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Introduction  
You probably already know what you should do. 

You know which conversation you’ve been postponing. You know which 
application you haven’t sent. You know which project has been sitting 
half-finished in a folder somewhere. You know the skill you keep 
meaning to learn, the risk you keep meaning to take, the decision you’ve 
been circling for months. The problem is rarely a lack of information. 

Most people are not stuck because they don’t know the next step, but 
because they don’t feel ready to take it. 

They want a little more certainty first. A little more confidence. A little 
more evidence that things will work out. So they wait. Sometimes for 
weeks, sometimes for years. 

The strange thing is that the people we admire most rarely seem to 
operate this way.  

●​ They start businesses before they know they’ll succeed.  
●​ They ask questions before they’re sure they’ll sound intelligent. 
●​ They apply for jobs before they meet all the qualifications.  
●​ They walk into rooms feeling certain that everything will be alright.  

From the outside, this looks like confidence. But is it? 

Over the last fifty years, psychologists have studied confidence from 
almost every angle imaginable. They’ve examined athletes, performers, 
students, entrepreneurs, trauma survivors, military personnel, 
astronauts, and ordinary people trying to do difficult things. 

What emerges from that research is a picture that is very different from 
the one most of us carry around. 
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Confidence is not what usually comes first. More often, it is what 
remains after a person has accumulated enough evidence to handle 
uncertainty, setbacks, discomfort, and risk. 

In other words, confidence may be less a cause of action than a 
consequence of it. That distinction sounds small, but it changes almost 
everything. 

Because if confidence is something built through action rather than 
something required before action, then many of the assumptions we 
make about ourselves begin to look different. The question shifts from 
“How do I become more confident?” to “How should I act so that 
confidence arrives?” 

In this guide, we’ll examine: 

●​ What confidence actually is. 
●​ Where it comes from. 
●​ Why people so often misjudge their own abilities. 
●​ Why fear persists even when we know better.  
●​ And why some people seem able to carry themselves through 

uncertainty better than others. 

Along the way, we’ll encounter psychologists, philosophers, athletes, 
astronauts, trauma survivors, and ordinary people facing difficult 
decisions. Together, they point toward a surprisingly consistent 
conclusion. 

The people who move forward are not necessarily the people who feel 
the most certain. They are the people who learn to act without needing 
certainty first. 

By the end of this guide, you’ll understand why, and more importantly, 
you’ll know what to do about it. 
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Chapter 1: The False Promises of 
Confidence  

The Man Behind the Method 
Picture a young minister in the 1920s, pacing the back room of a church 
before his Sunday sermon. He hadn’t slept. He had compared himself to 
every other preacher he’d ever met and believed that he came up short 
on every metric he could name. His father expected great things, and he 
was reasonably sure he wouldn’t deliver them. He genuinely believed he 
suffered from what Alfred Adler had called an “inferiority complex.”  His 1

name was Norman Vincent Peale, and on the days when his anxiety was 
worst, he couldn’t get himself out from behind the curtain.  

So he developed a workaround. Before he went out, he repeated to 
himself phrases of scripture, mental pictures of himself succeeding, a 
specific kind of prayer he had improvised. He called these “thought 
conditioners,” and over time, they got him to the pulpit reliably enough 
to keep his job. For a chronically anxious young man whose profession 
requires repeated public performance, this was a reasonable solution to 
a real problem. 

Here is what goes wrong next. 

In 1948, after settling into a long pastorate at Marble Collegiate Church 
in New York, Peale published A Guide to Confident Living,  and it did well. 2

In 1952, he followed it with The Power of Positive Thinking,  which 3

became a phenomenon: 186 consecutive weeks on the New York Times 
bestseller list, 48 of them at number one, eventually more than five 
million copies in over forty languages. Your grandmother probably has it 
on a shelf somewhere. The opening sentence is famous enough to have 

3 Peale, N. V. (1952). The power of positive thinking. Prentice-Hall. 
2 Peale, N. V. (1948). A guide to confident living. Prentice-Hall. 
1 Adler, A. (2010). Understanding human nature. Martino Publishing. (Original work published 1927) 
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escaped the book entirely and entered the language as folk wisdom: 
Believe in yourself. 

What Peale has done is take the private coping mechanism of one 
chronically anxious preacher and present it to several million people as 
a universal law. Inside the book, he lays out “ten simple rules for 
developing confidence in your everyday life.” Stripped of the theological 
framing, his method comes down to one sentence: 

Confidence is a belief. Generate the feeling first, and then act. 

From now on, and throughout the rest of the guide, we’ll call this “the 
Peale Fallacy.” 

We are not the only ones to criticize it. Peale did not get away with it 
unscathed at the time, either. The criticism arrived almost immediately, 
and it was unusually sharp. 

In a 1955 essay in The Nation, the psychiatrist R. C. Murphy argued that 
Peale’s prescriptions amounted to a kind of self-hypnosis that displaced 
self-knowledge.  The deeper concern was social: if you train yourself to 4

treat negative thoughts as dangerous, you stop tolerating them in 
yourself, and then you stop tolerating the people in your life who voice 
them. If you have ever been told by a wellness acquaintance that 
someone in your life is “lowering your vibration,” you have encountered 
Murphy’s point seventy years later. 

That same year, Donald Meyer, a Harvard-trained scholar of American 
religious culture, published a piece in The New Republic titled “The 
Confidence Man.”  The title was the punchline. The phrase “con man” 5

comes from “confidence man,” the nineteenth-century American name 
for a particular kind of grifter: the one who sells you belief in something 

5 Meyer, D. B. (1955). The confidence man. The New Republic, 133(11), 8–10. 
4 Murphy, R. C. (1955). Think right: Reverend Peale’s panacea. The Nation, 398–400. 
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that isn’t there. In 1955, Meyer was saying in print that this was Peale, as 
an accusation. 

The specific charge mattered. Meyer wrote that Peale’s followers did not 
trust their ability. They did not trust competence, or work, or talent. 
What they trusted was the chant. In older theological traditions, this 
kind of pretension to mastery through ritual and repetition had a name, 
and it wasn’t “faith.” It was called an alliance with a lower power. 

Albert Ellis, the founder of Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT), 
added a clinical objection: unconditional positive self-statements set 
people up for disappointment when reality refuses to cooperate, and in 
the wrong person, they deepen depressive thinking rather than relieving 
it.  6

But none of it slowed the book down. 

By the 1960s and 70s, the broader culture had moved decisively in 
Peale’s direction: the human potential movement, and eventually, The 
Secret,  vision boards, and a multibillion-dollar global self-help industry. 7

All of it is built on the same architecture: that the right interior state 
precedes and produces the right exterior result. By the time you and I 
were children, the Peale Fallacy wasn’t an idea anymore. It was the 
water we swam in. Teachers said it, parents said it, coaches said it, even 
Oprah said it. “If you can dream it, you can be it. Just believe in yourself.” 

So why does the fallacy persist, even now, when the research has been 
pretty unkind to it? There are two main reasons. 

1.​ In the moment that we feel least confident, it feels as though the 
anxiety is the problem to be solved. “If I could just stop being 
nervous, the speech would go better.” “The interview would go 
better.” That feels true, but it almost never is. The nerves are 

7 Byrne, R. (2006). The secret. Atria Books/Beyond Words. 

6 Wood, J. V., Perunovic, W. Q. E., & Lee, J. W. (2009). Positive self-statements: Power for some, peril 
for others. Psychological Science, 20(7), 860–866.  
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usually a symptom of the underlying inexperience, and clearing the 
nerves does very little because the inexperience underneath 
remains.​
 

2.​ People look at high performers (athletes, executives, the actor who 
walks into the audition relaxed) and observe that they appear calm. 
From this, we infer that the calm is producing the performance.  8

The causation runs the other way. High performers don’t appear 
unworried because their unworried mind made them high 
performers. They appear unworried because they are high 
performers and have a long enough track record that the next 
attempt doesn’t feel like an existential threat. ​
​
Competence is the engine. Confidence comes after. 

Why Saying It Isn’t Enough  
Picture yourself standing in your bathroom in the morning, hands 
gripping the sink’s edges. The mirror has a sticky note on it that says “I 
am a lovable person,” in your own handwriting. You’re saying it out loud 
to your reflection.  

You may have done this yourself. If so, you’ve probably noticed the very 
specific weather that develops sometimes in the room around the sixth 
or seventh repetition. The phrase begins to sound strange, the way any 
word does after you say it too many times. And underneath the 
strangeness, something else starts to stir. A small voice in the back of 
the head that has noticed what you are doing and is preparing a 
rebellion. 

That small voice has been studied. In 2009, Joanne Wood and her 
colleagues asked participants with low self-esteem to repeat the phrase 

8 Lassiter, G. D., Geers, A. L., Munhall, P. J., Ploutz-Snyder, R. J., & Breitenbecher, D. L. (2002). Illusory 
causation: Why it occurs. Psychological Science, 13(4), 299–305.  
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“I am a lovable person” every fifteen seconds throughout a 4-minute 
writing task, 16 repetitions in total.  The participants with low 9

self-esteem felt worse afterward, not better. Participants with high 
self-esteem who did the same exercise reported a small lift. The finding 
was vivid, intuitive, and widely cited.  

It was also small. In 2020, Flynn and Bordieri ran two direct replications 
with samples roughly five times larger, around 225 and 237 participants 
each.  The effect did not hold. Neither study found a meaningful 10

change in mood, state self-esteem, goal completion, or perceived goal 
challenge. 

So why is this section in the guide at all? Because the three 
mechanisms Wood proposed to explain her result are robust in the 
broader literature, even if her specific lab finding isn’t. Each of them 
shows up in your head every time you try this, regardless of whether the 
study was replicated. 

1.​ Latitudes of acceptance. When a positive statement is far from a 
person’s existing self-view, they reject it as unbelievable, and that 
rejection reinforces the original negative belief. “See, I have to tell 
myself that ‘I am enough,’ and since I have to do that, I am definitely 
not.”​
 

2.​ Self-comparison. The affirmation works by making you notice the 
gap between who you are now and who you want to be. If you are 
already close to that goal, the gap feels small, so the statement 
feels encouraging. If you are far from it, the statement only points 
to the distance, but does not help you cross it.​
 

10 Flynn, M. K., & Bordieri, M. J. (2020). On the failure to replicate past findings regarding positive 
affirmations and self-esteem. Journal of Contextual Behavioral Science, 16, 49–61.  

9 Wood, J. V., Perunovic, W. Q. E., & Lee, J. W. (2009). Positive self-statements and does not help and 
does not help: Power for some, peril for others. Psychological Science, 20(7), 860–866. 
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3.​ Self-verification. Human beings prefer information that matches 

our existing self-view, even when the self-view is negative. We will 
resist a compliment that doesn’t match. Deflect a job offer that 
suggests we’re more capable than we feel. Quietly reject a partner 
who treats us better than we believe we deserve. We do this 
because the negative self-view is the one we know how to operate 
with. 

One inference the research keeps surfacing is worth naming directly: 
the damage doesn’t come from the affirmation itself, it comes from 
what the person does with their own failure to believe it. If I can’t say 
nice things about myself without flinching, that must mean they are not 
true. The resistance becomes the proof. 

But when the researchers gave participants explicit permission to hold 
both possibilities at once, ways the statement might be true and ways it 
might not, the harmful effect disappeared. What helped was treating 
the affirmation as a hypothesis (something that you might be willing to 
consider) rather than a verdict.  

If there is a version of affirmation that survives this, it is small, specific, 
and tentative. “I prepare carefully for hard conversations” works in a 
way that “I am unstoppable” does not. The first is something you can 
show yourself the evidence for. The second is a flag planted on the 
other side of a canyon you have not yet crossed. One of these is useful, 
while the other is just a sticky note on a mirror. 

 

The Visualization Trap 
Picture another scene. A woman in her early thirties stands in front of a 
corkboard in her bedroom. The corkboard is covered with cut-out 
images: a beautiful villa in Tuscany, a book with her name on the cover, a 
model’s body in a swimsuit, a check with a number she has carefully 
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written in by hand, with the commas in all the right places. She closes 
her eyes and imagines herself living inside each picture. She has read 
that this is how it works. 

It is not how it works. 

Gabriele Oettingen, a psychologist at NYU and the University of 
Hamburg, has spent roughly three decades dismantling the corkboard. 
The popular version of visualization, in which you vividly imagine the 
desired future without taking any action to address the present 
obstacles, reduces the energy available to pursue the goal.   11

This is counterintuitive enough that it’s worth slowing down to 
understand. The mechanism Oettingen proposes is called “mental 
attainment.” When you vividly fantasize about a goal, your brain treats 
some of the imagined success as if it has already happened. The 
motivation system, built to generate effort in pursuit of things you don’t 
yet have, is satisfied prematurely. You feel like you’ve done something. 
You haven’t. The corkboard absorbs the energy that should have gone 
into the work, and the work doesn’t get done. 

The data are unkind in the most boring way. In an early study of 25 
women in a year-long behavioral weight-loss program, researchers 
tracked two separate kinds of positive thinking.   12

1.​ Expectation: the realistic belief, grounded in past behavior, that 
they would lose the weight. ​
 

2.​ Fantasy: the rosy mental image of being thin. ​
​
Expectations predicted better weight loss. Fantasies predicted 

12 Oettingen, G., & Wadden, T. A. (1991). Expectation, fantasy, and weight loss: Is the impact of positive 
thinking always positive? Cognitive Therapy and Research, 15(2), 167–175.  

11 Oettingen, G. (2012). Future thought and behavior change. European Review of Social Psychology, 
23(1), 1–63.  
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worse. The two operated independently, which means rosy fantasy 
can do its damage even when realistic expectations are low. 

The pattern replicated across very different contexts. Hip replacement 
patients with rosier recovery fantasies were rated by their physical 
therapists as recovering less well at two weeks. Students who 
fantasized vividly about job offers received fewer offers and lower 
starting salaries.  Positive fantasies predicted more depressive 13

symptoms over time, not fewer.  All the corkboard reliably produces is 14

the quiet, low-grade depression that comes from looking every day at 
the things that aren’t there. 

Oettingen’s correction is called “mental contrasting.” The instruction is 
precise. First, imagine the desired future in detail. Then immediately 
elaborate on the obstacles in the current reality. Future first, then 
reality. When done in that order, the imagery tags reality as the place 
where the obstacles live, which forces the mind to start solving for 
them. Done out of order, or done without the contrast at all, you get the 
corkboard problem all over again. 

The version of mental contrasting with the strongest evidence pairs it 
with implementation intentions: simple if-then plans of the form “If this 
obstacle shows up, then I will do this specific thing.”  

