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			Dear Reader:

			If you picked up this book to increase your confidence, you are not alone. Millions of people have low confidence and most of them worry about it, not least because it is hard to boost our confidence at will. The good news is that low confidence is less problematic than you think. In fact, although society places a great deal of importance on being confident, there are no genuine benefits except feeling good. In fact, lower confidence is key to gaining competence, which is the only effective strategy for gaining genuine confidence—confidence that is warranted by one’s actual competence.

			Confidence is feeling able and competence is being able, but how are the two related? Too many people ignore this question and simply assume that higher confidence is advantageous per se. Although this assumption is unfounded, it has nonetheless encouraged a mindless and often self-destructive quest for higher confidence. Indeed, in much of the Western world, particularly the United States, the assumption is that more confidence is always better.1 If it weren’t for this assumption, you might not even be reading this book. There is no reason to be ashamed of our low confidence.

			The main difference between people who lack confidence and those who don’t is that the former are unable (or unwilling) to distort reality in their favor. That’s right, the successful distortion of reality is the chief underlying reason so many people don’t experience low confidence when they should. Whereas pessimism leads to realism, optimism promotes the fabrication of alternative realities—lying, not to others, but to ourselves. There is no reason to envy people who appear confident, even if they are also successful; their success is usually the cause rather than consequence of their high confidence. The idea that we must do something about our low confidence is by and large the result of popular myths, which are not hard to debunk.

			If you are concerned about your low confidence, this book will teach you what you can do about it. The main lesson is that you should aspire not to have high confidence, but to have high competence, and I will show you how to make that happen. Confidence will follow more easily when you can back it up with real accomplishments (and even then, it may be better to remain relatively unassertive).

			Approach this book with as critical and open a mind as you can. Do not assume that the power to become instantly more confident is simply in your hands or that high confidence should be your goal. Moreover, don’t assume that having low confidence will harm your chances of doing well in life. Or if you prefer to make these assumptions, be ready to have them challenged.

			Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic, PhD

			February 2013

			
		

	
		
			1

			Confidence Ain’t Competence

			It is a cliché that most clichés are true, but then like most clichés, that cliché is untrue. —Stephen Fry

			The Difference Between Feeling and Being Able

			Biographers are quick to attribute the success of eminent people to their colossal levels of confidence, while downplaying the roles of talent and hard work, as if it were in anyone’s hands (or minds) to achieve exceptional levels of success merely through sheer self-belief. In line, magazines and popular blogs grossly exaggerate the role of confidence in determining fame and success. Consider the following examples:1

			“No matter what you do, be sure to love yourself for doing it.”

			“If you have confidence you will reach any goal you have; but without it, you have no chance of being successful.”

			“If you love yourself, your life will be perfect.”

			“We all admire confident people—confidence is the most important asset in life and it will always lead to success and happiness.”

			“We can all teach ourselves to be confident and then all our problems will be solved.”

			“Confident people are ten times more successful than those who lack confidence.”

			There are three big problems with these types of claims. First, it is not easy to make your confidence soar, just like that. If it were, nobody would worry about low confidence; we would just extinguish it like we do thirst or hunger. Second, even if we succeeded at deliberately boosting our confidence, it would not bring us any genuine success. Contrary to what some biographers and self-nominated experts suggest, Barack Obama did not become the first black president in U.S. history because he was confident; Sir Richard Branson, the founder of Virgin, did not establish four hundred companies because of his confidence; Madonna has not sold three hundred million records because of her self-belief; and Michael Jordan, Muhammad Ali, and Roger Federer did not achieve total domination of their sports because they felt good about themselves. The reason these exceptional achievers have confidence is that they are exceptionally competent. It takes an extraordinary amount of talent—and even more hard work—to attain such levels of competence. In fact, the only unusual thing about these people’s confidence is that it is an accurate reflection of their competence. This sets them apart from the majority of superconfident people, who are just not very competent.

			The third problem is arguably the most serious one. The illusion that high confidence can help us achieve anything we want puts an incredible amount of pressure on us to feel assertive, and to translate that assertiveness into success. As a consequence, those who lack confidence feel guilty and ashamed, and those who feel confident have unrealistic expectations about what their confidence will help them accomplish. The high confidence premium is such that people are prepared to do just about anything to attain and maintain extreme positive self-views, equating feeling great with being great. The result is a society that mistakes self-importance for importance and self-admiration for admiration, driving more and more people to be obsessed only with themselves.

			Me, Me, Me (the Narcissistic Society)

			Narcissism—think Donald Trump or Paris Hilton—is a state of mind characterized by unrealistic feelings of grandiosity and inflated self-confidence. Narcissists are self-centered and feel superior to everyone else; they pay no attention to negative comments from others and dismiss negative feedback. Narcissists are also manipulative and don’t mind exploiting people in order to attain power, fame, or success.2 The word derives from the Greek myth of Narcissus, a beautiful hunter who was so self-obsessed that he paid no attention to others. In order to punish him, the goddess Nemesis attracted Narcissus to a pond, where he fell in love with his own reflection, not realizing that he was looking at himself. One version of the story says Narcissus drowned trying to kiss his own image; another version, that he remained on his own by the pond until his death, infatuated with his own reflection and unable to relate to anyone else.

			There are many reasons to suggest that we are living in a narcissistic era. Indeed, the fact that you may worry about your low levels of confidence is by and large the result of living in a world obsessed with maintaining inflated self-views and high levels of confidence. In the United States, narcissism levels have been rising for decades. Psychologist Jean Twenge3 has been tracking national increases of narcissism for years. In one of her studies, Dr. Twenge analyzed data from more than 40,000 students from hundreds of U.S. colleges. In the 1950s, only 12 percent of students described themselves as “an important person”; by the 1980s, the figure had increased to 80 percent. Her data also revealed that between 1982 and 2006 alone, the number of narcissistic students rose from 15 percent to 25 percent, with an even bigger increase found among the women—surprising, since women are typically less narcissistic than men.

			Levels of self-esteem—the most generic measure of confidence—have been rising exponentially in the past decades: In 2006, 80 percent of U.S. school students reported self-esteem levels that were higher than the average for 1988.4 Even more worryingly, a large-scale study by the National Institutes of Health, the main U.S. government agency for funding biomedical and health research, reported that 10 percent of Americans in their twenties met the criteria for clinical (severe) narcissism, compared to just 3 percent of people in their sixties.5

			It is hard to put these increases into perspective. There are no comparable generational rises for any other psychological trait—aggression, greed, anxiety, IQ, you name it. Unless you are talking thousands of years, people tend not to change much over time. The one increase comparable to the rise in narcissism levels (during a similar time period) is the rise in obesity levels, which increased more than 200 percent from 1950 to 2010.6 Unlike narcissism gains, however, obesity gains are an acknowledged epidemic. Self-esteem is an unobservable feeling, which makes narcissism rises less apparent than obesity rises.

			It would be good if narcissism gains reflected increases in well-being. However, all they indicate is that a growing number of people are obsessed with maintaining extreme positive self-views and unrealistically high levels of confidence. This obsession explains the near-universality of the celebrity cult, with a substantial proportion of the population worshipping those who worship themselves. Indeed, millions of people around the world now aspire to be like Paris Hilton, Simon Cowell, or Lady Gaga, who has more followers on Twitter than anyone else. The explosion of social media sites also allows us all to experience glimpses of stardom firsthand: You don’t have to be Lady Gaga to tweet about what you had for breakfast or tell your followers that your cat is sick, that you had a good workout, or that you are checking in at Starbucks; the only difference is that you are not Lady Gaga.

			Unsurprisingly, there are now one billion people on Facebook. Consider the case of a college student who has six hundred friends on Facebook and is constantly updating his status. This student will spend much of his time monitoring other people’s Facebook usage in hopes that they will “like” his activity and write positive comments on his wall (on average, students check their Facebook account at least ten times per day). He will also engage in inappropriate self-disclosure and post thousands of intimate photographs. Happy times? Not really. In fact, research has shown that people who spend a great deal of time on Facebook have lower levels of academic performance and are typically unhappier, especially when they perceive that their friends (who are uploading their own pictures onto Facebook) are happier than they are.7

			In our narcissistic society, Facebook enables users to create both a confidence and competence illusion, portraying themselves as successful and confident, without, however, persuading themselves—and at best others—that they are either. Facebook is particularly appealing to narcissists because it enables them to compensate for their lack of genuine friends by collecting a large number of virtual “friends” who can play the role of fans. Reassuringly for narcissists, Facebook does not allow users to dislike other users’ activity—we are only allowed to “like” what others do.8 Unsurprisingly, a recent study found that Facebook users tend to be more narcissistic and exhibitionistic than nonusers, leading the authors to conclude that “Facebook specifically gratifies the narcissistic individual’s need to engage in self-promoting and superficial behaviour.”9

			A culture of narcissism makes inflated self-views the norm, but if we all paid attention just to ourselves and lacked interest in anyone else, then we’d be condemned to a selfish and isolated life. It would be good if people’s delusions of grandiosity actually enticed them to work hard to attain any kind of grandeur. However, these delusions have precisely the reverse effect, not least because they are close to unattainable. Indeed, the more narcissistic people are, the more unrealistic their expectations will tend to be; and the more unrealistic your expectations are, the more likely you are to end up being depressed when you finally come to terms with the fact that you cannot achieve them. In line, rates of depression have been soaring steadily in the past decades. For instance, from the early 1990s to the early 2000s, rates of depression in the United States increased from 3 percent to 7 percent, a figure that has since doubled.10 As a matter of fact, depression is now considered one of the leading causes of disability in the world, with current estimates indicating that more than 120 million people worldwide suffer from it.11 In the United States, depression affects at least one in ten males and two in ten females.12

			Wanting Versus Needing Confidence (and Coke)

			Have you ever craved an ice-cold bottle of Coke? We all have—and yet, there is no real need or biological justification for it. Likewise, millions of people in the world crave high confidence without realizing that they don’t really need it. However, whereas even the most fanatical Coke consumers realize the drink is unhealthy (at least in its regular and sugary version), few people understand that there are no genuine advantages to feeling good about yourself. Instead, most people seem to believe that if they feel good about themselves and have confidence, they will accomplish anything they want, and that if they don’t, they will never manage to excel at anything. The result is a society in which people want confidence more than they need it: a feel-good culture in which the quest for confidence has eclipsed any interest in competence, and most people mistake feeling well for doing well.

			The Coke comparison works on many levels. There are few stronger demonstrations of the appeal of our feel-good culture than Coca-Cola, one of the most successful brands of our time. Why does Coke have more Facebook fans than anyone or anything else?13 Is it because they sell black fizzy syrup? Not really. Just like the caffeine and sugar in Coke make you feel good—a quick and unhealthy fix, made marginally healthier if you consume Diet Coke—Coke’s brand empowers consumers to feel secure by endorsing a spoiled lifestyle in which the main fixation is short-term hedonism. Take a look at some of Coke’s slogans over the years:14

			•	1963: “Things go better with Coke.”

			•	1979: “Have a Coke and a smile.”

			•	1989: “Can’t beat the feeling.”

			In 2010, Coca-Cola released a YouTube video (“The Happiness Machine”) of a Coke vending machine placed in a college. The video was filmed with hidden cameras and featured the reactions of students to the freebies—flowers, sandwiches, and, of course, Coke—provided by the machine. The clip, which rapidly exceeded three million YouTube hits, shows how feeling good is still a central part of Coke’s DNA. A year later—and after some thirty variations of the original Happiness Machine clip—Coke released another video (“The Happiness Truck”), made in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. This time, the vending machine was an actual truck dispensing yet more happiness products: soccer balls, beach gear, and even a surfboard . . . plus, of course, Coke.

