. 

 We hope that this book will help you get back to who you feel you 
really are and how you want to live your life. 

      ASK YOURSELF  

      Q  What has confi dence meant for you so far? 

    Q  Can you identify areas in your life where you are 
confi dent now? 

    Q  What positive comments do you receive? (Even if you 
fi nd it diffi cult to accept these, write them down.) 

    Q  What stops you from focusing on positive rather than 
negative comments towards you? 

    Q  Will you think of confi dence in a different way now?     
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     TAKE THE TEST   

 HOW CONFIDENT 
ARE YOU? 

 How confi dent do you feel on a day to day basis? If lacking self‐
confi dence, we often devalue ourselves in the eyes of others, and 
sometimes even put ourselves down. Conversely, having too much can 
make us look self‐satisfi ed and arrogant. How confi dent do you feel? 
How confi dent would other people think you are? How can you be sure 
of yourself without overdoing it? Here are 12 questions to assess 
your confi dence, and, depending on your result, help you fi nd the right 
balance. 

   Test by Philip Carter and Ken Russell  
  Translated by Nora Mahony    
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 QUESTION 1  
 Would you appear on a television game show?   

  A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No      

 QUESTION 2  
 Giving a long speech at your best friend’s wedding wouldn’t embarrass 
you at all. 

    A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No      

 QUESTION 3  
 Are you a particularly positive person? 

    A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No      

 QUESTION 4  
 Would you like to pilot an aeroplane? 

    A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No      

 QUESTION 5  
 Would you like to meet royalty? 

    A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No      

HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU?
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 QUESTION 6  
 Have you ever disagreed with your boss at work? 

    A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No      

 QUESTION 7  
 Being naked in front of your friends doesn’t bother you. 

    A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No      

 QUESTION 8  
 Would you contradict a traffi c warden if you thought you were in the 
right? 

    A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No      

 QUESTION 9  
 Do you think that attack is the best form of defence? 

    A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No      

 QUESTION 10  
 Driving in bad traffi c doesn’t bother you. 

    A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No      
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 QUESTION 11  
 Do you feel confi dent while crossing the road? 

    A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No      

 QUESTION 12  
 Would you take the ferry if it were stormy? 

    A.  Yes 
  B.  I don’t know 
  C.  No     

HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU?
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 Mainly As: 

  You’re sure of what you’re doing.  
 You are the right person to have around when the stakes are high. You 
like to get involved in everything that happens around you. For example, 
if your department had to be completely restructured, you would want 
to be involved in the reorganization process in order to make a good 
impression – or even to secure a better position for yourself. In a 
similar situation, a less confi dent person would be unnerved by the 
changes to come or fear a wave of layoffs or the redefi nition of his 
or her position. But be careful not to show too much confi dence in 
yourself or to overestimate your abilities, as this might lead you to take 
unnecessary risks or to be seen as arrogant or smug by the people 
close to you. Remember that success is earned, not ordered.   

 Mainly Bs: 

  You believe in yourself enough for other people to trust you.  
 You are relatively self‐confi dent and you are ready to take calculated 
risks in order to succeed. But you still prefer security and you avoid 
excessive risks. Even if you are confi dent in your abilities, you make 
sure not to be excessively so, and always make your decisions after 
thinking through all the options. Stay aware of your attitude to risk 
and keep trying to inch yourself out of your comfort zone in non‐
threatening situations so you can build a stronger capacity for dealing 
with any fears. Get comfortable with failing as well as succeeding. 
This will build your confi dence in being able to handle anything that is 
thrown at you – good and bad – as you learn to build your skills and 
learn what you’re naturally good at.   

 Mainly Cs: 

  You lack confi dence in your abilities.  
 You are rather nervous or too modest in nature, and sometimes 
this leads you to belittle yourself. Many people appreciate modesty, 
especially among the great and the good of this world. It might be a 
good idea to take a step back to consider what you’ve accomplished in 
life and the talents you possess in order to compare yourself to others 
who seem so sure of  themselves . You may be pleasantly surprised 
when you look back on your career path and be more prone to believe 

HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU?
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in your own abilities in the future. If fear of taking the lead, especially 
in the company of other people, is causing your lack of self‐confi dence, 
try to mingle more with others. Play your strengths. If, for example, you 
are good at chess, join a club. If you like foreign languages, sign up 
for a course. The more your confi dence grows, the more others will be 
encouraged to trust you and the more you will succeed.                                                            

HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU?
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