The combined intervention has a name no one can remember (MCII, 
Mental Contrasting with Implementation Intentions), and a memorable 
shortcut Oettingen developed for the public: WOOP, which stands for 
Wish, Outcome, Obstacle, Plan.  15

15 Oettingen, G. (2014). Rethinking positive thinking: Inside the new science of motivation. Current. 

14 Kappes, H. B., & Oettingen, G. (2011). Positive fantasies about idealized futures sap energy. Journal 
of Experimental Social Psychology, 47(4), 719–729. 

13 Oettingen, G., & Mayer, D. (2002). The motivating function of thinking about the future: 
Expectations versus fantasies. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 83(5), 1198–1212.  

 

Solved CONFIDENCE GUIDE 12 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Rethinking-Positive-Thinking-Science-Motivation/dp/1617230235
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2011.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.5.1198
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.83.5.1198


 

The False Promises of Confidence 

 

 

The Rise and Fall of Power Posing 
Picture a young woman, in a suit a size too tight, standing in an airport 
bathroom stall before a final-round interview. She has her feet planted 
shoulder-width apart, her hands on her hips, and her chin tilted up. She 
is holding the pose for two minutes. She read in a magazine that this 
would change her hormones and, by extension, her life. 
That ritual, the one you may have done before a job interview, came 
directly from a 2010 study involving 42 participants who held either a 
“high-power” posture (the Wonder Woman) or a “low-power” posture for 
one minute.  

The researchers reported three effects: testosterone increased, cortisol 
decreased, and risk-taking on a subsequent gambling task increased.  16

16 Carney, D. R., Cuddy, A. J. C., & Yap, A. J. (2010). Power posing: Brief nonverbal displays affect 
neuroendocrine levels and risk tolerance. Psychological Science, 21(10), 1363–1368.  
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The take-home message was that two minutes of body posture could 
rewire your endocrine system and the choices that flowed from it. 

In 2012, the lead researcher, Amy Cuddy, delivered a TED Talk that 
became one of the most-viewed in history. She framed the finding 
through her own story: a traumatic brain injury in college, years of slow, 
effortful recovery, learning gradually to “fake it till you make it.” 

The unraveling was swift. In 2015, a group of researchers conducted a 
replication study with 200 participants, nearly five times the original 
sample size. Testosterone and cortisol levels didn't change, nor did risk 
tolerance.  The one finding that survived was that participants reported 17

feeling slightly more powerful for a few minutes after holding the pose, 
the same kind of mild mood effect you might get from a song you like or 
a strong cup of coffee. 

A year later, Dana Carney, the lead author of the original study, did 
something rare in academic science. She posted a public statement on 
her website saying that she no longer believed the effect of power 
posing was real.  She walked through the methodological problems in 18

her own paper, the small sample, the dropped participants, the multiple 
outcomes measured but selectively reported, and the arbitrary 
exclusion criteria. It was an honest retraction by a researcher whose 
career had been substantially built on the result. It cost her something 
to do it. 

A special issue devoted to the question reached the same conclusion 
across multiple pre-registered attempts. Behavioral and hormonal 
effects didn’t hold up. Self-reported feelings of power got some 

18 Carney, D. R. (2016). My position on “Power Poses.” 

17 Ranehill, E., Dreber, A., Johannesson, M., Leiberg, S., Sul, S., & Weber, R. A. (2015). Assessing the 
robustness of power posing: No effect on hormones and risk tolerance in a large sample of men and 
women. Psychological Science, 26(5), 653–656. 
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support, but everything downstream of that, the hormones, the choices, 
the actual change in who the person became, did not.   19

What survives of power posing is approximately the same thing that 
survives of an upbeat song before a stressful meeting. A brief mood 
shift. A useful one, if you already have the underlying competence and 
just need to step over the threshold of nerves. Useless, in the longer arc, 
for anyone who needs the competence itself. 

If you have a backstage song, a pre-meeting walk around the block, a 
particular breathing pattern that you use before something hard, keep 
doing it. It is doing work. It is getting you over the threshold of anxiety 
so the competence you already have can show up in the room. The ritual 
gets the competence onstage. What no ritual can do is generate 
competence in the first place. 

The Shared Error 
Each of the three aforementioned techniques was built on the premise 
that you could engineer the interior experience of confidence first, the 
feeling of capability, the belief in your own adequacy, and that once you 
had manufactured the feeling, the action and the performance would 
follow. Each assumed the chain of causation ran from feeling to 
behavior. Research across the literature indicates that the chain runs 
the other way. 

Confidence is downstream. It is the residue left behind by the slow 
accumulation of competence in a specific domain, by the track record of 
having attempted hard things and survived them, by honest accounting 
of what you can and can’t yet do. It is not portable.  

The confidence you have built in one area does not transfer 
automatically to another. The general injunction to “believe in yourself” 
lands on the person who already has the relevant track record and 

19 Cesario, J., Jonas, K. J., & Carney, D. R. (2017). CRSP special issue on power poses: What was the 
point and what did we learn? Comprehensive Results in Social Psychology, 2(1), 1–5.  
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doesn’t need the instruction, or on the person who doesn’t have the 
track record yet and can’t honestly comply. 

What Peale offered, what the affirmation industry sold, what the 
TED-talk version of power posing promised, was a shortcut around the 
slow accumulation. A ritual that would deliver the feeling without the 
work.  

The shortcut does not exist; it has never existed. The reason the 
techniques keep getting repackaged and resold is that the demand for 
shortcuts is permanent. The supply of products willing to claim they are 
the shortcut is, accordingly, permanent too. 

So if confidence isn’t a feeling you generate before you act, what is it, 
and where does it actually come from? 

Reflection Questions 
1.​ What’s something you’ve been waiting to feel ready for? How long 

have you been waiting?​
 

2.​ Pick someone you know and consider confident. List what they’re 
actually good at. Now ask: which came first, confidence or skill?​
 

3.​ What ritual do you run before hard things? Be honest about how it 
actually helps you, and how it doesn’t.​
 

4.​ Name the goal you visualize the most. What is the obstacle that you 
avoid thinking about? 
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Chapter 2: What Confidence Actually Is  

The Snake Room 
A woman sits in a chair watching a man through a one-way window as 
he handles a six-foot snake. She has spent her entire adult life 
rearranging her life to avoid this animal. She drives miles out of her way 
to avoid passing parks. She refuses to wear necklaces because the 
weight of one against her collarbone feels too close to the thing she 
fears. She checks under every piece of furniture in every room she 
enters. She is sane in all other respects, holds a job, raises a family, but 
on this single subject, her life has narrowed to a long series of detours. 

The man at Stanford handling the snake is not a snake handler. He is a 
psychologist named Albert Bandura, and he is about to walk her 
through a very interesting afternoon. 

The intervention has no name yet, though Bandura will eventually call it 
“Guided Mastery.” There are no affirmations, no breathing exercises, no 
visualizations, and definitely no power poses. He simply lets the woman 
watch him. After a while, he invites her into the room. She doesn’t have 
to touch anything. She just has to stand near him. Then she puts on 
thick gloves and touches the snake for a second. Then for longer. Then 
with one glove off. Then with no gloves at all. By the end of the 
afternoon, she is holding the snake in her lap, and she is fine. 

Bandura, who would eventually become the most-cited living 
psychologist on the planet, was not the first person to develop exposure 
therapy. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) was getting off the ground 
around the same time, and the basic idea (break a fear into small pieces, 
take each piece in order) was already in the air.  

Six months later, when Bandura followed up with the participants, he 
found something he was not looking for. The phobia was gone, as 
expected. The participants had also become more willing to speak up in 
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meetings at work. They were asking for raises. They were having 
confrontations that they had ducked for years. They were sticking to 
diets they had previously abandoned. One of them, the necklace woman, 
had started wearing necklaces.  

This finding seeded Bandura’s most influential paper, which argued that 
what actually predicts whether a person will attempt a difficult task, 
persist through obstacles, and succeed has very little to do with how 
they feel about themselves in general.  It has to do with whether they 20

believe, based on real evidence, that they can execute the specific 
behaviors a specific situation demands. 

He called this self-efficacy, and three things about his definition matter. 

1.​ It is a belief, not a feeling. Self-efficacy is a judgment about what 
you can actually do under specific conditions, the way you might 
assess whether you can lift a heavy piece of furniture or finish a 
marathon. It is something you estimate.​
 

2.​ It is domain-specific. A person can have high self-efficacy for 
public speaking and none for negotiation. A person can be calm in 
front of a thousand strangers, and lost at small talk with one of 
them. Bandura was insistent on this point from the beginning: 
efficacy beliefs measured at a global level lose most of their 
predictive power. In his framework, confidence as a general 
personality trait is a questionable concept. Self-efficacy is always 
developed in relation to something specific.​
 

3.​ It is evidence-based. The belief is calibrated to what the person 
has actually accomplished, which is why Bandura’s theory avoids 
the same dissonance trap that undermined the affirmation 

20 Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of behavioral change. Psychological 
Review, 84(2), 191–215.  
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industry. It never asks people to believe anything that is not already 
supported by evidence. 

The snake woman did not generalize because she felt good about 
herself. She generalized because she had acquired a new piece of 
evidence about herself, namely that she could do something she 
previously could not, and that single piece of evidence began to put 
pressure on every other belief she held about her own limits. 

The sequence ran in the opposite direction from what the self-help 
industry has spent seventy years selling. Action, then evidence, then 
belief, then more action. Confidence is the readout at the end of the 
loop, the trailing indicator of work already done. 

 

Where Self-Efficacy Comes From 
The snake room was not random. Bandura did not throw phobic adults 
into a pit of reptiles and tell them to figure it out. He sequenced the 
experience so that the first attempt was almost impossible to fail. 
Watching him through the window. Stepping into the room. Touching 
with gloves. Each step was calibrated so the participant could 
accumulate a small piece of evidence about themselves before being 
asked to extend it. 

That sequencing was no accident. Bandura was also a scientist who 
studied how self-efficacy is built, and he identified four sources that 
feed it. ,  He ranked them by impact, and the ranking is worth taking 21 22

seriously because the entire confidence industry has spent decades 
inverting it. 

22 Bandura, A., & Cervone, D. (1983). Self-evaluative and self-efficacy mechanisms governing the 
motivational effects of goal systems. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 45(5), 1017–1028.  

21 Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of behavioral change. Psychological 
Review, 84(2), 191–215.  
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1.​ Mastery experience. Direct success at the target task, or one close 
enough to count, updates the efficacy belief more durably than any 
other input. The wins that matter most are the ones that involve 
real difficulty. Successes that come too easily carry less updating 
power, because they don’t test the person’s capacity to persist.​
​
There is an asymmetry here worth pausing on. Efficacy 
accumulates slowly through repeated success and can collapse 
quickly through a single visible failure, particularly early in 
learning.  This is why Bandura was so particular about the 23

structure of those first attempts. Throwing a beginner into a hard 
challenge with no scaffolding, even with the best intentions, often 
produces the opposite of confidence.​
 

2.​ Vicarious experience. Watching someone succeed at a task can 
increase an observer’s sense of self-efficacy, but only if the 
observer perceives that person as similar to themselves. Watching 
an obvious expert tells you very little about what you might be 
capable of. A friend who is two years ahead of you, has quit 
drinking, and seems to have her life together, is more of a roadmap 
than a celebrity.​
​
This is why peer mentoring outperforms celebrity inspiration in 
most domains, and why the demographic match between an author 
and their audience matters more than anyone in the industry is 
willing to admit. Readers are quietly calibrating in the background. 
If the person on stage looks nothing like them, the calibration fails.​
 

3.​ Verbal persuasion. Being told you are capable does move the 
needle, but the effect is small and depends entirely on the source’s 

23 Amabile, T., & Kramer, S. (2011). The progress principle: Using small wins to ignite joy, engagement, 
and creativity at work. Harvard Business Review Press. 
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credibility. “Believe in yourself” from a stranger or a sticky note 
carries no weight. “I’ve watched you do this twice, and you can do it 
again,” from a coach who knows your work, carries real weight, 
because it is tied to a track record the coach has observed. 
Persuasion can also be undone by a single failure, because the 
belief was never anchored to direct experience.​
 

4.​ Physiological and affective state. The body’s signals (heart rate, 
breathing, fatigue, mood) feed the efficacy calculation, but their 
effect runs entirely through interpretation. The same surge of 
adrenaline can read as “I am terrified” or “I am ready,” depending 
on what the person decides it means. It is the lightest of the four 
levers, which is why every intervention that stops at “pump yourself 
up” leaves people in the same place six months later. 

The ranking is a triage. The useful question for the person trying to 
build genuine confidence is positional. Where on this list am I operating 
right now, and how do I move up it? Most of the industry sits 
permanently at the bottom, because the bottom is easy, the bottom is 
what sells. 

 

What the Evidence Actually Says 

Consider someone trying to learn a new language. Every time he opens 
his mouth, he is convinced he is about to make a mistake. He speaks 
less, practices less, and avoids situations where he might be corrected. 
His progress slows, not because he lacks the capacity to learn, but 
because he no longer believes he can. 

Research consistently finds that students who believe they can succeed 
tend to perform better and persist longer when the work becomes 
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difficult.  What is especially interesting is that this relationship appears 24

to be strongest among students who are already struggling. For these 
students, self-belief is often the difference between engaging with a 
challenge and giving up before the real learning begins. 

The same pattern shows up at the university level. Academic success is 
influenced by many factors, including intelligence and prior preparation, 
but students’ beliefs about their own abilities remain among the 
strongest psychological predictors of how well they perform.  Students 25

who believe they can meet academic challenges are more likely to 
engage with difficult work, persist through setbacks, and pursue clear 
goals rather than retreat from them. 

The principle extends well beyond the classroom. In sport, athletes who 
have confidence in their ability to execute specific skills generally 
perform better than athletes who do not.  But the confidence that 26

matters is not blind optimism. It is confidence grounded in competence. 
Belief is most useful when it is attached to skills that have actually been 
developed. 

The split by age was sharp.   27

●​ For adults, the relationship was reciprocal. Confidence and 
performance fed each other. ​
 

27 Talsma, K., Schüz, B., Schwarzer, R., & Norris, K. (2018). I believe, therefore I achieve (and vice 
versa): A meta-analytic cross-lagged panel analysis of self-efficacy and academic performance. 
Learning and Individual Differences, 61, 136–150.  

26 Moritz, S. E., Feltz, D. L., Fahrbach, K. R., & Mack, D. E. (2000). The relation of self-efficacy measures 
to sport performance: A meta-analytic review. Research Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, 71(3), 
280–294. 

25 Richardson, M., Abraham, C., & Bond, R. (2012). Psychological correlates of university students' 
academic performance: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 138(2), 
353–387.  

24 Multon, K. D., Brown, S. D., & Lent, R. W. (1991). Relation of self-efficacy beliefs to academic 
outcomes: A meta-analytic investigation. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 38(1), 30–38.  
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●​ For children, the relationship was essentially one-directional. 