			Despite the fact that Coke is now known to be unhealthy, people around the world continue to consume larger quantities of it than ever before. This increase in consumption mirrors the increase in demand for many other feel-good products. For example, the past five decades have seen TV viewing figures soar. In the United States, the average household has a TV set switched on for seven hours a day.15 The amount of time spent watching TV in the United States (a combined 250 billion hours per year) is equivalent to a potential economic growth of 1.25 trillion dollars, based merely on minimum wage salaries paid for that time. Meanwhile, the average American teenager spends nine hundred hours per year in school, versus fifteen hundred watching TV. Yet most Americans don’t think they watch too much TV.

			The past few decades have also been marked by exponential growth in the self-help market, which includes books, CDs, seminars, and workshops designed to help people boost their confidence. Between 2005 and 2008 (the year of the most recent economic collapse), demand for self-help products grew by almost 14 percent,16 and there has been further growth since then, with the self-help industry worth around eleven billion dollars now.17 The vast majority of these products are based on the premise that boosting our confidence will solve all our problems, but there is little evidence for the beneficial effects of self-help products. In 2005, journalist Steve Salerno published a well-researched critique of the whole feel-good market (titled SHAM: How the Self-help Movement Made America Helpless), reporting that 80 percent of self-help consumers are “serial customers,” who purchase and use a great many products.18 This is consistent with Dr. Twenge’s finding that rates of depression have increased with narcissism and self-worth levels over the past decades.

			Like Coke, then, self-help books create an addictive demand for a quick feel-good fix. And as with Coke, there are noxious long-term effects of being too obsessed with one’s own feelings. Unfortunately, repeated exposure to the message that we must feel good at any cost sets unrealistically high expectations for both our confidence and our competence: The more we are told that the norm is to feel good, the worse we feel when we don’t achieve it; the more we persuade ourselves that confidence brings competence, the more disappointed we are when the attained confidence does not bring us competence—unless we become delusional in order to avoid feeling disappointment. The result is a vicious circle: Our feel-good obsession causes unhappiness, which perpetuates the demand for self-help books and other feel-good products, which foment our feel-good obsession.

			Just as there is a difference between competence and confidence, then, there is a difference between feeling and being good. When it comes to competence, feeling good does not increase the probability of being good. Moreover, although you may want confidence, it is not really what you need—what you need is competence rather than confidence. Admittedly, boosting our confidence levels would be a worthy enterprise if it helped us be more successful or if it increased our actual competence. However, there is no real evidence that high confidence causes competence.

			Higher Confidence Does Not Cause Competence

			We’ve already begun to explore and debunk common misconceptions about the relationship between confidence and competence. Now let’s take a look at the numbers. The relationship between competence and confidence is very weak. To be more precise, the average correlation between confidence and competence is around .30.19 What does this mean? Imagine you meet someone who is confident, and you want to guess whether that person is competent or not. If instead of relying on the default 50 percent chance rate (yes/no) you take into account the scientific evidence on the relationship between confidence and competence, you would have a 65 percent probability of guessing whether the person is competent or not.20

			No matter how large a correlation is, it does not imply that one variable is causing the other. As a matter of fact, even the most widely cited scientific studies on the relationship between confidence and competence have tended to rely on subjective measures of competence. For example, imagine that we want to examine the correlation between confidence and competence in the domain of sport by asking participants to indicate the degree to which they endorse the following two statements:

			Question to assess confidence level [image: 66052.jpg] “I am a good sportsman.”

			Question to assess competence level [image: 66052.jpg] “I am a good sportsman.”

			If you see no difference between the above statements, you are not thinking like an academic—good for you! As common (but not academic) sense dictates, it is problematic to interpret self-report statements as indicators of competence. All they represent is respondents’ evaluation of their competence, which is, of course, their confidence speaking.

			Relying on a person’s self-reports to assess both confidence and competence creates an illusory correlation: People who evaluate their confidence highly tend to also evaluate their competence highly, and vice versa. As psychologist Roy Baumeister, a leading scholar in self-esteem, noted, “The habit of speaking well of oneself does not abruptly cease when the respondent turns from the self-esteem scale to the questionnaire asking for self-report of other behaviors. People who like to describe themselves in glowing terms will be inclined to report that they get along well with others, are physically attractive, do well in school and work, refrain from undesirable actions, and the like.”21

			Carefully designed studies on the relationship between confidence and competence examine objective competence data rather than relying on people’s own accounts of their abilities. Let’s look at a study that psychologist Ed Diener and colleagues did in this vein.22 They photographed a bunch of students and asked them to rate themselves on attractiveness as well as a generic measure of self-confidence. Students’ pictures were then shown to independent judges, who rated them on attractiveness. The average score given to a picture by different judges was used as the external, or objective, measure of attractiveness, independent of participants’ self-ratings. If Dr. Diener and colleagues had followed the methodology employed in most confidence studies, they would have merely correlated participants’ self-confidence levels with their self-reported attractiveness ratings. This correlation was almost .60, suggesting that being attractive comes with a whopping 80 percent probability of being confident, and that being unattractive carries an 80 percent probability of being unassertive. However, when Dr. Diener and his team correlated participants’ confidence levels with their objective attractiveness levels, the correlation was 0, implying that whether you are attractive or not, your chances of being confident or unconfident are the same: 50 percent. Thus, confident people are attractive only in their own eyes.23

			The results of Dr. Diener’s study have been replicated in many other domains of competence, such that measuring competence objectively exposes the gap between confidence and competence. This gap suggests not only that competence and confidence are very different things, but that the underlying reason for the confidence-competence gap is the disproportionately high number of people who consider themselves more competent than they actually are, highlighting one of the most pervasive biases in human thinking: delusional overconfidence.

			Most Confident People Are Deluded

			Ask people how good they are at anything, including difficult things like algebra, and most of them will tell you that they are better than average, which is logically impossible. How can most people be better than most? The better-than-average bias is caused by our strong unconscious desire to maintain a positive self-view, a desire most people have. In fact, the only people who are not positively biased in their self-views are those with low confidence. So, if you hardly ever feel that you are better than others, you are actually less delusional than most people.

			Strikingly, the better-than-average bias has been found in every domain of competence. For example, most people think their memory is better than average24 and that they are healthier than average.25 Most managers view themselves as better-than-average leaders and businesspeople.26 Professional athletes, such as football players, think they are better than most of their peers,27 and most people assume their romantic relationships are better than average.28 In some domains, the better-than-average bias is especially pronounced. For instance, 90 percent of people think they are better drivers than average,29 90 percent of high school students think their social skills are better than average,30 and almost 100 percent of university professors rate their teaching skills as better than average.31 Of course, some people will be right in thinking that they are better than average, but in most cases this confidence will be unwarranted—it is statistically impossible for 90 or 100 percent to be above average, because by definition the average will fall in the middle of the population rankings.32 It becomes particularly evident just how wrong these high levels of confidence are when we account for the fact that some of the people who describe themselves as worse-than-average may actually be wrong.

			In what is arguably the ultimate manifestation of the better-than-average bias, most people see themselves as less biased than the average person.33 This “bias blind spot” has been documented extensively by Princeton psychologist Emily Pronin. In one of her studies, Dr. Pronin asked participants to estimate the degree to which a range of reasoning biases applied to them, presenting them with nontechnical descriptions of each bias, such as:

			Psychologists have claimed that people show a “self-serving” tendency in the way they view their academic or job performance. That is, they tend to take credit for success but deny responsibility for failure; they see their successes as the result of personal qualities, like drive or ability, but their failures as the result of external factors, like unreasonable work requirements or inadequate instruction.34

			Upon reading each description, participants estimated how frequently they indulged in each bias compared with the average person. Despite being told how prevalent these biases are, the majority of participants rated themselves as unbiased compared with the overall American population. Dr. Pronin concluded that just because we may know about these self-serving biases and their effects on people’s self-views doesn’t mean we will realize that we, too, are subject to them:

			Indeed, our research participants denied that their assessments of their personal qualities and their attributions for a particular success or failure had been biased even after having displayed the relevant biases and reading descriptions of them.35

			The better-than-average bias is best exposed by studies that use objective measures of competence. To this end, my team and I have conducted many large-scale studies correlating people’s self-rated and actual abilities. These studies are very straightforward. Participants are asked to rate their own competence (IQ, creativity, math, social skills, etc.) relative to a population average. For example, if they are asked to estimate their own IQ, they are told that the average is 100 and that smart people score 115; extremely smart people, 130; gifted people, 145; etc. After providing their self-evaluations, participants complete an actual test for each of the abilities they rated. Although participants always rate themselves higher than average on all domains, the typical correlation between their self-rated and actual competence is lower than .20, indicating that very few people are able to judge their abilities correctly.

			Ignorance Ain’t Bliss

			The better-than-average bias is just one of dozens of documented biases highlighting the common nature of inflated self-perceptions. In fact, most people distort reality in their favor on a regular basis, because they have such a strong need to see themselves in a positive light. As leading University College London neuroscientist Tali Sharot noted:

			When it comes to predicting what will happen to us tomorrow, next week, or fifty years from now, we overestimate the likelihood of positive events, and underestimate the likelihood of negative events. . . . This phenomenon is known as the optimism bias, and it is one of the most consistent, prevalent, and robust biases documented in psychology.36

			You may be forgiven for assuming that wishful thinking is a blessing. However, although being able to see the glass as half-full can help us look forward to the future and approach life with enthusiasm, unrealistic optimism impairs our ability to adequately forecast events, preventing us from being properly prepared for the future. Consider the following examples:

			•	In the 1960s (as anyone who watches Mad Men will notice) most people were unaware of the fact that smoking tobacco causes lung cancer. As campaigns started to raise awareness of the harmful effects of tobacco, smoking rates declined substantially. In the United States, almost one in two adults smoked in 1960; fifty years later the figure dropped to just one in five. In California, where antismoking campaigns have been most radical, smoking rates have dropped lower than anywhere else, and lung cancer incidence is now 25 percent lower than in any other state.37

			•	Knowledge of the adverse effects of lack of exercise and excessive processed food consumption has led to an increase in the popularity of fitness programs, organic food, and health stores over the past ten years.38 Although these trends are still subtle, people are now more health conscious than they ever have been, which will reduce health bills and increase both quality of life and life expectancy.

			•	Awareness of our highly destructive pollution levels has been key to our becoming more environmentally responsible. When Al Gore’s Oscar-winning documentary on climate change (appropriately named An Inconvenient Truth) was released, it alerted millions of people to a potential man-made catastrophe—global warming. The message was quite apocalyptic, yet it helped create a positive change in people’s attitudes toward the environment, increasing recycling and decreasing pollution.

			So the truth is often painful, but less painful than ignoring it. It may seem preferable in the short term to be overconfident (whether that relates to phenomena such as health and global warming or to our own abilities), but ultimately, being aware of our own limitations—and, in particular, our defects—can help us reverse and combat their effects.