Performance shaped their confidence, but boosting their 
confidence did not improve their performance. 

This implication runs against the past forty years of educational 
orthodoxy. Telling kids they can do it probably matters less than giving 
them structured opportunities to actually do it. Of course, supporting 
them and believing in them is extremely important, but they really need 
to build evidence and see for themselves what is and isn’t within their 
abilities. Competence first, confidence second. 

 

How to Start When You Have Nothing Yet 
A new writer opens a blank document and types her first blog post. She 
expects three or four readers, all of them friends. She has no marketing 
plan, no audience, and no idea what she is doing. She finishes the post 
in an hour and publishes it, and the world does not end. A week later, 
she writes another one. Three months in, a stranger leaves a comment. 

This is the action-first loop running in real time, and it does so because 
the writer made the first action small enough to be unthreatening. The 
expectation was three readers. The stakes were nonexistent. There was 
nothing to be intimidated by, because there was no one to fail in front of. 
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Most people get stuck on the opposite side of this.  

●​ They want to write the book before they have written a blog post.​
 

●​ They want to start a business before they have had one awkward 
conversation about an idea. ​
 

●​ They wait until the action feels worthy of their ambition, but it 
never arrives because they have imagined it into something too 
large to attempt from where they are. 

The research on this is direct. Teresa Amabile and Steven Kramer 
analyzed nearly 12,000 diary entries from 238 employees across seven 
companies and found that the single strongest driver of motivation and 
positive emotion on any given workday was making progress on 
meaningful work.   28

28 Amabile, T., & Kramer, S. (2011). The progress principle: Using small wins to ignite joy, engagement, 
and creativity at work. Harvard Business Review Press. 
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Recognition, pay, and supportive management all mattered less than 
people assumed. Even small forward movement improved mood and 
cognitive flexibility for the rest of the day, increasing the probability of 
another small win, which compounded. They called this the “progress 
principle.” 

The asymmetry in their data is the part most people miss. Setbacks hurt 
more than equivalent progress helped. A single obstacle did more 
damage to motivation than a comparable win repaired. The practical 
priority is not just engineering the wins. It is also removing what blocks 
them. 

BJ Fogg, the Stanford behavior scientist, operationalized this at the level 
of habit formation in Tiny Habits.   29

His model is Behavior = Motivation × Ability × Prompt.  

Because motivation is the most volatile of the three, the lever that is 
actually under your control is ability. Shrink the required action until the 
behavior survives a low-motivation day. Two push-ups after using the 
bathroom. Reading one page of a book before bed. The absurdity of the 
size is the point. If the action is small enough, you have no excuse not to 
do it. 

Not All Practice Is Equal 
Two musicians play the same instrument in the same garage every day. 
One has been at it for seven years and stalled around year three. The 
other has been at it for four years and keeps getting visibly better. The 
hours are roughly the same. The talent is roughly the same. What looks 
like the difference, when you watch them practice, is what they spend 
the practice doing. 

29 Fogg, B. J. (2019). Tiny habits: The small changes that change everything. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 
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●​ The first musician runs through songs she already knows. She 
plays the parts she can already play. She ends the session having 
had a pleasant time. ​
 

●​ The second musician finds the chord change she keeps fumbling 
and works on it for thirty minutes: slow, frustrated, missing it, 
missing it again, getting it, missing it, getting it three times in a row. 
She ends the session sweaty and annoyed. She also ends it being 
slightly better than when she started. 

This is the difference between practice and deliberate practice. What 
Ericsson and his colleagues found in their classic 1993 study of expert 
violinists was that the top performers were not just logging more hours. 
They were practicing in a particular way: with intense effort, at the edge 
of their current ability, guided by feedback, focused on specific 
weaknesses, and often, the sessions were not particularly enjoyable.  30

●​ Action well within current ability is comfortable but informationally 
inert. ​
 

●​ Action well beyond it produces failures that, if uncalibrated, can 
damage rather than build efficacy. ​
 

●​ The mastery experiences that update your beliefs are those that 
take place at the edge of your current capabilities, where the 
outcome remains uncertain yet achievable, and where feedback is 
immediate enough to allow for real-time correction. 

Beating up a weaker opponent does not build confidence in any genuine 
sense. 

30 Ericsson, K. A., Krampe, R. T., & Tesch-Römer, C. (1993). The role of deliberate practice in the 
acquisition of expert performance. Psychological Review, 100(3), 363–406.  
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This is why quality of evidence is the part of self-efficacy that gets 
discussed the least and matters the most. Not all actions generate 
equivalent updates. If the action was too easy, the belief barely moves. If 
the credit for the outcome goes elsewhere (the opponent let you win, 
the test was graded on a curve, the social interaction went well because 
the other person was being kind), the belief does not move either.  

The evidence has to be real evidence. It has to be in your control, at the 
edge of your ability, attributable to you, and tested often enough that 
the result is not a fluke. 

Affirmations That Aren’t Bullshit 
A woman walks into a room and sits down to take a difficult math test. 
She is a competent mathematician. She has handled harder problem 
sets than this one. But she is aware, in the back of her mind, that women 
are stereotyped as worse at math than men, and that a bad performance 
here would lend that stereotype another data point. The background 
noise is faint but real. It costs her cognitive bandwidth, and she scores 
lower than her ability would predict. 

This is “stereotype threat,” one of the most replicable findings in social 
psychology. ,  It runs in any direction the stereotypes do.  31 32

●​ First-generation college students who feel that they don’t belong 
on campus. ​
 

●​ Black students who feel that they are under suspicion of 
intellectual inferiority on standardized tests.​
 

32 Steele, C. M., & Aronson, J. (1995). Stereotype threat and the intellectual test performance of 
African Americans. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 69(5), 797–811.  

31 Spencer, S. J., Logel, C., & Davies, P. G. (2016). Stereotype threat. Annual Review of Psychology, 67, 
415–437.  
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●​ Older workers on memory tasks. ​

 
●​ Men in caregiving roles.  

The performance cost can be real. It comes from carrying the threat, not 
from any deficit in the underlying ability. What is interesting, given 
everything in Chapter 1 about how affirmations backfire, is that there is 
a form of self-affirmation that consistently and measurably helps under 
stereotype threat. And it looks almost nothing like the affirmations 
Peale invented. 

Claude Steele, who first formalized the concept of stereotype threat, 
also developed self-affirmation theory in 1988.  The mechanism is 33

counterintuitive: to buffer against a threat in one domain, you affirm a 
value or strength from a completely unrelated domain.  

In the canonical studies, women under stereotype threat who wrote 
about a value they genuinely held (kindness to family, intellectual 
curiosity, a creative skill) before taking a hard math test performed as 
well as women in a no-threat condition, and no differently from male 
peers.  Women who did not affirm showed the standard performance 34

deficit. 

The trick is in what you affirm. Affirming the thing you are anxious about 
(saying “I am good at math” before the math test) does the opposite of 
helping, because it shines a spotlight on the standard you are afraid of 
failing. Affirming something completely unrelated quietly restores your 
broader sense of self-worth, freeing up the cognitive resources 
previously spent on identity defense. The threatening domain becomes 
a smaller fraction of who you are. 

34 Martens, A., Johns, M., Greenberg, J., & Schimel, J. (2006). Combating stereotype threat: The effect 
of self-affirmation on women's intellectual performance. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 
42(2), 236–243.  

33 Steele, C. M. (1988). The psychology of self-affirmation: Sustaining the integrity of the self. In L. 
Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in Experimental Social Psychology (Vol. 21, pp. 261–302). Academic Press.  
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There is one more wrinkle, and it is the one that disqualifies this from 
ever becoming a self-help product. The moment the participant knows 
the writing exercise is designed to make them feel better, the effect 
vanishes. It has to feel incidental. The same content delivered as a pep 
talk loses its effect. The instant it becomes a technique, it stops being 
one. 

 

 

A Useful Amount of Self-Delusion 
Here is one of the more uncomfortable findings in the psychology of 
well-being. People who are mildly depressed tend to see themselves 
more accurately than people who are not. Healthy, functioning adults 
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slightly overestimate their abilities, slightly inflate their sense of 
control, and are slightly more optimistic about the future. 

Shelley Taylor and Jonathon Brown documented this in a 1988 review, 
identifying three “positive illusions” that are reliably observed in 
mentally healthy adults:  35

●​ An unrealistically favorable view of the self 
●​ An exaggerated sense of personal control and mastery 
●​ And unrealistic optimism  

Daniel Gilbert later called this the psychological immune system: a 
low-grade, constant background process that softens the edges of 
reality enough to keep people functional.  36

This sits uneasily next to everything in this chapter about 
evidence-based self-belief. If accuracy is what we want, why do the 
people with the most accurate self-models tend to be the ones least 
equipped to function? 

The resolution is that the right amount of self-delusion is greater than 
zero, but is still small.  

●​ A little upward bias keeps people taking the social, physical, and 
financial risks that day-to-day life requires. ​
 

●​ Too much upward bias breaks the connection to reality and 
produces the narcissist, the conspiracy theorist, the person who 
believes they will cure cancer with a bottle of snake oil. ​
 

36 Gilbert, D. T. (2006). Stumbling on happiness. Alfred A. Knopf. 

35 Taylor, S. E., & Brown, J. D. (1988). Illusion and well-being: A social psychological perspective on 
mental health. Psychological Bulletin, 103(2), 193–210. 

 

Solved CONFIDENCE GUIDE 30 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Stumbling-Happiness-Daniel-Gilbert/dp/0676978576
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.103.2.193
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.103.2.193


 

What Confidence Actually Is  

 
●​ The sweet spot is narrow, and the people who sit in it tend to 

already have a base of real evidence to draw on. Positive illusions 
ride atop a healthy substrate. 

A small amount of self-delusion, stacked atop real evidence, keeps 
people functioning.  

What This Adds Up To 

Confidence, as Bandura and the half-century of research that followed 
him have shown, is a record. It accumulates through action at the edge 
of your ability, in a domain you genuinely care about, under conditions 
where the outcome is yours to claim. A small upward bias on top of that 
record is healthy. A large upward bias with no record beneath it is the 
pathology that the affirmation industry has been selling. 

There is one catch: the accumulation of evidence works only if you can 
interpret that evidence accurately, and most of us are remarkably poor 
at doing so. We miscount our successes. We overweigh our failures. We 
attribute our successes to luck and our failures to ourselves. We 
mistake ordinary competence for genius, and we mistake genuine talent 
for fraud. This is what we’re tackling next. 

Reflection Questions 

1.​ Pick a domain where you would describe yourself as confident. 
Trace it back. What was the first piece of evidence you had that you 
could do this thing? What did the next ten look like?​
 

2.​ Where in your life right now are you trying to think your way into 
confidence instead of building it through action? What is the 
smallest possible action that would count as starting?​
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3.​ Think of someone whose confidence you respect. Are they 

someone similar to you, or someone out of reach? If they are out of 
reach, who else in their orbit is closer to your own starting line?​
 

4.​ Where are you accumulating evidence that does not really count? 
Beating opponents you can already beat, doing things at 
half-effort, and taking credit for outcomes that were not under 
your control?​
 

5.​ What value or strength do you possess that has nothing to do with 
the challenge you are currently facing? Spend two minutes writing 
or thinking about it. Then return to the task.​
 

6.​ Think of a situation where you are performing as a representative 
of a group rather than as yourself, where part of your mental load is 
the awareness that how you do reflects on people like you. How 
does that awareness change the way you show up? What would it 
look like to set down the weight of representing that group and just 
compete as an individual? 
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The Problem With Doing It Alone 

Bandura was deliberate about sequencing. He didn’t hand the 
snake to anyone on the first try. He structured each step so the 
participant could accumulate one small piece of evidence before 
being asked to extend it. That scaffolding was the intervention. 
Remove it, and you’ll end up white-knuckling your fears with no 
update to your beliefs. 

Most people trying to build confidence skip this part. They know, 
after reading something like this chapter, that action is what 
matters. So they try to take action. But without any structure 
around it—without someone helping them identify which action, in 
which order, at which edge of their ability—they either aim too low 
and learn nothing, or aim too high and quit. 

I built an AI coaching app called Purpose that works roughly the 
way Bandura’s Guided Mastery did: it starts by understanding who 
you are (personality, values, the patterns you default to under 
pressure), and then it helps you work out what to do next and how 
to sequence it. It doesn't hand you the snake on day one. It also 
doesn’t let you keep watching through the glass forever. 

Try it free at purpose.app, and see what it tells you to do first. 
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Chapter 3: The Miscalibration Problem  
Confidence can fail in three directions. You can believe you are far 
better than you are. You can believe you are far worse. Or you can be 
genuinely exceptional and still build a self-image so fragile that you 
become unwilling to test it. This chapter looks at one case study for 
each. 

When You Can’t Hear Yourself Sing 

On October 25, 1944, Carnegie Hall sold out in two hours. The star of 
the night was Florence Foster Jenkins, a 76-year-old heiress who 
appeared onstage in a tinsel tiara and angel wings, threw roses into the 
crowd, and, when she ran out of roses, tossed the basket after them.  

Then she sang the Queen of the Night aria from Mozart’s The Magic 
Flute. It is one of the hardest pieces ever written for a soprano. Jenkins 
could not sing it. By most accounts, she could not sing much of 
anything. She had little sense of pitch or rhythm, or of the fact that 
either was missing. When the audience laughed, she heard applause, 
because applause was what people had always given her. 

Jenkins believed she was a great singer. She believed it through years of 
lessons, private recitals, self-funded recordings, and the Verdi Club she 
founded for New York society. But the belief survived partly because 
she had built a world that protected it. For most of her career, she did 
not sing for the public. Her performances were private, invitation-only 
events, often held at the Ritz-Carlton. Her partner and manager, St. Clair 
Bayfield, controlled the guest list. Critics were not invited. Hecklers 
were kept out. The audience consisted of friends, club members, and 
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society figures who had every reason to applaud and little reason to tell 
her the truth.   37

But Carnegie Hall was different. For once, the room was open to the 
public. Tickets went to anyone who could get one. That meant the 
audience finally included people who owed her nothing, including 
working critics. The reviews were brutal, and Jenkins could read them. 
Within days, she collapsed. She died on November 26, 1944, about a 
month after the concert. Several biographers argue that the shock of 
those reviews hastened her decline.  

But the story is not as simple as “everyone lied to her.” As a young 
woman, Jenkins contracted syphilis from her first husband. For decades, 
she was treated with mercury and arsenic compounds, which were 
standard at the time. Late-stage syphilis, as well as those treatments, 
can damage hearing and judgment.  So her misjudgment may have had 38

more than one cause. 