			According to psychological studies, there are few individual benefits associated with optimism or delusional self-confidence. For example, Randall Colvin and his colleagues from the University of California, Berkeley, conducted three psychological studies to examine the effects of overconfidence and inflated self-views on different aspects of competence. In the first of these studies, they estimated self-delusional biases in a sample of 130 eighteen-year-old students (split evenly between men and women) by comparing their self-descriptions with those of independent, trained examiners. For instance, if students regarded themselves as more charming or intelligent than the examiners thought they were, they were deemed overconfident, whereas if the examiners saw the students more favorably than the students saw themselves, they were considered underconfident. Five years later, Dr. Colvin’s team tested the same group of students (now age twenty-three) on a wide range of competence criteria, assessed by a new group of independent, trained examiners who were blind to the previous ratings of confidence and competence. Data analyses were carried out separately for women and men, in order to spot potential sex differences in overconfidence (remember that men are usually more confident than women). The results showed that men who self-enhanced at the age of eighteen were described in negative terms by others at the age of twenty-three. For instance, they were likely to be perceived as deceitful, distrustful, and guileful. In contrast, men who did not self-enhance tended to be seen as smart, straightforward, and trusting. So, we can see that self-enhancement handicaps men in their social interactions. As for women, those who self-enhanced at the age of eighteen were regarded as more narcissistic (two common descriptions for them were “sees herself as attractive” and “is a sexual provocateur”) at the age of twenty-three. In contrast, women who did not self-enhance were seen by others as interesting, smart, and introspective five years later.39

			In a second study, Dr. Colvin’s team examined the relationship between participants’ inflated self-views at the age of twenty-three and how they had been described by friends, acquaintances, and trained examiners at the age of eighteen. Their goal was to identify the typical psychological profile of overconfident participants, and to understand how they were perceived by others. The study revealed that those who self-enhanced at age twenty-three had been viewed much more negatively (compared with those who didn’t self-enhance at twenty-three) at age eighteen. Those who self-enhanced at twenty-three had often been described as hostile, and self-enhancing men were also labeled as condescending in their interactions. On the other hand, the twenty-three-year-olds who didn’t self-enhance had been viewed much more positively—as sympathetic, considerate, and giving.40

			In their third and final study, Dr. Colvin and colleagues investigated the short-term consequences of self-delusional biases by comparing how more and less biased participants behave in social interactions. This time, Colvin’s team filmed participants—seventy male and seventy female students—and obtained self-ratings of their personalities. In addition, each person was also rated by two other participants, so that researchers could compare their self- and other ratings, as well as how self- and other ratings related to the filmed social interactions. The results were consistent with the two previous studies: For those whose self-evaluations were overly positive, other ratings highlighted undesirable behaviors, portraying those participants in a negative light. Also in accordance with the findings of the previous studies, the participants who did not give overly positive self-evaluations were deemed to have all-round much better social skills. Self-enhancing evaluations, therefore, are not shown to increase social competence, but are in fact detrimental, even if the overly positive self-evaluations do make you feel better about yourself in the short term.41

			The implications of Dr. Colvin’s studies are clear: Contrary to popular belief, overconfidence is more detrimental than underconfidence, and people with inflated self-views are not just deluded but also handicapped in interpersonal relations. In short, robust research evidence categorically contradicts the cliché idea that thinking highly of yourself will make you successful, highlighting a big gap between feeling good and being good.

			The Perils of Chasing Confidence

			Take a look at these statements:

			“As a Christian, I have no duty to allow myself to be cheated, but I have the duty to be a fighter for truth and justice.”

			“I call on you not to hate, because hate does not leave space for a person to be fair and it makes you blind and closes all doors of thinking.”

			“It is my greatest wish to enable our people to live with nothing to envy at the earliest possible date, and it is my greatest pleasure to work energetically, sharing my joys and sorrows with our people, on the road of translating my wish into reality.”

			You may find these quotes inspirational, and there’s little doubt that they would qualify as great moral statements. However, the first one is by Adolf Hitler, the second one by Saddam Hussein, and the third by Kim Jong Il. The quotes are far from unusual in that dictators commonly regard themselves as moral authorities whose mission is to improve the world; the same is often true of psychopaths. A less extreme (and fortunately more harmless) version of this delusion can be found in the general population. When you ask the average individual whether she is a good person, and she answers yes, she is usually telling you the truth as she sees it. But, as the preceding quotes suggest, seeing yourself as a nice person and actually being a nice person are two very different things.

			History is not short on examples of famous people who, in a defensive situation, made use of their persuasive powers in order to demonstrate their innocence, so much so, they appeared to be lying to themselves rather than to others. For instance:

			When former British prime minister Tony Blair said he had no regrets about invading Iraq—because he was “pursuing the moral goal” of getting rid of a dictator—he was probably telling the truth, but only as he saw it or wanted to see it, because the alternative was to accept that he had made a big mistake. Not only did the Iraq war cause the death of many innocent people (without improving the state of international politics); it also compelled Blair to quit politics altogether, especially when it transpired that the arguments he used to justify the invasion of Iraq were flawed and based on made-up evidence.

			When Bill Clinton told the American public that he “did not have sex with that woman” (White House intern Monica Lewinsky), he was also telling his truth, which could be rationalized by the fact that oral sex may not really qualify as sexual intercourse. Clinton was later forced to admit that he did have a relationship with Lewinsky, but only because there was no way he could persuade the American public that he did not have an affair with her—he may have persuaded himself, but nobody else.

			Attempts to distort reality are more common among celebrities and politicians than anyone else—after all, they tend to be more narcissistic than average. As Robert Trivers’s excellent book The Folly of Fools recently highlighted, the most devious and destructive liars are those who are unaware of their own deceit.42 But does that exempt politicians, the overconfident bankers who enriched themselves while ruining the world economy, or anyone who has acted in a destructive or morally irresponsible way? Not really.

			Psychological studies have also highlighted the detrimental effects of self-deception in the general population—the phenomenon does not just apply to politicians, celebrities, and bankers. For instance, an experiment conducted by Kathleen Hoffman Lambird and Traci Mann, two researchers at the University of California, Los Angeles, recruited participants for what was alleged to be an IQ test.43 After collecting data on participants’ self-views, the researchers pretended to administer the IQ test. Upon completing the test, participants were given bogus feedback on their performance—some were randomly selected to receive negative feedback (e.g., “you failed the test”); others were told that they did great. Next, participants were asked to complete the second part of the IQ test. But this time, they had twenty minutes to practice, giving them time to assess their potential for doing well. Hoffman Lambird and Mann then asked participants to estimate how well they would do on the critical trials of the task. The results showed that participants who held less favorable self-views made more accurate predictions of their performance and actually performed better on the test than participants with more positive self-views. Moreover, when participants with favorable self-views were given negative feedback on the first part of the test, they completely overestimated their performance on the second part of the test and performed significantly worse than the rest. This effect was attributed to the defensive nature of the more confident participants: Given that the negative feedback they received was discordant with their positive self-views, they decided to ignore it by reinforcing—and possibly even elevating—their favorable self-views. This fake sense of confidence made them overestimate their performance, and the fact that they did worse on the test shows that they were unable to digest the negative feedback (as they were distracted by it). The implications are that when people defend themselves from adverse experiences by boosting their confidence, they end up not only being in denial, but performing more poorly than they normally would.

			In order to test whether defensive high self-views may actually cause people to lie to themselves, Delroy Paulhus, at the University of British Columbia, designed a test to measure what he calls “over-claiming,” the tendency to claim knowledge about imaginary or nonexisting topics. This test was administered to participants as a self-reported general knowledge quiz, which asked them to state how much they knew about a list of topics. Given that several of the topics listed were made up (e.g., “cholarine,” “ultra-lipid,” and “plates of parallax”), Dr. Paulhus and his team were able to compute an over-claiming score for each participant. This score was then correlated with measures of narcissism and deliberate dissimulation (conscious impression management). The results, based on three studies with hundreds of participants, showed that over-claimers tended to be more narcissistic, and they did not engage in deliberate dissimulation; their conscious impression management score was uncorrelated with their over-claiming score. This suggests that rather than misleading or cheating others, overconfident people tend to lie mainly to themselves (the test is completely anonymous, so there is no reason to lie). As Dr. Paulhus and colleagues concluded, “With no audience other than the self, over-claiming is unlikely to be conscious dissimulation: Chronic over-claimers really believe their exaggerated claims of knowledge. . . . This finding supports the view that under low demand conditions, over-claiming has a self-deceptive rather than a controlled origin.”44

			The more confident you are, then, the more likely you are to fool yourself. Back to Tony Blair, Bill Clinton, and the investment bankers behind the latest financial meltdown. . . .

			So, given that overconfidence and inflated self-views are so common, you may be wondering why you are not like most people. Why, you may be asking, don’t you rate yourself high on different domains of competence or see yourself as more competent than others, as so many people do? The quick, scientifically informed answer is that you are probably more insightful than they are. Indeed, whereas high confidence may result from actual high competence, it is more frequently the product of self-enhancement and reality distortion, an attempt to feel good. Conversely, low confidence tends to result from low competence. That is, more often than not, low confidence signals the capacity to be aware of one’s own limitations and competence deficits, and it enables individuals to maintain an accurate representation of reality, even if it’s not all that pleasing. In line, there is a gap between feeling and being competent, and that gap can be closed only if you have a realistic understanding of your abilities or if you increase your actual competence. Whereas higher confidence tends to make that gap wider, lower confidence tends to reduce it.

			The Confidence-Competence Cycle

			The following diagram illustrates the Confidence-Competence Cycle, whereby lower confidence is transformed into higher competence.
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			The details of the diagram will become clearer as you progress through this book, which I hope will help to illuminate the fundamental know-how needed to boost your confidence—that is, knowing that you need to focus on increasing your competence. Whether you are keen to boost your career, dating, social, or health confidence, the procedure is always the same: Create visible improvements in your actual ability or state and internalize positive changes in your reputation.

			As you gain competence in whichever domain you wish, your performance will help to translate your competence gains into reputation. Thus you consolidate your confidence gains by having your competence recognized by others. This is your end goal. If you get to this stage, your job is done, though you should be careful not to become too complacent. Indeed, if you are too satisfied with your competence (and become too confident), the Confidence-Competence Cycle will begin to reverse. As soon as you feel confident, you will reduce your preparation and stop gaining competence, which makes your performance more reliant on your confidence than on your competence, and your reputation more dependent on faking confidence and competence. The healthier, albeit more resourceful, alternative is to avoid complacency and keep working on your faults and imperfections while maximizing your strengths.

			Why Feeling Down Can Be a Good Thing

			Many psychological studies show that people with negative self-views are more likely to seek adverse feedback from others than people with positive self-views are. For instance, research shows that less assertive people prefer to interact with people who are critical of them, even when they have the option to spend time with people who praise them. This phenomenon is called “self-affirmation” and reflects a quest for reality that is the exact opposite of the delusional self-enhancement found in people with high confidence and inflated positive self-views. Moreover, the consequences of self-affirmation are in sharp contrast to the consequences of positive self-delusion, such as the optimism or the better-than-average bias. While overconfidence may help you feel good at the expense of being detached from reality, underconfidence may make you feel miserable, but it keeps you focused on reality. Unsurprisingly, negative self-views are more likely to trigger self-improvement than positive self-views are—even in extreme cases of low self-confidence, such as depression.

			Have you ever considered the possibility that depression serves an important psychological function? Indeed, it has been argued that from an evolutionary perspective, depression can be understood as an adaptive reaction to real-life problems. For example, depression reduces our interest in trivial matters, which explains one of its key characteristics: the inability to derive pleasure from typically fun and pleasurable activities (e.g., partying, listening to upbeat music, watching Will Ferrell movies, and even dating). Humans, then, evolved the capacity to be depressed in order to be better equipped to face difficult challenges, especially those requiring high levels of intellectual focus and concentration. Just like fever is our body’s attempt to coordinate a response to an infection, depression is the brain’s attempt to deal with taxing events: the loss of someone we love, the end of a great holiday, or coming to terms with failure or disappointing news. Thus the role of depression is to help us process negative events and ensure that we avoid further blows, by minimizing the probability that we repeat the experiences that triggered depression.45

			The evolutionary role of depression is in stark contrast to our feel-good society’s obsession with medicating its symptoms. In the United States, antidepressants are now the most widely consumed pharmaceutical, and as many as 10 percent of undiagnosed people consume them regularly. Some estimate that antidepressant sales have risen by more than 200 percent in the past twenty years, and many studies show that their consumption generates chronic dependence, causing depression rates to increase almost as much as the consumption of antidepressants. This suggests that people’s unwillingness to accept negative self-views and deal with low self-confidence would be disrupting important coping skills that evolved over millions of years to protect us. Have we become too spoiled to deal with unpleasant emotions and failure? As Paul Andrews and Andy Thomson, two psychologists who made a groundbreaking contribution to our understanding of the evolutionary origins of depression, noted: “The current therapeutic emphasis on antidepressant medications taps into the evolved desire to find quick fixes for pain. But learning how to endure and utilize emotional pain may be part of the evolutionary heritage of depression, which may explain venerable philosophical traditions that view emotional pain as the impetus for growth and insight into oneself and the problems of life.”46

			The main philosophical tradition Andrews and Thomson refer to is stoicism, a school of thought that dates back to the ancient Greeks. Unlike the feel-good society, stoicism prescribes the pursuit of truth rather than pleasure. In the words of Lucius Seneca, the most influential Roman stoic: “There is nothing in the world so much admired as a man who knows how to bear unhappiness with courage.” According to stoicism, obsessively chasing positive emotions or happiness has self-destructive effects.

			Thus, if you are feeling down or lack confidence, don’t despair. You are in a good position to begin your self-improvement, if not the only position that enables you to do so. There is just one thing you need to remember: Your self-improvement depends not on feeling more confident, but on being more competent. In fact, embracing adversity is much more likely to breed self-improvement than is denying it. As a famous anonymous illustration of stoicism suggests, we get stronger through pain, tears, and heartbreak.

			The Confidence-Competence Grid

			(Closing the Gap Between Feeling and Being Competent)

			So, if the goal is to be more competent, how can that be achieved? Contrary to popular belief, the answer is via low rather than high confidence. Indeed, whereas high confidence inhibits self-improvement by undermining self-knowledge, low confidence promotes it. More often than not, lower confidence is a symptom of lower competence, telling us that we must improve. You should therefore treasure and embrace your low confidence, as it is a key ingredient of self-knowledge, which in turn is a key ingredient of self-improvement. Unless you know yourself, in particular your weaknesses, you will never get better. Just consider the alternative: lacking competence but feeling confident. As you have probably worked out from the preceding sections, there are few advantages and many disadvantages associated with that profile. The two other possible profiles, namely competence coupled with high confidence, and competence coupled with low confidence, are far less common than the low confidence–low competence and, especially, the high confidence–low competence profiles. In order to visualize the possible links between confidence and competence, let’s consider the following figure, which we can refer to as the Confidence-Competence Grid (CCG).
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			Incompetent Confidence

			This is what most confident people have, because their confidence is the product of delusional self-serving biases rather than actual competence. They therefore lack self-knowledge, which implies that they cannot accurately understand how they are seen by others. The biggest problem with this profile is that it causes people to be self-deluded (more on this in the next chapter). If you think that the label of “incompetent confidence” is too harsh, think again. First, these people lack competence. Second, their high confidence exacerbates the negative consequences of low competence—simple example, if you think you can make it across a very busy street on foot without waiting for a break in traffic, you’ll get killed (now extrapolate to career, relationships, and other achievement domains and you will understand why so many people end up depressed). Third and most important, you will never develop knowledge unless you acknowledge what you don’t know. The good news for people with incompetent confidence is that they can solve their problem quite easily by getting feedback from others. Indeed, your levels of competence can be observed by how much confidence others have in you, so if you lack competence but not confidence, you can try to align your own confidence with other people’s confidence in your ability, which will move you from the bottom right to the bottom left quadrant of the CCG—the realistic self-doubt type. Given that you are reading this book, I doubt that you meet the criteria for incompetent confidence, but I figured that you may want to understand what most people are like. It may come in handy. Whenever you see someone bragging or showing off, don’t assume that they are competent; they are much more likely to be in the incompetent confidence category.

			Realistic Self-doubt

			This is a much better alternative to incompetent confidence, because you are aware of your weaknesses and limitations, which is crucial if you are planning to improve. In that sense, realistic self-doubt has two big advantages. First, it is coupled with self-knowledge, which reflects that you have an accurate understanding of how others see you. Second, it is a motivating force, because being dissatisfied with yourself is the best reason for wanting to improve. There is also a clear cure for realistic self-doubt, which is to boost your competence. Indeed, although this state is defined by alignment of confidence and competence, it is of course justifiable to break this alignment by becoming more competent, given that the goal of being competent is far more important than the goal of being confident. As early as 1896, William James, father of American psychology, noted that self-esteem could be understood as the ratio of satisfied to unsatisfied goals, such that it could be increased by accomplishing more. The next chapter of this book dwells almost exclusively on this issue, which I’m guessing may be relevant to you, or you wouldn’t be reading this book. That said, there’s also a chance that you may fall in the top left quadrant, just above realistic self-doubt, namely perfectionistic self-criticism.

			Perfectionistic Self-criticism

			What happens when you are competent but lack confidence? That’s the state of perfectionistic self-criticism—though your accomplishment levels are high, you still lack self-belief. Many exceptional achievers (from professional athletes to accomplished artists to millionaire entrepreneurs) fit this profile, which is why they become exceptional achievers in the first place. Think about it: If you reach the point of being confident about your achievements, why continue to strive for self-improvement or further accomplishments? Interestingly, this type of profile reflects an asymmetry between how others and you evaluate your competence: When you are in a state of perfectionistic self-criticism, you not only regard your competence more unfavorably than others do, but you also tend to think that you are less competent than you really are. It is therefore not unusual for perfectionistic self-critics to compare themselves with more successful individuals, a self-defeating strategy called “upward comparison.” In reality, though, the only self-defeating element about this profile is that it promotes one’s insecurities, but the effects on competence could not be more beneficial. In fact, when you are your own worst critic, you stand a much better chance of developing competence than when you are your biggest fan. Thus, the only recommendation for this type of profile is to hide your insecurities—something exceptionally successful people do very well. Why is this important? Because even if you are competent, displaying your insecurities to others could encourage them to mistake your low confidence for low competence, particularly when they are incapable of differentiating between confidence and competence, which is often the case.

			Realistic Confidence

			Finally, the top right quadrant combines high levels of confidence with high levels of competence. This profile represents the logical person’s ideal state, and there’s nothing wrong with that. However, I should note at the outset that being aware of one’s competence incurs the risk of being pleased with oneself first, and then becoming complacent (defined as “a state of uncritical satisfaction with oneself and one’s achievements”). The big advice, then, for people with this profile is to avoid being complacent. Otherwise, they may end up falling down to the incompetent confidence quadrant: Stagnation in skill development leads to others becoming better while you rest on your laurels, until you wake up one day and realize that you are not as good as you thought you were (if you ever wake up). Still, there are some advantages associated with this profile. First, it is a state of self-awareness and self-knowledge, which implies that realistic confidence is also linked to a healthy and accurate understanding of what other people think of us. Second, people with this profile are likely to come across as both confident and competent to others. And third, this is the only state in which one can really enjoy the benefits of high confidence—a sense of security and being competent that tastes better than anything else, because it is real.

			In short, you can think about a clockwise progression that begins in the incompetent confidence quadrant and ends in the realistic confidence quadrant. Mostly, self-improvement involves closing the gap between confidence and competence, unless you have done so already, in which case you should just try to avoid being complacent—or you will quickly dip to the overconfident region. The two states of alignment of confidence and competence may be seen as the initial and final stages of the process of self-improvement (being in a state of incompetent confidence will rarely trigger improvement). To the extent that you possess self-knowledge, you will have reduced some of the confidence-competence gap already, which will enable you to focus your energies on chasing competence, which, incidentally, should always be the end goal.

			Using It:

			•	The role of confidence in determining success has been exaggerated. We think we need higher confidence, but what we really need is to close the gap between our confidence and competence.

			•	Our culture is turning more and more narcissistic, justifying a blind obsession with feeling good about ourselves. But feeling better about ourselves, and boosting our confidence, will help us achieve nothing until we can also increase our competence to back it up.

			•	More often than not, confidence does not go hand in hand with competence, because most people have distorted views of themselves. Indeed, most people are biased to think that they are better than average, and are blind to their own biases in making these judgments.

			•	Optimism and confidence are not helpful if they’re unrealistic and blind us to improvements we need to make or dangers we need to avoid.

			•	Contrary to popular belief, people who are overconfident are less popular with others. Therefore, conveying a more realistic view of your competence will make others view you much more positively and consider you more socially competent than someone who self-enhances.

			•	Deceiving ourselves into thinking we’re better than we really are means that we will overestimate our ability to perform, dismiss negative feedback as inaccurate, and end up doing much worse than if we’d had a realistic self-view.

			•	Low confidence alerts us to our weaknesses, so lowering our confidence will create the much-needed awareness to improve, and help us close the gap between confidence and competence.
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			Taking Advantage of Low Confidence

			When you try to stay on the surface of the water, you sink; but when you try to sink, you float.

			Alan Watts (1915–1973)

			You Can Benefit from Insecurities

			Now that we’ve started to unravel what confidence is (and isn’t), the goal of this chapter is to persuade you of the positive power of low confidence, even in extreme conditions of low confidence such as anxiety and depression. To this end, I’ll explain the inherent benefits of low confidence, which include helping you make realistic risk assessments and pushing you to become more competent. As you will see, your insecurities can play an important role in your future success. Indeed, so long as you really want something, you’ll find that low confidence is more advantageous than high confidence.

			Low confidence is an adaptive tool; it can help you prevent disasters and enhance competence. In order to understand this fully, let us consider the main factors underlying low confidence, which requires first a brief exploration of anxiety.

			The evolutionary role of anxiety was to increase our vigilance against and preparation for potential threats by activating the so-called fight-or-flight mechanism. Thus, anxiety is an emotional reaction to perceived danger, which increases levels of worry and attention to it.1 Even before we could verbalize or put a name to this emotion—before humans developed language—anxiety prepared our body to combat or escape risky situations. So, in response to genuine environmental threats, our ancestors would have experienced anxiety as a call to action (Run!) or inaction (Don’t go there! Be careful! Don’t do it!). Such would have been the commands given by anxiety, if it had a voice.

			When your confidence is low, and you find yourself in a situation in which you forecast failure (e.g., a college exam, a job interview, a driving test, or a wedding toast), you will experience anxiety and interpret it as a sign that you should try to elude the event. Our brains are prewired to respond automatically to alarming environmental signals (foul smell, noise, bad taste), and this activation is experienced in the form of heightened anxiety.2 At the same time, the “inner voice” of anxiety is pretty useful. Just imagine how you would end up if you didn’t have it at all, especially when you are faced with a tiger or shark.