●​ Part of it was social: she lived inside a room designed to keep 
criticism out. ​
 

●​ Part of it may have been physical: her ear and judgment may have 
been damaged over time.​
  

●​ Most likely, both were happening at once. 

That is what makes Jenkins more than a punchline. Her confidence had 
come loose from reality, but it is hard to know exactly why. Maybe her 
illness was the problem. Maybe it was in the audience she built around 
herself.  

38 Avila, J. D. (2018). Florence Foster Jenkins and neurosyphilis in the 1940s. Neurology, 90(15 
Supplement), P5.147.  

37 Bullock, D. W. (2016). Florence Foster Jenkins: The life of the world’s worst opera singer. Duckworth 
Overlook. 
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The point is not that Jenkins was ridiculous. The point is that 
self-knowledge depends on feedback. You act, you see what happens, 
and you adjust your idea of yourself. Jenkins shows what happens when 
that loop breaks. If the world around you filters out every bad signal, 
and your own judgment cannot detect the gap, your self-image can drift 
very far from the truth without ever feeling false. 

Too Bad to Know You’re Bad 
McArthur Wheeler robbed two Pittsburgh banks in broad daylight with 
no disguise. He was genuinely baffled when the cameras caught him. He 
had rubbed lemon juice on his face, believing that the juice would make 
his face invisible.  

Wheeler’s incompetence at robbery was matched only by his 
incompetence at recognizing it, and that second failure inspired two 
Cornell psychologists, Justin Kruger and David Dunning, to investigate 
this phenomenon in 1999.  They gave students tests of humor, logic, 39

and grammar, then asked them to estimate their own performance. The 
people in the bottom quartile (the ones who performed worst) placed 
themselves around the 62nd percentile. They were not merely mistaken. 
They were mistaken in a consistent direction and by a substantial 
margin. 
Kruger and Dunning’s explanation was that the skills required to 
perform a task well are often the same skills required to evaluate one’s 
performance accurately. Lose the skill, and you also lose the instrument 
needed to detect its absence. 

To illustrate the point, they invoked a striking analogy: anosognosia, a 
condition associated with certain right-hemisphere brain injuries in 
which a patient is paralyzed on one side yet unable to recognize the 

39 Kruger, J., & Dunning, D. (1999). Unskilled and unaware of it: How difficulties in recognizing one's 
own incompetence lead to inflated self-assessments. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
77(6), 1121–1134. 
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paralysis. Ask such a patient to lift a paralyzed arm, and they may say 
that they are tired, or simply do not feel like it—but never that they 
cannot. The deficit conceals itself. That is the form of incompetence 
worth worrying about. 

The good news arrived in the same paper. When the researchers 
selected low scorers and gave half of them a short logic lesson, the 
trained group not only performed better, but also realized that their first 
attempt had been poor.  

Fix the underlying skill, and the self-awareness comes back online with 
it.  The authors then closed with a joke at their own expense, 40

conceding that their paper might contain errors they were, by their own 
theory, unequipped to detect, and promising that any such flaw was at 
least “not a sin we have committed knowingly.” It is a good line. It also 
turned out to be more prophetic than they intended. 

The famous chart (the one showing incompetent people wildly 
overestimating themselves while skilled people underestimate 
themselves) may not mean what most people think it means. 

In 2017, researcher Edward Nuhfer and his colleagues showed that the 
pattern can appear even when the data are random. Part of what looked 
like psychology turned out to be statistics. The original effect was real, 
but probably much smaller than the popular version suggested.  The 41

Dunning–Kruger effect was not debunked. It was downsized. 

Some people genuinely do overestimate their abilities. The mistake was 
assuming that this described a large portion of the population. In 
Nuhfer’s data, the truly overconfident group was much smaller. Other 

41 Nuhfer, E., Fleisher, S., Cogan, C., Wirth, K., & Gaze, E. (2017). How random noise and a graphical 
convention subverted behavioral scientists' explanations of self-assessment data: Numeracy 
underlies better alternatives. Numeracy, 10(1), Article 4.  

40 Kruger, J., & Dunning, D. (1999). Unskilled and unaware of it: How difficulties in recognizing one's 
own incompetence lead to inflated self-assessments. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
77(6), 1121–1134. 
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researchers reached a similar conclusion and argued that the biggest 
miscalibrations may come less from incompetence itself and more from 
things like narcissism, self-deception, and the desire to see ourselves in 
the best possible light.   42

Which brings us back to Florence Foster Jenkins. 

Her story reveals something the laboratory studies often miss. Her 
miscalibration was not just in her head. It was also in her environment. 
She paid teachers, accompanists, managers, and agents who had little 
incentive to tell her the truth. Her friends applauded. Her club members 
admired her. For years, she lived inside a world that filtered out criticism 
before it could reach her. So we cannot neatly separate Florence from 
the people around her.  

That is what makes her story useful. We often talk about overconfidence 
as if it were simply a problem inside someone’s head. Jenkins reminds us 
that self-knowledge depends on feedback. If the signals coming back 
from the world are distorted, our self-image can drift surprisingly far 
from reality. 

Most of us will never build a world as insulated as Florence Foster 
Jenkins did. But we create smaller versions of it whenever we avoid 
criticism, ignore inconvenient comments, or surround ourselves only 
with people who tell us what we want to hear. The solution is not more 
confidence. It is better feedback. 

The trouble is that the same system can fail in the opposite direction. 
Some people receive plenty of evidence that they are capable and 
competent, yet never quite believe it themselves. 

42 Gignac, G. E., & Zajenkowski, M. (2020). The Dunning-Kruger effect is (mostly) a statistical artefact: 
Valid approaches to testing the hypothesis with individual differences data. Intelligence, 80, Article 
101449.  
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The Fraud in the Mirror 
At a dinner full of accomplished people, an old man leaned over to the 
writer beside him and confessed that he kept looking around the table, 
wondering how he’d gotten in. The writer Neil Gaiman asked what he did. 
The man said he had been the first person to walk on the Moon.   43

Gaiman later recalled Armstrong gesturing at the artists and scientists 
in the room as if they were the impressive ones, and saying something 
like: “I just look at all these people, and I think, what the heck am I doing 
here? They’ve made amazing things. I just went where I was sent.” 

This was the opposite of Florence’s story. Armstrong’s evidence ledger 
was about as complete as a human record can be: test pilot, survivor of 
the Gemini 8 crisis—when his spacecraft spun violently out of control in 
orbit, and he managed to regain command—and the first person to walk 
on the Moon. Yet he could stand in a respectable room and feel as 
though he had somehow slipped past the bouncer. 

Psychologists first described this phenomenon in 1978, calling it “the 
impostor phenomenon.” Its defining feature is a distorted pattern of 
attribution. The impostor explains every success as the product of luck, 
timing, charm, or someone else’s mistake, while treating every failure as 
evidence of the fraud they suspect lies beneath. Most people tend 
toward the opposite bias. Psychologists call it the self-serving bias: 
successes are credited to skill, while failures are blamed on 
circumstances. The impostor reverses the pattern.  

Clance and Imes studied about 150 high-achieving women, all of them 
stacked with degrees, honors, and real accolades, all privately certain 

43 Gaiman, N. (2017, May 17). The Neil story (with additional footnote). Neil Gaiman's Journal. 
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everything was a fluke. Clance and Imes carefully mapped the 
machinery that kept the belief alive.   44

●​ They worked themselves to exhaustion to outrun an exposure that 
never came, then credited the resulting success to effort rather 
than ability, so it never counted. ​
 

●​ They held back their real opinions and told the people above them 
exactly what they wanted to hear, which meant their actual 
judgment never got tested and never had a chance to win. ​
 

●​ They charmed the mentors whose approval they wanted, then 
dismissed that approval as evidence they were charming rather 
than good. ​
 

●​ They held onto the impostor story partly because being a visibly, 
confidently successful woman carried its own social penalty. 

Over the next forty years, researchers found that the impostor 
phenomenon was far from rare. A 2020 review that combined 62 studies 
and more than 14,000 participants found prevalence estimates ranging 
from 9 to 82%, depending on how it was measured.   45

It shows up across genders, ages, and professions, and is especially 
common among minority groups and in high-pressure fields like 
medicine and academia.  

45 Bravata, D. M., Watts, S. A., Keefer, A. L., Madhusudhan, D. K., Taylor, K. T., Clark, D. M., Nelson, R. S., 
Cokley, K. O., & Hagg, H. K. (2020). Prevalence, predictors, and treatment of impostor syndrome: A 
systematic review. Journal of General Internal Medicine, 35, 1252–1275.  

44 Clance, P. R., & Imes, S. A. (1978). The imposter phenomenon in high achieving women: Dynamics 
and therapeutic intervention. Psychotherapy: Theory, Research & Practice, 15(3), 241–247.  
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Among healthcare workers, a meta-analysis estimated that about 62% 
experience it.  And it is not just an uncomfortable feeling. Another 46

study found that higher impostor scores were linked to greater 
depression and anxiety, and that people who screened positive for 
impostor feelings were about three and a half times more likely to also 
screen positive for depression.   47

What is interesting is that people who feel like frauds usually do not 
perform any worse than anyone else. In one study, students with strong 
impostor feelings expected to do badly on an exam, felt more anxious 
beforehand, and walked away feeling worse afterward, yet earned 
essentially the same grades as their peers. Later, they attributed bad 
outcomes to low ability and good outcomes to luck.   48

They often hold themselves to such high standards that they are even 
less likely to cheat. The problem is not poor performance but poor 
interpretation. 

Researchers have also suggested that not everyone who scores highly 
on impostor measures is the same.   49

●​ Some seem to be genuine impostors, carrying the self-doubt and 
distress that define the experience. ​
 

49 Bravata, D. M., Watts, S. A., Keefer, A. L., Madhusudhan, D. K., Taylor, K. T., Clark, D. M., Nelson, R. S., 
Cokley, K. O., & Hagg, H. K. (2020). Prevalence, predictors, and treatment of impostor syndrome: A 
systematic review. Journal of General Internal Medicine, 35, 1252–1275.  

48 Bravata, D. M., Watts, S. A., Keefer, A. L., Madhusudhan, D. K., Taylor, K. T., Clark, D. M., Nelson, R. S., 
Cokley, K. O., & Hagg, H. K. (2020). Prevalence, predictors, and treatment of impostor syndrome: A 
systematic review. Journal of General Internal Medicine, 35, 1252–1275.  

47 Al Lawati, A., Al-Wahshi, A., Al-Mahrouqi, T., Al-Mufargi, Y., Al Shukaily, S., Al Aufi, H., Al-Shehhi, I., 
Al Azri, A., & Al-Sinawi, H. (2025). The prevalence of imposter syndrome and its association with 
psychological distress: A cross-sectional study. Behavioral Sciences, 15(7), 986.  

46 Salari, N., Hashemian, S. H., Hosseinian-Far, A., Fallahi, A., Heidarian, P., Rasoulpoor, S., & 
Mohammadi, M. (2025). Global prevalence of imposter syndrome in health service providers: A 
systematic review and meta-analysis. BMC Psychology, 13, 571.  
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●​ Others appear to use self-deprecation more strategically, 

downplaying their abilities as a social habit rather than out of real 
insecurity.  

One of the most consistent protective factors is self-compassion. 
People who are kinder to themselves tend to experience fewer impostor 
feelings.  

The fear itself can pull in two directions at once. Impostors worry about 
being exposed by failure, but they may also fear what success will 
demand of them next.  

A promotion, an award, or a breakthrough can raise the stakes, which 
helps explain why some people undermine themselves just as things are 
starting to go well.  

 

The Spotlight Effect 
Impostor feeling also comes with an amplifier, and it has a name. In a 
now-classic study, researchers sent students into a room wearing an 
embarrassing Barry Manilow t-shirt and asked them to guess how many 
strangers would later identify it. The wearers guessed about half the 
room. The real figure was closer to a quarter.   50

We make the same mistake with our everyday bad moments. A sentence 
comes out wrong. A joke falls flat. We replay the moment for hours, 
convinced everyone noticed. But our own experience is loud and vivid, 
while other people’s attention is not. 

To see ourselves from someone else’s perspective takes effort, and 
most of the time we do not make it. We assume our mistakes are more 

50 Gilovich, T., Medvec, V. H., & Savitsky, K. (2000). The spotlight effect in social judgment: An 
egocentric bias in estimates of the salience of one's own actions and appearance. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 78(2), 211–222.  
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visible than they really are. Yet if we wait 15 minutes, the feeling often 
fades even though nothing in the world has changed. 

For someone who already suspects they are a fraud, that effect 
becomes stronger. The spotlight turns every small mistake into a public 
spectacle. A minor lapse feels less like a passing moment and more like 
a billboard announcing what they fear everyone will eventually discover. 

The View from the Moon 

That is why Armstrong is worth a second look. His humility is difficult to 
explain. Two things can be true at the same time. 

●​ He was wrong if he meant that he was merely the person chosen 
for the job, as if his own skill and judgment did not matter —they 
really did. The Moon landing was not guaranteed. The mission 
needed someone who could stay calm and make sound decisions 
when things went wrong, and Armstrong did exactly that.​
 

●​ But he was also right. The Moon landing was never the 
achievement of one person. It was the result of the work of 
thousands of engineers, scientists, technicians, and astronauts. 
Calling it a personal triumph misses an important part of the story. 

That is what makes impostor feelings so difficult to judge from the 
outside. Sometimes people genuinely underestimate their own abilities. 
Other times, they simply have a clearer sense of how much help, luck, 
and collective effort contributed to their success. 

Either way, Armstrong spoke in a way that is familiar to many impostors. 
He attributed the achievement to the mission, the technology, and the 
team, while giving himself very little credit. 
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Neil Gaiman’s takeaway from that evening was simple. If even Neil 
Armstrong felt as though he did not fully belong, then everyone feels 
that way sometimes. No one has everything figured out. There are only 
people doing their best, working hard, catching a few lucky breaks, and 
trying to handle challenges that are slightly beyond them. 

Feeling like an impostor is often a sign that: 

●​ You are doing something new and difficult.  
●​ You can see the gap between where you are and where you want to 

be.  
●​ You are paying attention. 

That is very different from the kind of overconfidence that comes from 
failing to see your own limitations. Often, the bigger regret is not trying 
at all. People tend to regret the chances they did not take more than the 
mistakes they made, and many of those missed chances stem from the 
fear that failure would look bad to others.  51

The anxiety that comes with impostor feelings is real, and so are its 
costs. But it is usually not the most dangerous problem. The more 
serious risk is the person who cannot accept criticism, who ignores 
every warning sign, and who filters out any information that challenges 
their self-image. From across the room, that person often looks the 
most confident. 