			Unsurprisingly, anxious people are less likely to have fatal accidents. For example, a study of more than a thousand British people found anxiety inclination at the age of fifteen predicted fatal accidents ten years later: The more anxious people had been in their teens (as judged by teachers and valid psychological tests), the less likely they were to have died in accidents by the age of twenty-five.3 In another study, anxiety was positively related to willingness to enroll in HIV prevention programs. More anxious individuals were more likely to take part in clinical trials to prevent being infected, and were more alert to reporting potential symptoms as well as side effects from the medication.4 Higher anxiety has also been found to prevent flood-related damage by increasing the likelihood of expecting and preparing for natural disasters. In a study of more than one hundred participants who lived in a flood-prone region, only anxious residents were well equipped to cope with flooding.5 Heightened anxiety also explains why women tend to outlive men in every culture, despite experiencing the same incidence of illness. Because of their more anxious predispositions, women are more inclined to react to symptoms by arranging visits to the doctor; less likely to drink, smoke, or consume illegal drugs; and less likely to have weight problems.6 Isaac Marks and Randolph Nesse, psychologists from the Institute of Psychiatry, London, and University of Michigan Medical School, argue that it pays off to react repeatedly to what may turn out to be false alarms, because the cost of this is less than that of failing to respond to a real danger. So anxious responses are therefore common, and serve a much greater purpose—namely, alerting us to danger and helping us to avoid it—than may be evident at first glance. It is for this reason that anxiety disorders are so frequent.7

			Depression and anxiety disorders, both of which are characterized by very low confidence, are rather common. In the United States, for instance, around 30 percent of the population reportedly suffers from depression or anxiety disorders8 (and this estimate may be conservative). A recent study of more than forty thousand representative U.S. students found that almost 50 percent of the participants had met the criteria for diagnosable psychiatric illnesses in the previous year, suggesting that real rates of anxiety are much higher than those derived from patients in treatment.9 There is a strong overlap between anxiety and depression,10 whereby depression often follows from repeated anxiety episodes—for example, after ongoing fear and worry, people reach a point where they just stop caring (precisely in order to stop feeling anxious and fearful). Although clinical depression is problematic, there are actually advantages to being slightly depressed or having a gloomy outlook on life.

			Psychotherapist Emmy Gut proposed that depression originated as an adaptive response for dealing with real problems in the environment, forcing individuals to focus all their attention and energies on dealing with negative events—the opposite of experiential avoidance.11 As noted by Daniel Nettle, a British evolutionary psychologist, the predisposition to depression carries certain benefits in that people who are negative minded tend to be more self-critical and therefore more competitive: “Having a fairly reactive negative affect system causes people to strive hard for what is desirable and to avoid negative outcomes, and this may well be associated with increased fitness [the evolutionary word for competence].”12

			Dr. Nettle’s argument about the evolutionary benefits of depression is consistent with an abundant body of research demonstrating the higher accuracy of judgment and self-views in people with depressive tendencies, a phenomenon called “depressive realism.” Early studies in this area reported that depressive people have a more realistic perception of their reputation, competence, and social status than nondepressed individuals.13 These results have since been replicated widely, especially in people with mild pessimistic tendencies.

			Ultimately, low confidence is an adaptive risk management strategy, which reflects your interpretation of your past, present, and future competence. It is less biased when it matches your reputation (or how others view your competence), and more biased in the case of perfectionistic self-criticism, when you rate your competence lower than others do. However, even when biased, low confidence is advantageous in that it keeps losses to a minimum. Moderate pessimism has an important adaptive value, as illustrated by psychiatrist Robert Leahy with a metaphorical card game, in which a pessimist and an optimist place bets on the game. As you might expect, each time, the pessimist bets that he will lose and then drops out, and the optimist bets that he will win. Following this strategy, the pessimist will not accumulate any winnings, but will only ever lose a certain fixed amount. The optimist, on the other hand, leaves his outcome ultimately up to chance—he may win a lot of money, but equally he stands to lose everything, and eventually this is what will happen. Leahy argues, however, that “few pessimists will stay this negative forever and, perhaps through some adaptive impulsivity, may play a hand. . . . This may lead to some winnings, breaking some of the inflexibility of the pessimism.”14

			Or, if you prefer an analogy about the animal kingdom instead of a card game: “While a grazing deer that lifts its head every few seconds to scan for predators has less time to eat, mate, and care for offspring, one that lifts its head too little may eat more, but is at greater risk of being eaten itself.”15 Thus anxiety and low confidence are adaptive in that they help you to err on the side of caution and minimize losses.

			The main purpose of low confidence is therefore to help you adapt to the environment. When low confidence triggers anxiety, it serves the goal of protecting you—anxiety is just the reminder that you need to pay attention to your low confidence and perhaps work to increase your competence. At the same time, your confidence can be low because you have a generic tendency to expect negative outcomes—that is, a pessimistic bias. Indeed, some people are generally less confident, more anxious, and more negative than others. All these characteristics are part of the same syndrome and coexist because of early childhood anxieties as well as inherited predispositions. Either way, low confidence fulfills an adaptive role, which is to promote a loss-minimization strategy. Whether you are just feeling temporarily unassertive because you think you won’t succeed at something, or you have a general pessimistic and self-critical outlook, which tends to default on catastrophic predictions of the future, low confidence is your mind’s attempt to prevent disasters and protect you.

			Low Confidence Protects You

			You feel anxious and worried when you are lacking confidence, so you pay attention to important adaptive signals and inhibit your behavior. And yet, our narcissistic world has persuaded us to look at low confidence as a drag. We don’t think of its causes or consequences; we focus instead on the uncomfortable feelings and thoughts it evokes: worry, tension, anxiety, and even panic. But these sensations have a purpose, namely to prevent negative outcomes. The following examples may illustrate this functional element of realistic low confidence:

			1) You are invited to give a presentation on a topic you don’t know that well.

			I am often invited to speak about things I don’t know much about. Although I tend to decline now, in my earlier career years I normally defaulted to “yes” regardless of the offer. A few years ago I was asked to give a lecture on “shoe psychology” (how your shoe preferences reflect important aspects of your personality). Given that I had done a bit of work on the psychology of advertising, I accepted the invitation and looked forward to giving the talk. But the time of the talk approached and I started worrying about what I was going to say. Not only had I never done any work on the psychology of shoe preferences; I needed to fill a one-hour slot on the subject. The audience—as I came to realize only a couple of weeks before the talk—included a mix of fashion designers, businesspeople, marketing and advertising executives, and psychologists who actually specialized in the subject. I was feeling nervous and totally unconfident. Was my low confidence warranted? For sure. Would it have been better to feel confident? Most certainly not, except for the fact that it is unpleasant to feel anxious and to lack confidence. These feelings helped me realize that unless I prepared, I was destined to fail and embarrass myself in front of an audience of professionals. So I spent many hours and various days in the library, reading everything I could find about shoe preferences and psychology, and I prepared enough to give a one-hour talk on the subject. The presentation was fine in the end, but if it weren’t for my low confidence and anxiety, it would have been disastrous and embarrassing. This was just one of many times I have been grateful to my low confidence for pushing me to prepare for my lectures.

			2) Someone fiercer than you provokes you into an argument.

			Do you want to know how to avoid losing the fight? Don’t take on people who are stronger than you. And in order to achieve this you will need the ability to realize that you will lose the argument—that is, you will need to lack confidence in your ability to win. Whether you are at school, at a bar, or at work, your low confidence helps you avoid battles that would end with your defeat. Although we don’t think about them often, there are many situations in which beating your fears will enhance the probability of being beaten (psychologically, emotionally, or even physically). If your confidence is trying to tell you that you should not do something, then you probably shouldn’t. This applies not just to fights—verbal or physical—between two people, but also to sporting combats. In boxing, for instance, the reigning champion needs to decide very carefully if it is worth risking his or her title by fighting a contender. The same applies to war. Would America have gone to Vietnam, Iraq, or Afghanistan if it had felt less confident about winning those wars? Would America invade Iran if it felt more confident about its chances to win there? Probably. Just as low confidence prevents you from getting beaten, high confidence leads you to underestimate your rival and be beaten by him. This principle is captured nicely in The Art of War, Sun Tzu’s famous book on military strategy:

			If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. If you know yourself but not the enemy, for every victory gained you will also suffer a defeat. If you know neither the enemy nor yourself, you will succumb in every battle. 16

			3) You are gambling in a Las Vegas casino and you are “feeling lucky.”

			Guess why most gamblers go bankrupt. Because they cannot stop gambling despite the fact that the odds are against them. And when they lose, they interpret their losses as “near wins” in order to justify and maintain their high confidence.17 If only they felt a bit less confident about their chances of winning, they would quit before it was too late. This next-time-lucky mentality is also found in gambling varieties manifested outside the casino, such as financial investment. There is now wide agreement about the fact that the 2008 economic crisis could have been prevented if such vacuous investments hadn’t been made on the basis of overconfidence. Anne Sibert, an Icelandic economist who investigated the causes of the financial crash in her country (where the global crisis was kick-started), attributed this overconfidence to a specific feature in the brain chemistry of male traders: “An investor may buy into a known bubble so long as he reckons it will continue into the next period. He counts on his ability to time the market and sell the asset before the bubble pops. The research suggests making money off a bubble in the early stages inflates male overconfidence, and this feeds the bubble’s growth.”18 In line, Dr. John Coates and Professor Joe Herbert, from the University of Cambridge neuroscience department, found that on very successful days, traders display higher levels of testosterone, which increases their confidence and risk taking in subsequent investments.19 Given men’s biological predisposition to be blinded by greed, it may not be a bad idea to have more female traders. Not only do women have lower levels of testosterone; they are also more risk averse and less overconfident than men, which is why they have fewer traffic accidents and are rarely found drunk driving (especially compared to men).

			Many of the borrowers who ended up defaulting on mortgages that seemed too good to be true may not have borrowed as much money if they hadn’t experienced a false sense of security, and if they had felt less confident about their ability to make monthly payments. And if you think that excess of confidence played a role only in the latest financial crisis, think again. Just before the big economic crash of 1929, President Calvin Coolidge asserted that we could be optimistic about the future.20 Last year alone, JPMorgan Chase disclosed a two-billion-dollar trading loss, which came as a total surprise to investors. The common explanation for these and other gambling disasters is that when most people bet on something (e.g., a horse, a roulette number, or Facebook stock), they automatically increase their belief that the event will occur, because they would feel stupid and worry otherwise. The implications are clear: Low confidence helps us question our competence, which will minimize our losses, even at the level of extreme economic meltdowns.

			4) You are tempted to cheat on your romantic partner.

			Most people will at some point have the experience of being strongly sexually attracted to someone while in a romantic relationship with someone else. This temptation is more common for some people than others, and there are even stronger differences between people’s ability to resist it. One of the reasons why people choose not to pursue extramarital affairs is that they are afraid of being caught. Low confidence warns them that they may not have the competence to get away with the deceit. Other people go ahead because they feel confident that they won’t be found out. This is why infidelity is so prominent among overconfident, powerful people. Can you guess what John Edwards, Paul Wolfowitz, Randall Tobias, and David Petraeus have in common? They are all prominent politicians or military officers who were caught in extramarital affairs. The link between power and infidelity is also evident among top executives, such as HP’s boss Mark Hurd and Boeing’s boss Harry Stonecipher, both of whom lost their jobs because of cheating scandals.

			It would seem that the saying “Power corrupts” is as applicable to relationships as it is to monetary matters. In a recent large-scale psychological study, Dr. Joris Lammers and colleagues, from Tilburg University,21 investigated the relationship between power and romantic infidelity. They argued that power increases the likelihood of cheating because powerful people are less likely to be deterred by the potential risks associated with cheating. Their overconfidence will typically lead them to underestimate the riskiness of the situation (the probability of getting caught) as well as its negative consequences (the probability that getting caught will ruin their relationship or career).

			As you can see, confidence plays a big role in the relationship between power and cheating. Power makes people feel more confident, and their confidence makes them underestimate the risks and consequences of cheating, denigrate their partner, and believe that they can easily replace him or her with someone else. To test whether this relationship held true in the general population, Lammers and colleagues tested more than twelve hundred adults from their native Netherlands in 2011. Their sample included people employed in all strata of society and occupations, from fairly unskilled and poorly paid jobs to powerful corporate positions. The authors found the expected relationship between confidence and infidelity: The more confident people were, the more they reported an intention to cheat on their partners. Once again, a lack of confidence is associated with an important benefit, namely the ability to maintain a faithful relationship.

			If people were less confident about their ability to have affairs without being caught and to replace their partner with another desirable partner, there would be fewer acts of romantic infidelity. Lower confidence is therefore an advantage—it helps us refrain from making stupid decisions. This explains why so many celebrities and people in positions of extreme power are caught having affairs and why, even when they have some of the most recognizable faces on the planet, they are still certain that nobody will ever find them out. Exceptional achievers who claim that extraordinary confidence is the secret of their success are more often its victims.