The Best in the World, and Afraid of It 
Robert James Fischer (1943–2008) was one of the greatest chess 
players in history. He is also one of the clearest examples of how 
exceptional ability can coexist with a growing need for control, 

51 Gilovich, T., Medvec, V. H., & Savitsky, K. (2000). The spotlight effect in social judgment: An 
egocentric bias in estimates of the salience of one’s own actions and appearance. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 78(2), 211–222.  
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recognition, and validation.  Over three decades, his life showed what 52

happens when a grand sense of self is no longer supported by success, 
admiration, and status. 

Before 1972, Bobby Fischer looked almost unstoppable. He became an 
International Master at fourteen, dominated the U.S. Championship, and 
tore through the world’s best players on his way to the World 
Championship match against Boris Spassky. By the time he arrived in 
Reykjavik, he was not just the best player in the world. He was in a class 
of his own. 

The 1972 championship revealed something important about how 
Fischer operated. After losing the first game, he became fixated on the 
playing conditions, especially the television cameras. He argued that 
they distracted him. Then he failed to appear for the second game, 
handing Spassky another point and falling behind 2–0. Most people 
assumed the match was over. 

Instead, Fischer demanded changes. Spassky agreed to move the next 
game to a private room away from the cameras and spectators. Fischer 
got what he wanted: control over the environment. He won that game, 
regained momentum, and eventually won the match. At thirty years old, 
he became the first American world chess champion and one of the 
most famous figures in the world. Then something strange happened. 

After reaching the top, Fischer largely stopped competing. When it 
came time to defend his title against Anatoly Karpov in 1975, he 
attached a series of conditions to the match. Some were accepted, 
others were not. Rather than play, he walked away. The title was 
awarded to Karpov by default. 

52 Llanes Álvarez, C., Rodríguez Pérez, V., García López, C., & Pagonabarraga, J. (2022). Bobby Fischer 
and the delusions of a king of logic. Brain, 145(5), 1570–1572.  
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Fischer would not play another official competitive match for seventeen 
years. The rest of his life was marked by isolation, controversy, and 
increasingly extreme beliefs. He drifted from country to country, cut 
himself off from much of the chess world, and became known as much 
for his public outbursts as for his brilliance.  53

The most revealing part of the story is not how Fischer became 
champion. It is what happened after. Winning had solved the problem 
that had organized his life. Once he was the undisputed best, every 
future match carried a new risk: proving that he was not. 

As journalist Brian Carney later observed, Fischer seemed to have 
reached a point where he had nothing left to prove except that someone 
could beat him.  If your confidence depends on being unquestionably 54

superior, then every challenge becomes a threat. In that situation, not 
playing can feel safer than losing. 

Viewed that way, Fischer’s refusal to defend his title was more than a 
dispute over rules. It was the decision of a man whose self-image 
depended on remaining undefeated. As long as the crown was never 
tested, the myth could remain intact. 

The Threatened Ego 

Hold onto one detail from Fischer’s story. He needed the conditions to 
fit him perfectly before he could play. Three years later, when those 
conditions were not met, he walked away from the highest position in 
chess rather than risk losing it. 

You can see a similar pattern in everyday life. Tell most people “no,” and 
they will argue, negotiate, or move on. Disagree with them in a meeting. 

54 Carney, B. M. (2008). Victim of his own success: The tragedy of Bobby Fischer. The Wall Street 
Journal.  

53 Ponterotto, J. G., & Reynolds, J. D. (2013). The “genius” and “madness” of Bobby Fischer: His life 
from three psychobiographical lenses. Review of General Psychology, 17(4), 384–398.  
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Turn down a request. Hold a different opinion and stick to it. Most 
people can tolerate the friction. Every so often, though, you will meet 
someone who cannot. 

The temperature in the room changes. They become cold, defensive, 
hostile, or visibly hurt. The reaction feels far bigger than the 
disagreement that caused it. You offered a different view. They 
experienced it as an attack. 

That disproportionate reaction is often a clue. It points to the third 
miscalibration in this chapter: the one that looks most like confidence 
from the outside but may contain the least of it underneath. 

The word narcissist has become so overused that it has almost lost its 
meaning. Today, it often just means selfish, arrogant, or difficult. But 
psychologists mean something more specific when they talk about 
narcissism. 

At its core, narcissism is not simply high self-esteem. It is a particular 
kind of self-confidence: fragile, dependent on constant validation, and 
easily threatened.  The person’s sense of worth rests on conditions 55

they cannot fully control, so they work hard to defend it against 
anything that might call it into question. 

Two pieces matter. 

●​ One is entitlement, the sense of being owed special treatment.  
●​ The other is an inability to let disconfirming feedback in. 

Plenty of people are occasionally arrogant or full of themselves without 
either. The narcissist has both, welded together. 

55 Miller, J. D., Lynam, D. R., Vize, C., Crowe, M., Sleep, C., Maples-Keller, J. L., Few, L. R., & Campbell, 
W. K. (2017). Vulnerable narcissism is (mostly) a disorder of neuroticism. Journal of Personality, 85(6), 
1–14.  
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The cleanest way into the mechanism runs through a story that turned 
out to be wrong. For years, the common wisdom held that aggression 
comes from low self-esteem, that the bully is secretly hurting inside. 

When researchers went looking for the original study behind that idea, 
they couldn’t find one. It had hardened into common sense without ever 
being established.   56

What actually predicts hostility is more specific.  57

●​ People with high and stable self-esteem turned out to be the least 
hostile group of all. ​
 

●​ People with high but unstable self-esteem were the most.  

You can see the difference in a lab. Bring people in, have a stranger tear 
apart something they wrote, then hand them a chance to blast that 
stranger with a painful noise. The narcissists retaliate far harder than 
anyone else.   58

And aggression has a target. They don’t spill it on innocent bystanders, 
only on the person who insulted them. The researchers who went 
hunting for the soft, frightened person supposedly hiding under all that 
bluster in schoolyard bullies and in gang members kept failing to find it. 

The pattern is surprisingly easy to spot once you know what to look for. 
A narcissistic person often treats early success as proof of their 

58 Bushman, B. J., & Baumeister, R. F. (1998). Threatened egotism, narcissism, self-esteem, and direct 
and displaced aggression: Does self-love or self-hate lead to violence? Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 75(1), 219–229.  

57 Kernis, M. H., Grannemann, B. D., & Barclay, L. C. (1989). Stability and level of self-esteem as 
predictors of anger arousal and hostility. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 56(6), 
1013–1022.  

56 Baumeister, R. F., Bushman, B. J., & Campbell, W. K. (2000). Self-esteem, narcissism, and 
aggression: Does violence result from low self-esteem or from threatened egotism? Current 
Directions in Psychological Science, 9(1), 26–29.  
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exceptional ability. They take more credit than they deserve and build a 
larger story about themselves around it. 

Then reality intervenes. A project fails. A plan falls apart. Someone else 
performs better. 

For most people, failure is disappointing. For a narcissist, it threatens 
the self-image they have worked so hard to protect. The bigger the 
claim, the harder the fall. What follows is often anger, blame, 
defensiveness, or resentment, all scaled to the size of the identity that 
has just been challenged. 

The reaction is not really about the setback itself. It is about what the 
setback seems to say about them.   59

Two Faces of Narcissism 

Grandiosity is the structure that guarantees collapse. It also runs on a 
clock you can nearly set. Drop a narcissist into a new group, and in week 
one, they read as confident, capable, the most impressive person at the 
table. By week seven, the same people read as cold, arrogant, and 
defensive.   60

The big first impression buys them time and nothing else. It’s the new 
hire everyone raves about in October and quietly routes around by the 
holidays. The dating research finds the same curve, just sped up: 
narcissists come across as magnetic on a first date and exhausting by 
the third, once the fragility starts showing through the charm. 

There are two flavors of this, and the second one is what gets people 
fooled.  

60 Paulhus, D. L. (1998). Interpersonal and intrapsychic adaptiveness of trait self-enhancement: A 
mixed blessing? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74(5), 1197–1208.  

59 Rhodewalt, F., & Morf, C. C. (1998). On self-aggrandizement and anger: A temporal analysis of 
narcissism and affective reactions to success and failure. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 74(3), 672–685.  
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●​ The grandiose kind is the one everyone pictures: loud, 
attention-hungry, openly superior, aggressive when crossed.​
  

●​ The vulnerable kind runs quieter. It’s touchy, aggrieved, convinced 
it has been singled out for bad luck or unfair treatment, and it 
withdraws and sulks where the grandiose kind attacks.  

They look like opposites, and they share one engine: a self-image with 
no independent foundation, propped up entirely by other people’s 
validation.   61

●​ For the grandiose type, that means a constant need to be seen as 
being great. ​
 

●​ For the vulnerable type, it means a constant need to be told how 
uniquely wronged they are, which is why a vulnerable narcissist will 
sometimes walk straight into being mistreated.  

Both are running the same con; they’ve just picked different currencies. 

 

Not Every Asshole Needs a Label 

This is the part many people came for. Narcissism has become one of 
the most popular psychological labels of the last few years. Sometimes 
that is useful. The concept describes something real, and having a name 
for it can help people make sense of difficult experiences. 

But the word is also badly overused. It has become an easy way to turn 
an ordinary conflict into a diagnosis. Someone disagreed with you, set a 

61 Pincus, A. L., & Lukowitsky, M. R. (2010). Pathological narcissism and narcissistic personality 
disorder. Annual Review of Clinical Psychology, 6, 421–446.  
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boundary, or wanted something different, and “they’re a narcissist” can 
feel easier than “we wanted different things, and it hurt.” 

It is also important to separate the trait from the disorder. Narcissistic 
Personality Disorder is a clinical condition. The person who interrupted 
you at dinner is usually just someone who interrupted you at dinner. 

Sometimes the honest word is asshole, and reaching for the clinical one 
mostly lets us skip the messier truth that people can hurt us without a 
pathology to blame for it. 

If you want to cut through all of it, you don’t need a trait checklist, half 
of which describes everyone on a bad day. You need the test from the 
top of this section. Say no. Offer the disagreement and hold it.  

A genuinely confident person may not like hearing it, but they can 
tolerate it. Their self-worth does not depend on winning every 
interaction. A narcissistic person often cannot. The disagreement feels 
threatening because it challenges the validation that holds their 
self-image together. 

That is the strange part. The most confident-looking person in the room 
may be running the most fragile system beneath the surface. 

And the strangest part is that this does not require someone to be 
untalented or unsuccessful. You can be genuinely exceptional and still 
need constant validation. You can be the best in the world and still avoid 
the one test that might prove you wrong—exactly as Bobby Fischer did. 

The Calibration Line 

Put Florence, Armstrong, and Fischer on a single line and ask one 
question: how closely did their self-image match reality? 
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●​ Florence sits at one end. Her ability was low, but her confidence 

was high. The gap was invisible to her, aided by an environment 
that filtered out almost all corrective feedback.​
 

●​ Armstrong sits at the other end. His ability was extraordinary, yet 
he struggled to take ownership of it. Success after success landed 
in the wrong place — in luck, timing, the mission, the team, 
anywhere but himself.​
 

●​ Fischer occupies a stranger position. His ability really was 
exceptional, perhaps unmatched. But his confidence was so tied to 
being unbeatable that he chose to walk away rather than risk 
discovering his limits. 

None of these positions is the one worth aiming for. The goal is 
calibration: a self-estimate that tracks the evidence. Not inflated. Not 
diminished. Just anchored to the record. That kind of confidence comes 
from repeatedly comparing your self-image to reality and letting reality 
have the final say. The self-doubt does not have to disappear. It just has 
to stop taking the wheel. 

What makes these three stories useful is that, underneath their 
differences, they share the same problem. The connection between 
self-belief and evidence broke down. Florence stopped receiving honest 
feedback. Armstrong discounted the evidence in front of him. Fischer 
became unwilling to test his self-image against reality. 

The fixes are different, but they all point in the same direction: 
reconnect the story you tell about yourself to the evidence of what you 
actually do. 
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That brings us back to the central point of the chapter. The goal was 
never to maximize confidence. Confidence pointed at things you cannot 
do is just a faster route to disappointment. The goal is accuracy. 

And if you want to feel confident in more areas of life, the answer is 
unglamorous: get better at more things. 

So, if confidence is built one skill at a time, why do some people seem 
comfortable in almost any new situation while others freeze at the first 
sign of uncertainty? General confidence turns out to be real. You can 
build it. But the path there is stranger than most people think. 

 

Reflection questions 

1.​ Pick one area where you feel genuinely confident. What’s the 
actual evidence for it, and when did you last test that evidence 
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against reality rather than against the people around you?​
 

2.​ Whose job, socially or financially, is it to agree with you? Where in 
your life is the room quietly rigged to keep a hard signal out?​
 

3.​ Think back to your last clear win and your last clear failure. What 
did you credit each one to? Run a few more and see which direction 
your attribution leans.​
 

4.​ The last time someone told you no or handed you real criticism, 
what happened in the first three seconds, curiosity or threat? Be 
honest about which one it actually was.​
 

5.​ Is there a test, a competition, a conversation, or a submission you’re 
avoiding because “losing” would cost you a story you’d rather keep 
intact instead of examining it? 
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Chapter 4: Meta-Self-Efficacy  

The Confidence That Travels 

You know someone like this. They walk into a party where they know 
exactly one person, and an hour later, they’re deep in a conversation 
with three strangers who already treat them like a friend. They take the 
job they’re underqualified for and seem weirdly unbothered by the gap. 
They move to a country whose language they don’t speak, and a year 
later, they’re complaining fluently enough about its tax system. Ask 
them how they do it, and you get nothing useful. They shrug. They say 
they don’t really think about it. They say they figure it out as they go. 

What they have looks like confidence, but it doesn’t behave like the 
confidence we’ve built so far. The framework from the last few chapters 
holds up: confidence lives within a specific domain; it’s built through real 
experience doing the thing; and it tends to arrive only after you’ve 
performed. 

All true, and none of it explains the person at the party. They aren’t 
experts in the new situation, and they’ll usually say so before you can. 
Whatever they carry into an unfamiliar room can’t be a domain-specific 
belief, because the domain is brand new to them. So what is it? 

That question is the whole chapter. The thing these people have is 
portable. It survives the trip from one domain to another, which tells you 
it’s made of different stuff than the skill-specific confidence we’ve been 
assembling. It sits a layer underneath all of that. And the thing that 
builds it is failure. Surviving it, specifically, again and again, until 
surviving stops being the thing you’re afraid of. 

The Confidence Underneath the Confidence 
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Late in his career, the same Albert Bandura who built the framework of 
self-efficacy we’ve been using for the last two chapters added one more 
piece to it. He called it “coping self-efficacy”: a person’s belief in their 
capacity to manage their own functioning and the demands that pile up 
when things go wrong.   62

That name is technically accurate and emotionally inert, so we’re going 
to use a different one. We’ll call it “meta self-efficacy.” The “meta” is the 
point. It isn’t another domain of confidence stacked alongside 
woodworking, public speaking, or learning to code. It’s the confidence 
that sits above all of those, the beliefs that run underneath your other 
beliefs. Confidence about confidence. The ones that don’t care which 
domain you happen to be in, because it’s something you encounter in all 
of them. 