			As you can see, low confidence has many important benefits. At an individual level, it can prevent financial bankruptcy, relationships breakups, career failure, and premature death. At a population level, it prevents severe economic crises and wars.

			Low Confidence Helps You Improve

			Have you ever been in an extreme situation? Have you ever seen a close friend or relative in danger, or been so incensed by something that you felt the urge to bring justice? Have you ever really wanted something? If you have, then look back at any of those experiences and you will realize that confidence is much more trivial than most people think. There is an obvious reason for that: So long as you really want something, your confidence won’t stop you from trying to attain it, and if you don’t care about something, your confidence won’t be of any help anyway. Furthermore, if you are absolutely determined to pursue a goal, high confidence will be more problematic, because the more certain you feel about the likelihood of getting what you want, the less you will work to get it. Conversely, thinking that your goal is hard to achieve will make you work more to attain it, unless you are not really serious about your goal. Think about it: Wanting to be good at something is incompatible with thinking you are good at something.

			Some of the most competent people I know are less confident than the average person. Most of the highly confident people I have met are less competent than the average person. Although I rarely feel successful, I am probably quite competent in my profession. If I were more confident, I would be less competent, because I would lack that additional drive that my lower confidence (which signals a need to improve competence) provides. It’s important to recognize that low confidence does not stop you from trying to achieve what you want. If you really want something, feeling that you lack the competence to attain it will only make you work harder, and hard work—not confidence—is the essence of achievement.

			Achievement can be broken down into two parts: preparation and performance. When you perform, confidence is advantageous because it enhances others’ perceptions of your competence and distracts you from your inner insecurities. Conversely, when you are performing in low-confidence mode your inner doubts distract you, making you lose focus on the task and conveying to others that you lack competence. However, performance is only a small part of the achievement equation, amounting to just 10 percent of the time and effort needed to accomplish something. The remaining 90 percent consists of preparation, and the less confident you are about your performance, the more motivated you should be to prepare. Think about being told you have to give an important presentation. You might hate feeling unconfident and anxious, but these feelings will motivate you to prepare more in order to avoid failure or embarrassment, and therefore will ultimately mean your presentation is much more of a success than if you had not worried and seen no need to prepare as much. Thus, low confidence is not a bad state in which to begin your self-improvement program: Feeling more confident is rather useless until you gain competence, and low confidence helps you gain competence. In other words, successful change is the product of greater effort, which is much more likely to result from underconfidence than from overconfidence.

			This commonsense argument is not just the logical way to think about low confidence; it is also consistent with the most influential theories of motivation and based on well-established scientific facts. The eminent psychologist Albert Bandura (famous for coining the term self-efficacy, which has been the preferred academic word for self-confidence since the 1980s) postulated that high competence leads to high confidence. In line, boosting performance—“mastery achievement”—is the most effective method of increasing confidence. Indeed, here’s what the evidence indicates:

			•	Clinical interventions designed to eliminate addictions and overcome psychological and physical health problems (e.g., overeating, smoking, drinking, gambling) indicate that higher levels of confidence are advantageous only when they result from previous increases in actual competence, which means that competence gains, not confidence gains, are the decisive factor.22 For example, if you persuade smokers that they are able to quit smoking, confidence alone won’t lead to anything, but if smokers manage to first reduce their smoking habits, they will experience a justifiable sense of confidence that will translate into further competence gains.

			•	Lower confidence has been found to increase resource allocations (i.e., investment of more time and energy in trying to accomplish a goal)23 and competence, as described by William Powers.24 Studies that manipulate participants’ confidence levels by giving random feedback on their performance (a common methodology) show that lowering people’s confidence motivates them to work harder on their competence,25 whereas increasing their confidence has the opposite effect. For example, Dan Stone, from the University of Illinois,26 found that high confidence leads people to overestimate their abilities, which in turn causes them to be less attentive and effortful than their less confident counterparts.

			•	The most solid scientific theories of motivation, such as perceptual control theory,27 argue that motivation results from the perceived discrepancy between present states and desired states.28 Since higher confidence reduces this discrepancy and lower confidence increases it, lower confidence is a stronger motivational force than higher confidence. In other words, as your confidence increases, the gap between your perceived competence and your goals narrows, leading to a decrease in effort levels. Your confidence is like a thermostat that senses the likelihood of attaining a desired level of performance. Like any other thermostat, it signals a reduction of effort when the end goal is attained. Higher confidence will signal this reduction sooner than lower confidence.

			As we can see, there is a wealth of research evidence suggesting that lower confidence is an important driver of change, and that it causes future competence gains. While higher competence produces confidence gains, the process begins when one successfully identifies the need to invest more time and effort to achieve a goal (and this results from low, not high, confidence). The paradoxical nature of confidence is that higher confidence may increase people’s aspirations while decreasing their dedication. If you feel you are competent, you will be more likely to have more ambitious goals and believe that they are easier to attain, which will reduce your levels of focus and effort. On the other hand, if your confidence is low, you may have less ambitious goals, but you will also be more likely to perceive them as challenging, which will incentivize you to prepare more and allocate more time and energy to attaining them. Accordingly, you are more likely to capitalize on your insecurities than on your assertiveness, and you can continue building upon those successes, so long as you don’t get complacent. Security, on the other hand, calls for coasting (a natural deceleration); insecurity calls for power and acceleration.

			Being Other Focused

			It may be comforting to assume that others care about what we think and feel, as if we were the main characters of a reality TV show—this is why so many people spend many hours a day tweeting or updating their Facebook status. Likewise, we often assume that others can tune in to our thoughts and emotions. When we are upset, we expect everybody else to be upset. When we are certain about something, we expect others to be equally certain and agree with us; when they don’t, we almost inevitably argue. In reality, however, the only person who really cares about what you think is you. This may sound harsh and be hard to digest, but it shouldn’t. In fact, coming to terms with the idea that your thoughts and feelings are interesting mainly to you will be hugely advantageous for your interactions with others; it will stop you from being self-obsessed. In this world, there are two types of battles—the one you fight against others and the one you fight against yourself. Of these two battles, only the former can be won. The battle against yourself will not only end up in defeat, but it will also wear you out and stop you from winning battles against others. What I’m trying to say is that you should stop focusing on yourself and start focusing on others. My advice is based on simple reasoning that is in line with what we have learned about confidence and competence so far:

			Self-focus = worrying about your confidence

			Other focus = worrying about your competence

			In order to get better, you need to get others to believe in you. In fact, if you have always had low confidence you are probably your own harshest critic, so persuading others that you are competent may be easier than it seems. I know many people who are riddled with self-doubt and have confidence problems, when common sense would dictate that they shouldn’t—they are talented, charming, and successful people. Yet they get too fixated on their own thoughts, instead of focusing on what other people think about them. If you focus too much on your own feelings, you will end up worrying about your confidence instead of focusing on your competence. If you pay attention just to yourself, you won’t have time to pay attention to others; if, on the other hand, you pay attention to others (which, admittedly, includes what they think of you), you will be able to succeed in social interactions and more. Remember, it’s the rule, not the exception, that we are self-focused, so if you act interested in others, they will think you are special.

			I recently helped interview some job candidates for a bank. The CEO of the bank was chairing the selection panel. He was obviously very self-focused. His confidence was such that he didn’t acknowledge anybody else’s existence unless they paid attention to him. Three of the job applicants interviewed extremely well; they were sharp and eloquent, and had impeccable credentials. However, they failed to pay attention to the CEO. Being confident, they talked so much about themselves that the CEO barely managed to say a word. The last candidate interviewed poorly. He was nervous and hesitant, and struggled to articulate a proper answer to most questions. As he didn’t speak much, the CEO had a great opportunity to talk about himself, his business, his reputation, and how important his contribution to the world was. The candidate just nodded. Guess who got the job. That’s right, the weaker interviewee, who gave the CEO an opportunity to talk about himself and expressed his admiration for him.

			William James famously stated that the most fundamental principle governing human behavior is the universal craving for others’ appreciation. Learn to appreciate others—even if it means faking an interest in them—and they will like you. As Dale Carnegie, the most successful self-help author of all time, wrote: “Of course, you are interested in what you want. . . . The rest of us are just like you: we are interested in what we want. So the only way on earth to influence other people is to talk about what they want and show them how to get it.”29 In a similar vein, Henry Ford noted that the single most important secret to success is the ability to understand the other person’s viewpoint and see things from other people’s perspectives—what psychologist usually refer to as “empathy.” If most people fail at this, it is because they are too fixated on themselves, and that is true for both people with high and those with low confidence. Overconfident people ignore the fact that others don’t find them competent; underconfident people ignore the fact that they do. Both of them are focused on themselves, so much so that they have little time to understand how other people see them.

			Given the discussion at hand, I’d like to share with you the best piece of advice I have ever been given: “Tomas, it’s not all about you.” Although in the moment this feedback was painful—because it revealed how narcissistic my behavior was—it helped me realize that I was spending a great deal of time talking and thinking about myself, which made it quite difficult for me to focus on other people. People with low confidence tend to make the same mistake: They are so concerned about their own self-esteem that they ignore the concerns of other people. During face-to-face interactions with others, we tend to notice people’s self-obsession only when they seem overconfident and self-important. However, start analyzing people’s written communications (e-mails, letters, messages, etc.) and you will easily spot individuals who are self-centered and self-obsessed. Just count the number of times people use the words I or me when they communicate with others (this is a common research technique to spot narcissists). You can even do it for yourself. Keep this in mind next time you write an e-mail, and you will see how hard it is to avoid these words—but it pays off.

			The good news is that if you do manage to avoid talking about yourself you will be forced to pay attention to others and see the world from their perspective, which will help you overcome your insecurities. Our insecurities are only exacerbated if we pay too much attention to ourselves. I hope you are starting to see that how you feel about you is less important than you think. The crucial thing in life is how others think of you, and that is a function not of your confidence, but of your competence.

			Successful People Are Rarely Themselves

			Successful people are hardly ever themselves, because they hide their insecurities. Success depends on having the repertoire of skills necessary to avoid being yourself, which is a key requirement for presenting yourself in a desirable way to others. Your insecurities about how you should interact with others make your interactions with others successful; they are a sign that you care about other people, and you should not ignore them. As the great personality psychologist Robert Hogan noted, social skills are what you need in order to effectively translate your character (the person you want to be) into your reputation (the person you are). The only people who are themselves are people with no social skills, and they are rarely successful. Make every possible effort to disguise your natural you, whoever that may be, and portray the best possible version of yourself to others—you will reap the benefits.

			Although we often think of exceptional achievers as genuine people, the truth is very different from this urban legend. Instead of being themselves, successful people tend to create attractive reputations, which means that they are good at getting others to think highly of them.

			Bill Gates has been the richest person in the world for most of the past decade. Did you ever ask yourself what drives Mr. Gates? He started as a Harvard dropout, which suggests that he had a rebellious attitude toward his parents and authority. Let’s face it, most people who are given the chance to go to Harvard will work hard to make the most of that wonderful opportunity, which will open all sorts of doors for the rest of their lives. He went on to create Microsoft, which made him a prototype for the computer nerd turned entrepreneur we now know so well. That reputation was soon replaced by one of a ruthless businessman who created and exploited one of the biggest monopolies in modern history. Clearly, one does not get to that stage without being insanely driven, and the latest twist in Mr. Gates’s career suggests that he is primarily motivated by the need to be loved by others. Indeed, after becoming the youngest self-made billionaire in history (a title that now belongs to Mark Zuckerberg, the founder of Facebook) and subsequently becoming the richest person on the planet, Gates decided to give most of his fortune away to philanthropic causes. While this is no doubt a wonderful act, it should also be interpreted in the context of his wider biography. His desire to do good is inspired by his relentless drive for acceptance and need for recognition, which would not exist without some insecurities.