Those domains are failure and uncertainty. And the long stretch where 
the outcome isn’t known and may not be good enough. The portable 
confidence you saw at the party isn’t a stockpile of task-specific beliefs. 
It’s a record, accumulated over years, of having walked into rooms like 
that one and survived whatever happened next. 

So here’s the spine of the rest of this guide, said plainly: confidence isn’t 
just the belief that you can succeed at the task in front of you. It’s also 
the belief that, if you can’t, you’ll be able to handle what comes next.  

The Psychology of Survival 

In 1944, sixteen-year-old Hungarian dancer Edith Eger stood before 
Josef Mengele, the German SS officer and physician known by his 
victims as the “Angel of Death.” Earlier that same day, Mengele had sent 
her parents to their deaths. He then ordered Edith to dance for his 
entertainment. She closed her eyes and, in her mind, left Auschwitz for 

62 Benight, C. C., & Bandura, A. (2004). Social cognitive theory of posttraumatic recovery: The role of 
perceived self-efficacy. Behavior Research and Therapy, 42(10), 1129–1148.  
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the stage of the Budapest Opera House, dancing the ballet she had 
trained for as a girl. She would later describe that act of placing her 
attention somewhere the camp couldn’t reach as a kind of inner 
freedom nobody could take from her.   63

She and her sister survived the concentration camps, the forced labor, 
and the death marches. When American soldiers liberated the camp, 
they found her barely alive among a pile of bodies. After the war, she 
rebuilt her life, emigrated, and spent decades struggling with 
flashbacks and survivor’s guilt. In midlife, she returned to school, earned 
a doctorate in psychology, and became a professional dedicated to 
helping others heal from trauma. 

Eger is a vivid case of meta self-efficacy under maximum pressure. 
Notice the domain in which her competence operated. It was not ballet, 
psychology, or any skill that can be mastered through repetition and 
practice. The domain was the experience of failure, loss, trauma, and 
the long periods when life felt uncertain and out of control. Eger 
developed a remarkable capacity to stay present inside that terrain. It 
was this competence, more than any technical expertise, that eventually 
enabled her to return to places and memories that most people would 
spend their lives avoiding. 

Resilience Is More Common Than We Think 

Eger’s recovery, despite being extraordinary in its details, is ordinary in 
its overall pattern. For much of the twentieth century, clinical 
psychology assumed that severe psychological distress was the normal 
response to trauma and that recovery was the exceptional outcome 
requiring investigation. Over the past several decades, however, George 
Bonanno and his colleagues have shown that the opposite is often true. 

63 Eger, E. (2017). The choice: Embrace the possible. Scribner. 
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Across 54 studies examining how people respond to potentially 
traumatic events over time, the most common trajectory by a wide 
margin was resilience. Roughly two-thirds of individuals maintained 
relatively low levels of psychological symptoms throughout. About 
one-fifth experienced a temporary decline in functioning before 
recovering, while a smaller minority developed chronic or delayed 
difficulties. ,  64 65

In other words: 

●​ Most people remain relatively resilient throughout. 
●​ A smaller group struggles for a period and then recovers. 
●​ A minority develops chronic or delayed difficulties. 

Resilience is the most common outcome after potential trauma, by a 
wide margin. That is a surprising fact, and a quietly hopeful one to sit 
with. 

How Coping Self-Efficacy Is Built 

The second surprising thing is that this capacity is trainable. A review 
covering more than 8,000 trauma survivors found that people with 
stronger coping self-efficacy consistently showed lower PTSD 
symptoms and less distress, and the longer-term data suggested the 
belief was driving the recovery rather than merely reflecting it.  66

Like every form of self-efficacy, coping self-efficacy tends to grow from 
four sources: 

66 Luszczynska, A., Benight, C. C., & Cieslak, R. (2009). Self-efficacy and health-related outcomes of 
collective trauma: A systematic review. European Psychologist, 14(1), 51–62.  

65 Bonanno, G. A., Chen, S., & Galatzer-Levy, I. R. (2023). Resilience to potential trauma and adversity 
through regulatory flexibility. Nature Reviews Psychology, 2, 663–675.  

64 Bonanno, G. A. (2004). Loss, trauma, and human resilience: Have we underestimated the human 
capacity to thrive after extremely aversive events? American Psychologist, 59(1), 20–28.  
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1.​ Surviving difficult experiences yourself.​

 
2.​ Watching people like you survive them.​

 
3.​ Receiving credible encouragement from someone who has been 

there.​
 

4.​ Learning to interpret fear and distress as something you can 
tolerate rather than something that will break you. 

What’s happening beneath those sources is what Gary Klein 
documented over years of studying firefighters, military commanders, 
and other professionals who make good calls under pressure. The 
composed people aren’t carrying some special resistance to uncertainty 
that the rest of us lack.   67

They have spent enough time in chaotic situations that what looks like 
bedlam to a novice looks like a familiar pattern to them. They have faced 
uncertainty before, acted without knowing the outcome, and come 
through it. Meta self-efficacy is the accumulation of those experiences. 
It grows each time a person discovers that uncertainty can be endured 
and that action remains possible even when the result is unclear. 

Since childhood experiences shape where we begin, they matter. A 
secure upbringing often provides a stronger foundation, while an 
anxious or avoidant one can make life’s challenges harder to navigate. 
But our ability to cope and adapt is not fixed by those early experiences. 
Coping self-efficacy can grow throughout life and may be more 
changeable than the deeper patterns established in childhood.   68

Your childhood influences you, but it does not define your future. You 
are not sentenced by where you started. 

68 Morison, M., & Benight, C. C. (2022). Trauma coping self-efficacy mediates associations between 
adult attachment and posttraumatic stress symptoms. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, Article 799608.  

67 Klein, G. (1998). Sources of Power: How People Make Decisions. MIT Press. 
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Current research also refines the picture in a useful way: what best 
predicts resilience may be less any fixed personality trait than a 
capacity for regulatory flexibility, the ability to adjust your coping 
strategies as the situation in front of you changes.  The skill isn’t about 69

holding one particular response throughout, but knowing that you have 
more than one move to implement. 

Passivity Is the Default Setting 

In 2016, psychologists Steven Maier and Martin Seligman published a 
paper acknowledging that one of psychology’s most influential theories 
had been incomplete for nearly fifty years. In their original 1967 
experiments, dogs exposed to inescapable electric shocks later failed to 
escape even when a clear exit was available. The conclusion was that 
they had learned helplessness — the belief that nothing they did could 
change the outcome.  The idea became a cornerstone of psychology 70

and shaped decades of research on depression, motivation, and human 
behavior. 

But Maier and Seligman eventually concluded that they had 
misunderstood a crucial part of what was happening. Passivity in the 
face of prolonged adversity is not learned. It is the brain’s default 
response. What has to be learned is control.  71

When the brain detects that an action can change an outcome, the 
medial prefrontal cortex helps override the default passivity response. 
Over time, related prefrontal pathways begin to support an expectation 
of control: the sense, when entering a new situation, that action might 

71 Maier, S. F., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2016). Learned helplessness at fifty: Insights from neuroscience. 
Psychological Review, 123(4), 349–367.  

70 Maier, S. F., & Seligman, M. E. (1976). Learned helplessness: Theory and evidence. Journal of 
Experimental Psychology: General, 105(1), 3–46.  

69 Bonanno, G. A., Chen, S., & Galatzer-Levy, I. R. (2023). Resilience to potential trauma and adversity 
through regulatory flexibility. Nature Reviews Psychology, 2, 663–675.  
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matter. From this perspective, the dogs in the 1967 study did not learn 
helplessness. They failed to learn control. 

This changes how we should think about adversity and confidence. The 
pessimistic assumption is that hardship wears people down, while 
confident people are those who have been spared. But the research 
suggests something more complicated. Passivity is the starting point. 
The belief that action matters has to be built through experience — by 
acting under difficult conditions and repeatedly discovering that what 
you do can affect what happens next. 

This is also why so much standard confidence advice falls short. 
Confidence is often treated as something you can install internally 
through affirmations, reframing, or mindset work. The variable that 
actually moves sits below conscious thought. It’s whether your nervous 
system has registered (enough times to believe it) that your actions can 
change what happens to you. That kind of knowledge only gets built 
through action under uncertainty. There is no shortcut. 

The Reason You Won’t Start 
Consider how Sara Blakely built herself. Before she founded Spanx, she 
spent seven years selling fax machines door-to-door, accepting 
rejection as a daily fact of life. She had no background in fashion, no 
business degree, and no investors. One day, she cut the feet off a pair of 
pantyhose, wore them under white slacks, and realized she’d stumbled 
onto a gap in the market. Every hosiery mill she called rejected her, until 
one finally said yes. 

The detail that explains her persistence comes from her childhood. 
Blakely has often described how, at dinner, her father asked what she 
had failed at that day rather than what she had achieved, and seemed 
disappointed when she had nothing to offer. Her household treated 
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failure as a normal, expected thing, even as the thing worth showing up 
for. 

That upbringing is rare, and it helps explain why so many people who 
fully understand the confidence loop from earlier in this guide still can’t 
bring themselves to start it. The loop is simple enough on paper: do the 
thing, get real feedback, do it slightly better, and let confidence 
accumulate as a byproduct. The instructions are clear, but people still 
won’t start. 

The block is almost never a belief that they can’t learn the skill. Ask 
them, and most will admit they can probably figure it out in time. It’s the 
imagined humiliation, the anticipated self-judgment, the feared hit to 
status or to a relationship that blocks them. The task itself is rarely 
scary. What scares them is how painful failure will be, all because they 
have no evidence that they’ll survive it. 

That missing evidence is what meta self-efficacy is, and it’s the unlock 
for everything taught in the previous chapters. The competence loop 
never opens without it, because the first step, the part where you try the 
thing before you have any evidence that you can do it, requires you to 
believe in advance that you can handle a bad outcome. Domain-specific 
confidence is what you build inside the loop. Meta self-efficacy is what 
lets you step into it. 

The Floor Beneath the Risk 

Honesty requires saying that failure is cheaper for some people than for 
others. Picture two people pitching the same risky idea only to have it 
rejected. 

●​ One goes home to a stable household, savings in the bank, and 
people around them who’ll still think well of them tomorrow. ​
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●​ The other is one missed paycheck from losing their apartment. ​

 
○​ The first person can afford to treat the rejection as information. ​

 
○​ The second can’t do so with ease, and pretending that there is no 

difference between the two cases is one of the subtle cruelties of 
most confidence advice. 

Scott Barry Kaufman put a useful shape on this when he reworked 
Maslow’s old hierarchy of needs.  He sorted human needs into two 72

kinds:  

1.​ The protective ones that keep you safe.  
2.​ The growth ones that let you flourish. 

His image for it is a sailboat instead of a pyramid. The hull (security) is 
the part that keeps you from sinking. The sail is growth, the part that 
actually moves you somewhere. When the hull is taking on water, the 
sail stays folded, because every bit of energy goes to staying afloat. The 
protective layer is the floor, and a solid floor is what makes a risk 
affordable. 

That floor can include: 

●​ Financial stability 
●​ Physical safety 
●​ Reliable relationships 
●​ Enough margin for mistakes 

With a stable base, a failed venture becomes a good story at dinner. 
Without one, the same failure can cost you the apartment. For someone 

72 Kaufman, S. B. (2020). Transcend: The new science of self-actualization. TarcherPerigee. 
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living with no margin, inaction is a sane reading of the odds, and calling 
it a character flaw just misses the math. 

 

Adapted from: Kaufman, 2020. 

Just to be clear, the floor isn’t only about money. A single reliable 
relationship, or a community that will catch you if you fall, can do much 
of the same work, which is part of why some people build real nerve on 
thin material resources. And a floor guarantees nothing on its own; 
plenty of people with every advantage never take a single risk. What a 
floor buys you is permission to risk something. Whether you use it is a 
separate question. 

So some part of meta self-efficacy is circumstantial, even a matter of 
luck, and any podcast or course promising otherwise is selling the 
bootstraps fantasy this one is trying to take apart. The usable move is 
smaller and more honest than “embrace failure.” 
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Take failures you can actually afford, on purpose, in places where the 
floor under you holds. Ask for the thing you’ll probably be told no to. 
Pitch the half-formed idea in the low-stakes meeting. Sign up for the 
class you might be bad at. Then let the outcome land, and notice that 
you’re still standing. Build the account one survivable loss at a time. 

The Fear to Rule Them All 
Now picture the person on the other end. They’re intelligent, often 
accomplished, and genuinely exhausting to make plans with.  

●​ Choosing a restaurant takes 45 minutes, with three menus open in 
different tabs and a final text asking what you think. ​
 

●​ Accepting an offer takes weeks, and each round of research yields 
a fresh set of questions to chase rather than a sense of relief. ​
 

●​ After sending an important email, they reread the sent copy 
multiple times, hunting for the phrase they got wrong, and 
sometimes ask a friend to read it too. ​
 

●​ Every decision comes wrapped in information-gathering, 
reassurance-seeking, and contingency plans, and every round of 
preparation feels, in the moment, like it should finally deliver the 
calm of having things under control. It never quite does. The next 
decision restarts the whole cycle. 

This person isn’t weak or dim. They sit at the high end of a trait 
psychologists call “intolerance of uncertainty,” and it’s the mirror image 
of meta self-efficacy.  
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The researcher Nicholas Carleton has argued that it may be the deepest 
fear humans carry, the “one fear to rule them all,” sitting beneath the 
more specific anxieties that therapy usually targets.   73

The data backs the ambition of that claim. A meta-analysis spanning 
every major emotional disorder found intolerance of uncertainty woven 
through generalized anxiety, depression, social anxiety, panic, and 
obsessive-compulsive disorder alike.  It looks less like a single 74

condition than a shared substrate underneath many of them. 

Here’s the cruel part. You’d expect that making decision after decision 
would build a person’s confidence the way reps build muscle. For people 
high in intolerance of uncertainty, it runs backward: they grow less 
confident across repeated decisions, the exact inverse of a normal 
learning curve.  They are learning, but in the wrong direction. 75

The engine driving that is a loop. The over-research, the reassurance, 
the rush to the safest available option, each of these buys a few minutes 
of relief from the discomfort of not knowing, and each one quietly 
prevents the discovery that you’d have been completely fine without it.  76

It’s the same structure that keeps a phobia alive: avoid the feared thing, 
and you never get to learn it wasn’t as dangerous as it felt. 