			Like Bill Gates, most successful people succeed at hiding their insecurities, which is why we tend to be so surprised when, unlike Bill Gates, they confess that they are riddled by self-doubt. There are many cases of well-known people who have confessed to being insecure despite being widely regarded as “confidence icons” of modern society. Johnny Depp, actor and modern-day sex symbol known for his daring and creative performances, has admitted that despite his fame and popularity, his self-esteem is still not particularly high.30 Singer Robbie Williams, one of the most successful pop stars of the nineties, has said that his apparent confidence is in actuality just a mask for his nerves.31 A third example is the actress Demi Moore, who has expressed her deep insecurities that she will come to the end of her life to find that she was never really lovable.32

			The clearest proof of the importance of creating a good impression on others is how horribly wrong things go when people stop making an effort to portray themselves positively and decide instead to be themselves. Consider the many cases of reputational suicide we’ve seen committed: John Galliano, for example, one of the most respected fashion designers in the world, whose alcohol-fuelled anti-Semitic rants at strangers in Paris ruined his reputation and career. Although Galliano blamed his behavior on the booze and drugs he had consumed, he was really just being himself.

			The list of celebrities who have ruined their reputations by “being themselves” is endless, and also includes women: Consider Britney Spears, who went from angelic pop princess to crystal-meth junkie, and Whitney Houston, whose transition was even more destructive. However, celebrities aren’t the only ones who need to work hard to avoid being themselves. The recent explosion of social networking sites, such as Twitter and Facebook, has highlighted the importance of maintaining a positive digital reputation: Many employers and recruiters are now snooping on their employees’ and job applicants’ social media profiles to get a better sense of who they are dealing with, and rightly so. If recruiters and employers were granted full access to people’s Facebook accounts, most Facebook users would be unemployed.

			By doing what society dictates, we successfully manage to avoid being ourselves, and this is especially true for exceptional achievers.

			If You Fake It You’ll Make It

			There is no doubt that people who come across as confident enjoy a wide range of social benefits . . . so long as they are also seen as competent! People who display competence are considered more charming, charismatic, leader-like, and even more physically attractive. The social rank conferred by these things encourages even more people to get along with them. When someone is seen as successful by others, we want to be liked by that person in order to elevate our own social status. But these people may just be faking confidence. In fact, their success depends on how we see them—they owe it to us.

			Conversely, there is no evidence that how confident you feel inwardly has any effect on how people perceive you—people can only observe your behavior; they have no insight into how you feel. In line, unless you can project your confidence externally, so that it spills over to your observable behaviors, few people will be aware of it. Other people don’t know what you think, unless you make no effort to conceal it. In general, they can only see what you do, and, at best, speculate about how you feel or what you think. Your inner confidence is invisible, but your competence has a very visible element; it is on this that others judge your abilities.

			The famous “fake it till you make it” cliché is not a bad piece of advice. If you can fake it, then you can fool other people into thinking that you are competent, which will result in positive feedback, and in turn, a deserved confidence boost—even if you think you don’t deserve it. So, you may have internal insecurities to begin with, but if you can fool others into thinking that you are competent (we’ll learn more about specific areas of competence in the following chapters), they will reward you with the illusion of competence. And the illusion, frankly, is as good as the real thing, because what other people think of you is what matters after all.33

			But how difficult is it to fool others? Not difficult at all . . .

			Psychologists have conducted hundreds of studies on faking, assessing both people’s ability to deceive and their accuracy in detecting lies told by others. A typical study involves 40 judges independently deciding whether 15 different statements, each delivered by a different person, are true or false. The average duration of each statement is 50 seconds; all are filmed and shown to all judges. In a review of decades of research in this area, Drs. Charles Bond Jr. and Bella DePaulo summarized the results of more than 200 studies comprising data for almost 25,000 participants.34 So, what do the results show? The success rate for spotting truths is a bare 53 percent; the success rate for spotting lies is a bare 47 percent. Therefore, our accuracy for spotting honest answers is just 3 percent better than chance, and our accuracy for detecting lies is 3 percent worse than chance, so we would achieve more or less the same degree of accuracy by flipping a coin; lies can barely be distinguished from the truth.

			You may be thinking that these results could simply reflect the fact that some people are much better liars than others. For instance, if some people are found out 75 percent of the time (because they are terrible liars) and others just 25 percent (because they are expert liars), these two opposite types of deceivers would “cancel each other out” and result in an average 50 percent success rate for all judges. That’s not the case. There is compelling scientific evidence for the fact that every person is perfectly capable of deceiving others, which is consistent with the idea that lying is an adaptive and socially rewarded behavior. As Bond and DePaulo point out, we all tell lies on a daily basis—to please people and to save face. Mostly our lies are to preserve our reputations; accordingly, “the signs of deception are subtle, and social norms encourage people to accept others’ representations at face value.”35

			Despite the fact that society preaches honesty, we are trained to lie, even as kids. Dr. Kang Lee, the director of the Dr. Eric Jackman Institute of Child Study, at the University of Toronto, classifies children’s lies into three main categories: 1) lies that enables them to get along with others, by being kind (e.g., “You are very pretty,” “Your cake was delicious”); 2) lies that protect them from potential punishment (e.g., “It wasn’t me,” “I didn’t know you wanted me to do that”); and 3) self-deceiving lies (“I am a good boy,” “I never lie”). As adults, we continue to rely on these three types of lies. The first two are indicative of social adjustment; that is, we have learned to utilize these types of lies appropriately to get by in society. Furthermore, there is an evolutionary basis for deceiving others: Our ancestors benefited from faking aggression and strength to threaten potential rivals and predators, especially when running away was not an option. All this indicates that more competent people are able to lie when needed, and that part of their success may be owed to deceiving others rather than themselves. Yet as the great Abraham Lincoln famously noted, it is possible to fool some individuals all the time and all individuals some of the time, but it’s not feasible to fool all individuals all the time. Therefore, rather than just improving how you present to others, it is important that you also focus on genuinely becoming more competent. Chapters 4 through 7 explain how you can achieve this with regard to your career, social and romantic relations, and health.

			Using It:

			•	Low confidence pushes you to become more competent.

			•	Anxiety can be beneficial by alerting you to danger so you can avoid it.

			•	If you lack confidence in your abilities, you’ll be motivated to work harder for what you want to achieve, and you’ll be more likely to increase your competence as a result.

			•	Taking an interest in others and their perspectives, as well as being more focused on other people and less on yourself, will help you understand how others see you and help you overcome your insecurities.

			•	Present the best version of yourself to others. It’s not difficult to fool other people, and displaying competence will have a great effect on how others perceive you, even if in your own mind you feel insecure.

		

	
		
			3

			Reputation Is King

			I go eyeball to eyeball with some other creature—and I yearn to know the essential quality of its markedly different vitality. . . . Give me one minute—just one minute—inside the skin of this creature . . . and then I will know what natural historians have sought through the ages. . . . Instead, we can only peer in from the outside, look our subject straight in the face, and wonder, ever wonder. —Stephen Jay Gould (1941–2002)

			It is easy to understand the frustration of paleontologist Stephen Jay Gould: No matter how hard we try, it’s impossible to know for certain what other people are thinking or feeling. Sure, there are times when we may be able to guess, but guessing and knowing are different things.

			When a movie makes you cry, your tears are triggered by posed emotional displays from the actors. Their emotions seem as genuine as your own, but they aren’t. Likewise, there is a difference between being and seeming confident. Although others will try to detect your true confidence level via the signals you send, they can only build an impression from the cues you provide. Thus your confidence has two faces. The first is the internal face, or how able you think you are. The second is the external face, or how able other people think that you think you are.

			But why do people care about others’ levels of confidence? For the same reason you care about your own: to better predict future outcomes and improve your decisions. For example, assessing your job confidence may help you decide whether you should accept a new work assignment and how much effort it would require. By the same token, assessing colleagues’ job confidence may help you decide whether you will be able to rely on them for help. When you already know your colleagues, you won’t need to rely on their confidence as much, but when you have to assess the competence of strangers—in the absence of knowledge of their actual competence—you will look for confidence signs.

			Think about the first time you are introduced to someone. You try to work out whether they are good at X, Y, or Z; you go about this by assessing how confident they are in those or related domains of competence. If the person says she is a good swimmer, you will also assume that she is sporty, healthy, and perhaps even happy. However, you are making these judgments based on her reported swimming skills. Likewise, if someone tells you he went to a prestigious university, you will assume that he is smart, successful, and perhaps rich—but your inferences would be based primarily on his reported competence. Whatever inferences you end up making, it is clear that your intention is to evaluate his competence, not his confidence, even though you assess his confidence in order to work out how competent he is. If you know that someone tends to be extremely confident, you might learn to deduct points from her competence claims, and knowing that someone is underconfident will make you do the opposite. Remember, even if we could accurately assess how confident others feel, that would hardly inform us of their actual competence, not least because the vast majority of confident people are less competent than they think.

			There are reasons to believe that humans are biologically predisposed to confuse confidence with competence. Our evolutionary ancestors may have been less able to fake emotions than we are, which made confidence a good proxy for competence. Charles Darwin famously argued that our emotions developed for the purpose of communicating information relevant to the survival of our species. When a member of the same clan spotted a predator, an anxious reaction alerted his clan to the danger before they even saw it, enabling them to prepare. In line, members of a species capable of expressing emotions to others in the group would outlive a species that lacked that capability—the predator would eat them first. There was also a likely competitive advantage to expressing positive emotions, namely to signal strength, power, and safety to other clan members as well as to rival species. When our ancestors succeeded at hunting or mating, they displayed emotions that conveyed competence. When they failed, they communicated those failures and their weaknesses via relevant emotions, too.1 Thus millions of years ago there was no difference between confidence and competence: Confidence was just the observable manifestation of competence.

			But there are also clear evolutionary drawbacks to openly expressing emotions. When the predator is someone who can spot your anxiety and use it against you, you are better off hiding your fears than displaying them. If your rivals perceive you as competent, they will be less likely to fight you and more likely to respect you, and they will pick on a seemingly weaker target. Survivors were therefore those who were successful in displaying high levels of confidence, even if this was not a true reflection of their competence. Being able to hide your emotions is evolutionarily advantageous, and it pays off in everyday interactions with others . . . unless they find you out. Furthermore, when bluffing becomes quite common, it is not that easy to persuade others of the fact that you are competent when in fact you are not.

			In this chapter, we’ll establish the fact that confidence is valuable to other people only if it is accompanied by competence. I’ll also highlight the importance of reputation—your competence according to others. More often than not, what other people think of you matters, regardless of whether they are right. Thus, in order to close the gap between confidence and competence, it is important to understand how others see you; boosting your competence is relevant only when other people notice it.

			If Character Is Destiny, Reputation Is Fate

			Although we tend to use fate and destiny interchangeably, fate is actually more inevitable than destiny. People also use reputation and character synonymously, but character tends to refer to your identity and how you view yourself, whereas reputation is your character according to others. Of course, neither our character nor our reputation explains everything we do. Humans are fairly unpredictable, and no psychologist or futurologist can accurately forecast what we will do next. At the same time, we are creatures of habit, and our habits are better reflected in our reputation than in our character. This follows logically from the facts that (a) our character is shaped by reputation more than vice versa (as explained in the previous chapter), and (b) it is easier to assess one’s own reputation than character (given how biased most people’s self-views are). Consider the following:

			Drs. Brian Connelly and Deniz Ones compared the accuracy of reputation and character in predicting future behavior, including key aspects of competence, such as overall college and work performance and relationship success. Their results, based on hundreds of independent studies comprising thousands of participants, show that for every domain examined, reputation was a more accurate predictor of people’s competence than their self-views were.