76 Blakey, S. M., & Abramowitz, J. S. (2016). The effects of safety behaviors during exposure therapy 
for anxiety: Critical analysis from an inhibitory learning perspective. Clinical Psychology Review, 49, 
1–15.  

75 Jensen, D., Jacowitz Kind, A., Morrison, A. S., & Heimberg, R. G. (2014). Intolerance of uncertainty 
and immediate decision-making in high-risk situations. Journal of Experimental Psychopathology, 5(2), 
178–190.  

74 McEvoy, P. M., Hyett, M. P., Shihata, S., Price, J. E., & Strachan, L. (2019). The impact of 
methodological and measurement factors on transdiagnostic associations with intolerance of 
uncertainty: A meta-analysis. Clinical Psychology Review, 73, Article 101778.  

73 Carleton, R. N. (2016). Fear of the unknown: One fear to rule them all? Journal of Anxiety Disorders, 
41, 5–21.  
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Recent work shows the loop running in ordinary life. An 
experience-sampling study followed 247 people through their actual 
decisions and found that higher uncertainty led to more safety behavior, 
which in turn led to more indecision, creating a feedback loop.  A 77

follow-up experiment directly confirmed the direction: increasing 
uncertainty led to greater uncertainty.   78

It’s the stove you check ten times before leaving the house. The tenth 
check teaches you only one thing: that you can’t be trusted to walk out 
the door without checking. And this is where these safety behaviors 
prevent confidence from developing.  

78 Appel, H., & Gerlach, A. L. (2025). Intolerance of uncertainty causally affects indecisiveness. British 
Journal of Clinical Psychology, 64(3), 806–816.  

77 Appel, H., Krasko, J., Luhmann, M., & Gerlach, A. L. (2024). Intolerance of uncertainty predicts 
indecisiveness and safety behavior in real-life decision making: Results from an experience sampling 
study. Journal of Research in Personality, 110, 104490.  
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●​ The confidence loop requires working at the edge of your ability, 
and getting honest feedback from reality about how it went.​
 

●​ Reassurance-seeking removes both at once. Someone else absorbs 
the uncertainty for you, which means you’re no longer at your edge, 
and the only lesson that lands is that you need their input to cope. 

Uncertainty is the price of admission to anything worth doing, and the 
people who look easy in their own skin haven’t escaped it. They’ve 
stopped demanding that it go away. They act before the outcome is 
known because they’ve learned they can stand whatever it turns out to 
be. Confidence, the portable kind that travels from room to room and 
life to life, comes down to one capacity: the ability to act without 
needing to know how it ends. 

That raises a question this chapter cannot answer, because the answer 
lies beyond psychology. If confidence is the residue left behind by 
acting under uncertainty, then perhaps confidence has never been the 
thing we should have been chasing.  

Something has to move a person to act before any evidence exists, 
before experience has had a chance to accumulate, when the outcome 
is unclear, and every instinct says to wait. The ancient Greeks had a 
name for that capacity. The next chapter is about courage—and why it 
may be the foundation beneath everything we have been calling 
confidence. 

Reflection Questions 

1.​ The thing you keep not starting: are you afraid you can’t learn how 
to do it, or are you afraid of how it would feel to fail at it?​
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2.​ What have you staked your worth on so narrowly that any criticism 

of it feels like a personal attack?​
 

3.​ What reassurance, research, or safe choice could you skip once, 
just to prove you’d be fine without it?​
 

4.​ What’s one potential failure you could afford to run on purpose this 
month? What’s stopping you from putting it on the calendar? 
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Chapter 5: The Word You Should Have 
Been Using All Along  
Picture a person climbing out of a riverbed where her car has just rolled. 
She is shaking. Her hands won’t stop. She walks back up the road in the 
rain, finds a phone, and makes the calls. A week later, she gets in a car 
and drives. 

Picture a teenager who’s had a couple of beers and has decided he’s 
going to backflip off the roof into the pool because his friends are 
watching. He’s grinning and joking around. 

Now picture a third person sitting at their desk with their résumé open 
and the job posting open next to it. They have been sitting there for an 
hour. The application is due tomorrow. They close the laptop and decide 
they’ll send it later, as they said yesterday. 

The question Aristotle was after, 2,400 years ago, was what separates 
those three people, and what the two of them would have to do to 
become the first. His answer was that courage is a mean, a precisely 
calibrated point between cowardice and recklessness (Aristotle, Book 
III).  

Few people quote Aristotle correctly here. “Mean” gets translated as 
“moderate,” as if courage were a halfway house between extremes. That 
isn’t what he meant. He meant the right point. The point where your fear 
matches the actual risk of the actual situation, and you act anyway, in 
service of something that is worth the cost. 

The teenager is reckless — he has too little fear of the actual risk. The 
applicant is the cowardly one. The risk in front of them is small; their 
fear of it is disproportionately large; and they have been letting that 
mismatch run their lives for longer than they’d like to admit. The shaking 
driver is doing something different. Her fear tracks the situation, but 
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she acts anyway. That’s the move. Aristotle is explicit on this: someone 
who feels no fear at genuinely dangerous things is not virtuous, because 
virtue requires you to see what’s actually in front of you. Neither is 
someone whose fear is so large that nothing in front of them ever seems 
safe enough to act on.  79

This sounds obvious. And it is. But we need to remind ourselves of the 
obvious because the entire confidence-industrial complex of the last 
seventy years has been built on the idea that the goal is to be the 
teenager. To not feel fear, to feel certain at all times. To act from a place 
of inner conviction. That is not what Aristotle was describing, and it isn’t 
what the research found either. The job of this chapter is to put the right 
word back in the slot where confidence has been sitting for too long. 
That word is “courage.” 

 

Four Things, Every Time  
That’s the philosophy. Here’s the data. 

In 2007, a team led by Christopher Rate at Yale did the boring, useful 
work of asking ordinary people what they actually meant by the word 
“courage.”  They asked undergrads, grad students, and even cadets at 80

the U.S. Air Force Academy. They coded the answers and looked for 
what converged. Four elements came back, every time. To the average 
person, courage is: 

1.​ A willful, intentional act. 
2.​ Executed after mindful deliberation. 
3.​Involving a known, objective, substantial risk. 
4.​ All in pursuit of a noble or worthy goal.  

80 Rate, C. R., Clarke, J. A., Lindsay, D. R., & Sternberg, R. J. (2007). Implicit theories of courage. The 
Journal of Positive Psychology, 2(2), 80–98.  

79 Aristotle. (350 BCE/1999). Nicomachean ethics, Book III (W. D. Ross, Trans.). Oxford University Press. 

 

Solved CONFIDENCE GUIDE 71 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760701228755
https://www.amazon.com/Nicomachean-Ethics-Oxford-Worlds-Classics/dp/0199213615


 

The Word That Fits 

 
Did you notice that fear is not on the list? Fear turned out to be less 
important than expected. People often mentioned it when defining 
courage in the abstract, but when judging real examples, fear added 
little once risk, intention, and purpose were taken into account. Courage 
was not defined by how afraid the actor felt. It was defined by choosing 
to act despite the risk, in pursuit of something the person believes is 
worth the cost. 

A later study tested this idea in the lab. Women who feared spiders 
were asked to get as close as they could to 4 taxidermied tarantulas. 
Those who scored higher on courage got closer, even after accounting 
for how afraid they felt.  Courage did not reduce fear. It predicted 81

action despite fear. In other words, courage is not the absence of fear. 
What it produces is more action at the same level of fear. 

If this four-element definition sounds familiar, it should. You’ve already 
met the prototype. The woman from Chapter 2, the one who walked into 
Bandura’s lab unable to look at a snake in a sealed glass case and 
walked out an afternoon later with one in her lap, had no confidence to 
draw on at the start. What she had was a reason to act (the phobia was 
wrecking her life), a willingness to take a deliberate, substantial risk in 
pursuit of it, and the willingness to keep going through each calibrated 
step. Bandura called the underlying capacity coping self-efficacy. The 
older, plainer word for it is courage. 

Courage as a Trainable Process  

One reason courage is often misunderstood is that we tend to treat it as 
a personality trait, something people either have or lack. Recent 
research suggests a different view. Chowkase and colleagues argue 
that courage is better understood as a process that unfolds through a 

81 Norton, P. J., & Weiss, B. J. (2009). The role of courage on behavioral approach in a fear-eliciting 
situation: A proof-of-concept pilot study. Journal of Anxiety Disorders, 23(2), 212–217.  
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series of decisions.  In non-emergency situations, people move through 82

several questions:  

 

Seen this way, courage is not a fixed trait but a trainable skill. Different 
people fail at different checkpoints, which is why “just be braver” is 
useless advice. The person who can’t find a meaningful goal needs a 
different intervention than the person who doubts they can act, who 
needs a different intervention than the person caught in the 
approach-avoidance pull. Knowing which question you’re stalling at is 
most of the work. 

Research by Kramer and Zinbarg suggests that even brief interventions 
can strengthen this process. Participants who spent just five to ten 
minutes writing about a time when they had successfully faced a fear 
became more willing to choose approach-oriented actions afterward.   83

83 Kramer, A., & Zinbarg, R. (2018). Recalling courage: An initial test of a brief writing intervention to 
activate a ‘courageous mindset’ and courageous behavior. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 14(4), 
528–537.  

82 Chowkase, A. A., Parra-Martínez, F. A., Ghahremani, M., Bernstein, Z., Finora, G., & Sternberg, R. J. 
(2024). Dual-process model of courage. Frontiers in Psychology, 15, Article 1376195.  
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The effect was modest, but the mechanism is revealing. Recalling past 
acts of courage reminds people that they have faced fear before and 
survived. It does not create confidence from nothing. It brings existing 
evidence back into awareness. That’s a useful thing to know about your 
own mind. You already have the evidence. The question is whether you 
can retrieve it on the day you need it. 

The Competing Forces Inside Your Head 

The older view of exposure therapy assumed that fear gradually 
disappeared through repeated exposure. The newer inhibitory learning 
model suggests something different. The original fear memory does not 
go away. Instead, a second memory is created alongside it.  After 84

successful exposure, the brain maintains two competing predictions 
simultaneously. One says, “This is dangerous.” The other says, “I’ve done 
this before, and I was okay.” Which prediction wins depends on the 
situation. 

This explains why fear can return. A person may feel confident for 
months and then suddenly become anxious again when encountering 
the same situation in a new environment, after a long period, or 
following a stressful setback. The old fear memory was never erased. It 
was simply being outweighed by the newer learning. 

The goal of exposure, then, is not to eliminate fear. It is to strengthen 
the competing memory through repeated experience. Each time a 
person faces the feared situation and discovers they can handle it, the 
new association becomes a little stronger and easier to access. Over 
time, it begins to win more contests. 

84 Craske, M. G., Treanor, M., Conway, C. C., Zbozinek, T., & Vervliet, B. (2014). Maximizing exposure 
therapy: An inhibitory learning approach. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 58, 10–23.  
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Craske and colleagues translate this idea into several practical 
principles, but most of them serve one of a few core purposes:  85

●​ Test your predictions. Exposure works best when it challenges a 
specific fear. The question is not “Can I feel less anxious?” but “Will 
the thing I fear actually happen?”​
 

●​ Drop the crutches. Safety behaviors such as reassurance-seeking, 
constant checking, escape plans, or distraction prevent learning. If 
you always have a backup strategy, it becomes difficult to discover 
that you might have been safe without it.​
 

●​ Learn that discomfort is survivable. Sometimes things do go 
wrong. Exposure helps people discover that unpleasant outcomes 
are often tolerable and recoverable, rather than catastrophic.​
 

●​ Practice in many forms. Fear learning is highly dependent on 
context. What feels manageable in a therapist’s office may feel 
terrifying somewhere else. Varying situations, locations, and levels 
of difficulty help the learning transfer to everyday life.​
 

●​ Name the feeling. Rather than fighting anxiety, people are 
encouraged to acknowledge it directly. Simply saying, “I’m anxious 
right now,” can reduce the urge to avoid the experience. 

The point of all of this is not to feel less. It is to act more in the presence 
of whatever you happen to feel. The new memory forms in the presence 
of the arousal, and trying to suppress the arousal suppresses the 
learning along with it. The presentation you give with your heart visibly 

85 Craske, M. G., Treanor, M., Conway, C. C., Zbozinek, T., & Vervliet, B. (2014). Maximizing exposure 
therapy: An inhibitory learning approach. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 58, 10–23.  
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pounding teaches you something the presentation you give on Xanax 
cannot. You did the thing, afraid, and nothing collapsed. 

The long-term results are absurd. In one study of people with specific 
phobias, 90% were rated as much improved or completely recovered at 
an average four-year follow-up after a single intensive exposure session 
that lasted about two hours.  That kind of durability is rare in the 86

treatment literature, and whether we call it courage, mastery 
experience, or inhibitory learning, its effect is very powerful and very 
real.  

The Man Who Vomited Before Every Game 

Bill Russell once made his entire team wait. Their coach, Red Auerbach, 
pulled the Celtics off the floor before a playoff game and refused to 
send them back out. They sat in the locker room while Russell, who had 
not yet thrown up that night, walked back to the bathroom. The Celtics 
had learned to read his vomiting as a green light. If he hadn’t been sick 
yet, he wouldn’t have been ready. So they waited until he was. 

This wasn’t a one-time thing. Russell vomited before nearly every game 
he played over 13 seasons in the NBA. Eleven of those ended with him 
holding a championship trophy. 

The full record is almost comical. Eleven NBA championships in thirteen 
years. An Olympic gold medal. Five league MVPs. First Black head coach 
in any major American sport, and two more championships won while he 
was coaching the team he was still playing on.  Bill Russell had one of 87

the most decorated competitive careers in the history of American 
sport. He was also, by any reasonable reading, extremely anxious.  

87 Russell, B., & McSweeny, W. (2020). Go up for glory. Delacorte Press. (Original work published 
1966) 

86 Öst, L.-G. (1989). One-session treatment for specific phobias. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 
27(1), 1–7.  
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If a kid asked you what it took to be confident on the court and you told 
them, “Vomit in the locker room before every game, and then play 
through it for the rest of your career,” they would correctly think you 
were being a jerk. Take the vomiting out, and what’s left is a man who 
walked into the arena terrified, every single time, and played anyway. 

Russell wasn’t confident. He was courageous. The anxiety came with 
him because the games mattered to him, and, in Rate’s framing, the goal 
made the risk worthwhile. Russell knew the cost, and he paid it nightly. 
The eleven championships were what came out the other end. 

Confidence is the trailing readout, not the source. It accumulates from 
work already done. It shows up later, after the courageous act has been 
taken enough times that the new memory is well-rehearsed and easy to 
retrieve when you need it. Which raises the only question left for this 
guide to answer. If courage is what you’re actually trying to build, how 
do you build it? 

New Questions to Sit With 
1.​ Pick a fear you’ve been carrying. Is the fear in proportion to the 

actual risk, or is it doing what the applicant’s fear was doing in the 
opening of this chapter, running your life out of size?​
 

2.​ When have you been the teenager? When have you mistaken too 
little fear for confidence, and only later realized you’d misread the 
risk in front of you?​
 

3.​ Of the four checkpoints in the courage process (does this matter, is 
it worth the risk, can I act, will I act anyway), which one is the 
question you’ve been stalling at? What would it take to move past 
it?​
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4.​ Name a prediction you’ve made about a situation that turned out 

not to be true. The talk that didn’t bomb. The conversation that 
didn’t end the relationship. The criticism that didn’t destroy you. 
What’s the memory you should be retrieving the next time you face 
something similar?​
 

5.​ Think of someone you know who acts despite fear instead of 
waiting for it to pass. They may not be the loudest person in the 
room, nor the most certain. That one person who keeps moving 
when others freeze, what are they doing that you are not? 
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The Complete Framework of Confidence  
If courage is the thing that builds confidence, and the last chapter has 
done its job, the only useful question left is what to actually do with all 
this information on a random Tuesday morning. The seven practices 
below are the operational version of everything the previous chapters 
argued. None of them requires you to feel anything in particular before 
you start. None of them asks you to believe you can do them. Read it 
once. Pick one. Start with the smallest version of it today, and let the 
others find their place when they need to. 

1. Mastery Laddering 

Someone wants to write a book. They have wanted to write it for nine 
years. They sit down to begin and find themselves doing the dishes 
instead, every time. For that person, the first rung is opening the 
document. Open it. Close it. Tomorrow, open it for thirty seconds. The 
day after, open it, type a sentence, and close it again. 

The action that would build your confidence is, by definition, the action 
you don’t currently believe you can do. The fix is to make the first 
version so small that belief becomes irrelevant. Do one pushup. Make 
one phone call. Pick any task that is small enough that you can’t fail to 
do it once. The size matters less than the fact that you took the step. 

Each tiny action is a small piece of evidence that the larger thing is 
possible. The evidence will accumulate, and eventually, what once felt 
impossible starts to feel familiar. 

The move: name the target behavior. Name the smallest version of it you 
couldn’t fail to do once today. Do that. Tomorrow, do a slightly larger 
task. The increment is yours to choose.  
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2. Deliberate Practice 

Imagine two pianists practicing in adjacent rooms. Both will be at it for 
three hours today. The first one plays a piece she already knows from 
beginning to end, four times through. The second one isolates the eight 
bars she keeps fumbling in the second movement, slows them to half 
tempo with a metronome, records herself, listens back, and adjusts. 
After three hours, both pianists are tired. But the second pianist is 
better. Repetition produces fatigue, but repetition with structure 
produces capability. 

K. Anders Ericsson and colleagues studied elite violinists, pianists, and 
chess players. What separated the best performers from the merely 
good ones was the proportion of hours spent on a specific kind of 
practice they called “deliberate.”  Total hours mattered less than the 88

quality of those hours.  

Deliberate practice has four features.  

●​ It happens at the edge of your current ability, where success is 
uncertain. ​
 

●​ It targets a specific identified sub-component of the skill. ​
 

●​ It includes immediate feedback on whether the attempt was 
successful.​
 

●​ And it loops — the feedback gets used to adjust the next attempt. 

This is the operational version of the note that successes “achieved 
through overcoming difficulty” carry more updating power than those 

88 Ericsson, K. A., Krampe, R. T., & Tesch-Römer, C. (1993). The role of deliberate practice in the 
acquisition of expert performance. Psychological Review, 100(3), 363–406.  
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achieved easily. At each rung of the ladder, identify the specific 
sub-component you cannot yet reliably execute. Practice it at the edge 
of your ability, with immediate feedback, for a contained period. Do not 
practice what you have already mastered. 

3. Mental Contrasting 

Someone has been telling herself for two years that she will apply for 
the senior role at her company. She knows what it would mean if she got 
it. She can picture the title, the office, the moment she’d tell her parents. 
But she still hasn’t applied. The fantasy is doing the work the 
application would do, just enough to keep her from feeling the pressure 
to act on it. 

Visualizing success without contrasting it against the obstacles 
between you and that success reliably reduces motivation. Gabriele 
Oettingen’s review consolidated three decades of evidence on the 
phenomenon and proposed the corrective, a five-minute protocol called 
WOOP, which runs as follows:  89

●​ Wish: name a meaningful, feasible wish of moderate difficulty.​
 

●​ Outcome: picture the best outcome of that wish in vivid 
present-tense detail.​
 

●​ Obstacle: Name the most important internal obstacle in the way. A 
feeling, a habit, a belief. Something internal, the kind of obstacle 
you can actually work with.​
 

●​ Plan: write an if-then sentence. “If [obstacle] occurs, then I will 
[response].” 

89 Oettingen, G. (2012). Future thought and behavior change. European Review of Social Psychology, 
23(1), 1–63.  
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The contrast is the mechanism. When you pair the wish with the 
obstacle, the brain stops treating the wish as a substitute for the work 
and starts treating it as a target to be reached through the work. When 
the wish is feasible and the obstacle is identifiable, the contrast 
produces commitment. When the wish is infeasible, the contrast 
produces disengagement, freeing energy for a feasible goal. 

The outcome visualization is the part that the self-help literature has 
traditionally treated as the whole intervention. By itself, that step 
produces the demotivating effect Oettingen documented. The obstacle 
and the plan are what turn the fantasy from a sedative into an 
instruction set. 

4. Exposure with Safety Behaviors Blocked 

When you take the action you have been avoiding, take it with the fear 
still present and the safety behaviors removed.  

●​ The third re-read of an email you sent may feel like preparation, but 
it keeps you from realizing you would have been fine without 
checking again. ​
 

●​ Planning every step may feel like taking on responsibility, but it can 
keep you from learning that you are capable of owning a choice 
and adapting to whatever comes next.​
 

●​ Rehearsing every possible response before a call may feel useful, 
but it prevents the conversation from showing you that an 
unrehearsed answer would have been enough. 

Pick the action. Identify the one or two things you usually do to make 
the action feel survivable. Remove them. Take the action with the 
arousal intact. Your hands might be shaking, but the new association 
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forms in the presence of the arousal, and dampening the arousal 
dampens the learning along with it.  

As the moment approaches, you will probably feel the urge to add a 
safety behavior back in. That impulse is part of the process. The 
challenge is to let it be there without acting on it. The exercise only 
teaches what it is meant to teach if you resist the temptation to make 
yourself feel safer first. 

5. The Premortem 

Most decisions you’ve been postponing are decisions you’ve already 
made. You’re just waiting for more information that won’t change the 
outcome. The premortem is the move that lets you stop waiting. 

The technique was formalized by Gary Klein in 2007. The instructions 
are simple. Before you execute the decision, imagine that the decision 
has already failed, vividly and concretely. Then write down every reason 
you can generate for why it failed.   90

Klein’s field data, drawn from work with military, firefighting, and 
corporate decision-makers, showed that the premortem produced about 
30% more reasons for potential failure than conventional risk 
assessment, because imagining a failure that has already happened 
breaks the motivated reasoning that forward-looking analysis tends to 
produce. 

The premortem is the decision-side companion to WOOP. WOOP runs at 
the level of the goal, identifying internal obstacles to commitment. The 
premortem runs at the level of the specific decision, identifying external 
and structural reasons the decision might fail. Together, they cover the 
two ways in which uncertain action gets sabotaged: under-preparation 
for your own resistance and under-preparation for the world. 

90 Klein, G. (2008). Performing a project premortem. IEEE Engineering Management Review, 36(2), 
103–104.  
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For people who hate uncertainty, the premortem has a second function. 
It terminates information-seeking by structuring it. You generate the 
failure modes once, in writing, in a contained period. Then you decide. 
The decision is no longer pending; no further information is needed. It is 
now waiting for you to make it. 

Write the decision at the top of a page. Below it: “This decision failed 
because:” and list ten reasons. Stop at ten. Then decide. 

6. Attribution Work 

Someone closes the biggest deal of her career on a Tuesday. By 
Wednesday morning, she had convinced herself it was luck. The client 
was going to sign, regardless. She just happened to be the one in the 
room. The same week, she had a difficult conversation with her boss 
that went badly. By Wednesday afternoon, she is sure it was her fault, 
that she’s bad at conflict, that this is who she is. Both stories are wrong 
because both filter out the evidence that would have updated her in 
either direction. 

This practice targets the two miscalibration patterns from Chapter 3:  

●​ The impostor pattern (successes attributed externally, failures 
internally).​
  

●​ The narcissistic pattern (successes attributed internally, failures 
externally).  

Both prevent the efficacy belief from updating accurately in response to 
the performance record. Some people accumulate evidence of mastery 
for decades and never feel “mastered.” Others accumulate one easy win 
and start carrying themselves like a god. 

The pattern shows up outside achievement contexts, too.  
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●​ The person who reads every awkward exchange as proof of their 
own social inadequacy and every warm one as the other person 
being polite. ​
 

●​ The person who reads every connection as evidence of their own 
charisma and every rejection as the other person’s failure to 
recognize them. 

The story they tell about it filters out what would update them. The 
correction is dull, and it works. After a meaningful success, list three 
causes. Two have to be internal and stable. Your skill. Your preparation. 
Your judgment. After a meaningful failure, list three causes. Two have to 
be internal and controllable. Your strategy. Your effort. Your decision. 
Brief notes, only after events that mattered, often enough that the 
pattern starts shifting. 

You will resist this. The pattern only corrects through repetition. There is 
no insight that substitutes for the reps. Expect to feel like you’re stating 
the obvious. That is what the practice of working feels like. The person 
at the top of this section needs about forty events of this exercise 
before her default story starts shifting.  

7. Values-Anchored Goal Selection 

Two people are doing the same exposure protocol. Both are afraid of 
public speaking. Both have been attending a weekly Toastmasters 
group for three months. At month twelve, one of them is still going. The 
other quit at month four. The difference between them was not effort, 
talent, or technique. 

●​ The first wanted to speak publicly because she runs a small 
nonprofit and needs to pitch funders to keep the doors open. ​
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●​ The second wanted to speak publicly because he had read that 

confident people do, and he wanted to be the kind of person who 
was confident. ​
 

○​ The first ladder had a value at the top. ​
 

○​ The second ladder had only the next rung and the rung after that, 
and at some point, he looked up, noticed there was nothing at the 
top, and stopped climbing. 

This is the engine. None of the other six practices works without it, 
because the four-element definition of courage from the last chapter 
requires a goal worth the risk to the person taking it.  91

Values are upstream of goal-setting. They supply the motivation to enter 
the loop and the stability to stay in it when the action gets hard. A 
mastery ladder without a value at the top is a series of tasks no one has 
reason to perform. An exposure protocol without a value at the top is 
just voluntary suffering. A WOOP without a value behind the wish is five 
minutes of self-help theater. 

The instructions here are short. Before you pick the goal you’re going to 
apply the other practices to, ask whether it’s connected to something 
you actually care about on a timeline longer than this week. If it is, the 
practices will work in proportion to your commitment. If it isn’t, the 
practices will produce nothing, and that won’t be the practices’ fault. 

What This Adds Up To 

These seven practices are how a person creates the conditions under 
which confidence shows up later, as the trailing readout it was always 

91 Rate, C. R., Clarke, J. A., Lindsay, D. R., & Sternberg, R. J. (2007). Implicit theories of courage. The 
Journal of Positive Psychology, 2(2), 80–98.  
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supposed to be. None of them is a confidence-building exercise in the 
way that phrase usually gets used. 

There is no instruction in this protocol to feel anything. The input is the 
action, undertaken with whatever feelings happen to be in the room at 
the time, in service of a goal anchored to a value you’ve chosen. 
Feelings come after, as they always do.  

Start with one of the seven. Pick the one whose absence is most obvious 
in your life right now. Do the smallest version of it today. Tomorrow, do it 
again. Most of the work of building confidence is in showing up, and 
most of what’s been written about confidence in the last seventy years 
has been a sophisticated way of avoiding showing up. 

Just do the thing. Readiness can come later, and certainty doesn’t have 
to come at all. 
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The Part This Guide Can’t Do for You 

You have the framework. Seven practices, a stack of research 
behind each one, and a closing line that says “just do the thing.” 
On paper, that’s everything you need. 

In practice, most people do one or two of these for a couple of 
weeks and then stop. The mastery ladder loses a rung. The 
attribution work feels obvious and gets skipped. The WOOP 
protocol sits in a notebook they opened twice. The difference 
between reading about confidence and actually building it is 
sustaining the work long enough for the evidence to 
accumulate—and having someone notice when you start cutting 
corners. 

My app Purpose was built for that part specifically. It learns your 
personality, your values, and the patterns you default to under 
pressure, then helps you figure out which of these practices to 
start with and how to sequence them. If you don't know what your 
values are yet, it helps you work that out first—because as 
Practice 7 just told you, nothing else holds without it. 

It starts with a free personality assessment that takes a few 
minutes and is freakishly accurate. 

Try it free at purpose.app, and find out what it thinks you've been 
avoiding. 
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https://purposeapp.onelink.me/WHy0/jhabp8ik
https://purpose.app
https://purposeapp.onelink.me/WHy0/jhabp8ik


 

Suggested Reading 

 

Suggested Reading  
●​ Thinking, Fast and Slow — Daniel Kahneman 
●​ Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control — Albert Bandura 
●​ The Scout Mindset — Julia Galef 
●​ Mistakes Were Made (But Not by Me) — Carol Tavris & Elliot 

Aronson 
●​ Superforecasting — Philip E. Tetlock & Dan Gardner 
●​ The Black Swan — Nassim Nicholas Taleb 
●​ Antifragile — Nassim Nicholas Taleb 
●​ Sources of Power — Gary Klein 
●​ Stumbling on Happiness — Daniel Gilbert 
●​ Positive Disintegration — Kazimierz Dąbrowski 
●​ The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and 

Religion — Jonathan Haidt 
●​ The Courage to Be — Paul Tillich 
●​ The Beginning of Infinity: Explanations That Transform the World — 

David Deutsch 
●​ Transcend: The New Science of Self-Actualization — Scott Barry 

Kaufman 
●​ The Concept of Anxiety — Søren Kierkegaard 
●​ The Gay Science — Friedrich Nietzsche 
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https://www.amazon.com/dp/0374533555
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0716728508
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07RP27XJP
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0358329612
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0804136718
https://www.amazon.com/dp/081297381X
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0812979680
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0262534290
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1400077427
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1600250955
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0307455777
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0307455777
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0045HJFA0
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0143121359
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0143131214
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1631490044
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0394719859
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