			Across a wide range of key competence domains, then, our self-perceptions are less realistic indicators of our competence than are others’ perceptions of us, which probably doesn’t surprise you by now. This is especially true when it comes to judging elements of our character that are closely related to competence. For instance, others’ assessments of how calm and emotionally balanced we are predict the impression we make on strangers far better than our own assessment of our calmness and emotional balance does. Others’ views of our leadership potential, creativity, self-management skills, and work ethic are a much more accurate predictor of our future job performance than our own assessments of those traits. And others’ views of our self-discipline, emotional calmness, and social skills are a much better predictor of our subsequent academic achievement than our self-assessments of those traits.

			Connelly and Ones’s investigation focused on adults, but the same pattern of results emerges in adolescents and children. For example, my colleague Denis Bratko and I investigated the relationship between character and reputation in secondary school pupils. We assessed character via self-reports of personality, and reputation by asking classmates (pupils who had sat next to them for at least one year) to provide ratings of the same traits. As in samples of adults, character and reputation were related but different—with a 20 to 30 percent overlap between pupils’ self-views and their classmates’ views of them. In line with Connelly and Ones’s findings, reputation was a better predictor of pupils’ competence—their actual school performance—than pupils’ self-views. Indeed, even after pupils were matched according to their self-views (e.g., all the pupils who saw themselves as equally smart or equally hardworking), their reputation still explained a significant amount of their differences in competence. When, on the other hand, pupils were matched by reputation (i.e., all the pupils who were seen by their classmates as equally smart, hardworking, etc.), character was unrelated to their actual competence. The implications of our study are twofold: First, if what you think about yourself isn’t shared by others, it probably isn’t true; second, even when you don’t agree with others’ views of you, they probably are true.

			And yet we tend to believe that our self-views are more accurate than everybody else’s views of us. Why? One of the reasons is that doing so gives us a sense of control. Indeed, most of us operate under the illusion that our lives are totally unpredictable whereas other people’s lives are highly predictable. We even apply this asymmetric logic to our judgments of our own and others’ behavior, so we end up adopting double standards: Others’ behavior is usually attributed to their nature (e.g., “they are stupid,” “they are boring,” “they are disorganized”), but our own behavior is usually attributed to unpredictable external circumstances (e.g., “the train was late,” “I got stuck in a traffic jam,” “it was his fault”), unless it is positive—in which case we take credit by attributing that behavior to our ability or talents. The basis for this double standard is the assumption that we are much more complex than others; that while others are prisoners of their own nature, we are free to choose from a wide range of potential behaviors in any given situation. Others’ character may be destiny, but our own character is based on free will—or so we think.

			Princeton psychologists Emily Pronin and Matthew Kugler have likened this “free will bias” to other self-serving biases. In a series of recent studies, they found that people tend to view their past and future as more unpredictable than their peers’, that relative to others, their lives could have taken many more possible paths, and that their own lives—but not others’—are guided primarily by intentions and goals.2 In one of their studies, Pronin and Kugler asked college students to estimate the probability that certain post-graduation events would occur for themselves and their roommates. Events included both positive (e.g., an exciting job, a nice apartment, falling in love) and negative (e.g., a boring job, a crappy apartment, being heartbroken) outcomes. As the researchers expected, students believed that fewer eventualities were possible for their classmates than themselves, even though that also implied that fewer negative outcomes were likely to occur for their classmates than themselves.

			The free will illusion therefore eclipses other optimistic biases: Being better than others is less desirable than being freer than others, even when freedom brings more hardship. For example, study participants thought that the combined probability of having a nice or crappy apartment after graduating was 68 percent for themselves, but merely 32 percent for their roommates. They also estimated the combined probability of having great friends or not having enough friends to be 52 percent for themselves but only 28 percent for their roommates. As for the chances of having an exciting or boring job, the combined probability was 72 percent for themselves and 56 percent for their roommates. Across a wide range of life domains, then, participants thought that positive and negative outcomes were genuinely possible for themselves—such that their destiny was far from written—but that their roommates’ destiny was much more constrained and written in stone. Obviously, their roommates will have some kind of outcome, just as the participants in the study will—so the results of this study demonstrate just how prevalent yet completely illogical this bias is.

			It is worth noting, as well, that others’ views of us do not need to be accurate in order to affect us. Robert Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson conducted a now-famous experiment that involved providing elementary school teachers with the IQ scores of their pupils—but the information was made up. Knowledge of the pupils’ alleged intelligence influenced the teachers’ attitudes and behavior toward the pupils such that after inspecting the children’s fake IQ scores, they started treating the purportedly smart students as if they were smart and the supposedly dim students as if they were dim. With time, teachers’ false beliefs about their pupils’ competence translated into actual performance increases (in the case of “smart” students) or decreases (in the case of “dim” students), an effect known as “self-fulfilling prophecy”: A prediction about the future becomes true even though it is false at the time it is stated. Rosenthal and Jacobson called this the Pygmalion effect, after the mythical Greek sculptor who created a statue of a beautiful woman that then came to life to become his lover. Many Pygmalion effects, even in work rather than educational settings, have been reported since Rosenthal and Jacobson’s original study.3

			It is plausible to suggest that the self-fulfilling effects that others’ perceptions of us have on us—especially when those others are in a position of power—are to blame for the achievement gap in domains where actual competence differences are nonexistent. For example, although there are no documented gender differences in IQ, many people, especially men, believe that men are smarter than women. As the Pygmalion effect demonstrates, if people assume that men are smarter than women, they will also start treating men as if they are smarter than women, which in turn causes achievement differences between men and women. In order to investigate this, my colleague Adrian Furnham and I have conducted many studies into others’ estimates of people’s competence. All of our studies show the same gender difference in others’ estimates, with not just men but also women systematically rating males as more competent than females. The difference is especially pronounced when the raters are males—i.e., fathers see a bigger gap between their sons’ and their daughters’ competence than mothers do; sons reciprocate this by seeing the gap between their fathers’ and mothers’ intelligence as bigger than daughters do. Although this pattern is more pronounced in some countries than in others—“masculine” societies such as Turkey, Argentina, and Japan assume greater male superiority in competence than more “feminine” societies such as Denmark, Finland, and Sweden—it is found more or less everywhere. And remember, the sex differences in actual competence are zero, or even a small advantage for women over men (for example, in many developed or industrialized countries, such as the United States, women now outperform men in college). Indeed, more women than men attend college, and their grades are consistently higher.4

			Likewise, despite ample evidence that men have no better leadership skills than women do, there is a disproportionately low number of women in management compared to men. For instance, there are only fourteen female CEOs among the top five hundred companies in the world. How can this happen if there are no actual sex differences in leadership competence? Because others’ views of us (in this case women) need not be accurate in order to affect our (women’s) lives.5 When it comes to leadership, the majority of people who are in charge (men) see leadership as a masculine role. In a comprehensive review of scientific studies into people’s conceptions of leadership, psychologist Anne Koenig, of the University of California, San Diego, reports conclusive evidence for the preponderance of sexist stereotypes about leaders and managers favoring men. She concludes that since society believes men make better leaders, then the definition of what it is to be a leader takes on masculine qualities. As such, it becomes much easier for men to become leaders and much harder for women to break into these roles. So then: “Given the strongly masculine cultural stereotype of leadership, these challenges are likely to continue for some time to come.”6

			Unsurprisingly, a survey of 705 senior female leaders (vice presidents or higher in Fortune 1000 companies) showed that 72 percent see “stereotypes about women’s roles and abilities” as a huge barrier to career advancement.7 And yet, research evidence suggests that women are more, not less, competent leaders than men are. For example, female leaders tend to care more about their subordinates and inspire them more; they are also less likely to take dangerous risks or to be corrupt. Clearly, then, more female leaders would be beneficial to both organizations and society.

			Henry Ford famously stated that whether you feel that you can do it or not, you are right—implying that your confidence has self-fulfilling effects on your competence. The statement would be more accurate if it read “whether others feel that you can do it or not, they are usually right,” especially when others know you well or when they have the power to decide your future.

			Others Value Humility, Not Confidence

			Against the backdrop of popular tips highlighting the social benefits of confidence, a wealth of research evidence indicates that, ultimately, we all value competence over confidence. In fact, when one subtracts competence from confidence, the remaining confidence—or confidence surplus—is perceived by others as undesirable. Conversely, when people appear to be more competent than they give themselves credit for, they are liked much more. Randall Colvin’s studies on inflated self-views showed that when people’s self-evaluations are more positive than others’ evaluations of them, they have poorer and fewer relationships compared with people whose self-views align with others’ views of them. In addition, reams of psychological studies show that being perceived as modest is associated with a wide range of positive outcomes. The message is clear: People do not value confidence unless it is accompanied by competence—and even when it is, they prefer to see as little confidence surplus as possible.

			A team of psychologists from the University of Arizona, led by Dr. Wilhelmina Wosinska, conducted a study in which they provided participants with hypothetical scenarios describing successful colleagues (males and females) who reacted to a promotion with different degrees of modesty. Let’s consider one such scenario, in which an employee who has worked with your company for five years has been shown to be the most productive in the past three months. You congratulate her in front of your colleagues, and tell her she must be very proud of herself. Having been presented with this scenario, each participant was faced with one of three potential reactions from the employee:

			“Thanks, I am. I just knew I would win.” (low modesty)

			“Thanks, I heard about it unofficially this morning.” (intermediate modesty)

			“Thanks, but I think it was mostly luck.” (high modesty)8

			Participants then indicated how much support they would provide the candidate if they were that person’s colleague or manager (e.g., publicize her achievements, put her up for a new promotion, give her more responsibilities, ask her to take on a leadership role). These ratings were aggregated into an overall likability score, which enabled Dr. Wosinska’s team to compare the popularity of each level of modesty separately for male and female raters (the study participants) and targets (the imaginary characters in the scenarios).

			I’m pretty sure you have already worked out that the low-modesty option was the least popular of the three. Indeed, whether participants were male or female, they tended to prefer the modest characters. When the characters were male, moderate modesty was preferred to high and low modesty, whereas for female characters high modesty was the favorite option.9 The implications of this study are clear: Even if you are competent, modesty pays off and showing off doesn’t. As Dr. Wosinska and colleagues concluded: “Unobtrusively doing great work (modesty) is not likely to threaten the self-esteem of co-workers. However, bringing attention to one’s work (boasting) is likely to inspire resentment from co-workers.”10

			The advantages of modesty have also been highlighted by studies examining its real-world rather than hypothetical manifestations. Jim Collins, a leading authority on management, has spent more than thirty years investigating why certain organizations are more successful than others, and, especially, what the features of super successful businesses are.11 His conclusion? Humble leadership. Indeed, Dr. Collins found that companies led by modest managers systematically outperformed their competitors, implying that the ideal leader is the exact opposite of the celebrity-style corporate managers typically portrayed in the media. Dr. Collins’s conclusion is based on four well-documented facts: First, modest leaders stay in an organization for much longer than arrogant leaders. Second, companies led by humble managers tend to be the dominant player in their sectors. Third, these companies continue to perform well even after their leaders leave—because humble leaders care more about the organization and its employees than about themselves and therefore ensure a healthy succession is in place before they depart. Fourth, humble leaders are unlikely to be found cheating or involved in scandals. Cases of corruption, insider trading, extramarital affairs, and bullying are all associated with overconfident and arrogant managers. You need only open the newspaper for examples.

			So what does all this mean? Competence is always better when coupled with less rather than more confidence. It is also clear that people are more interested in our competence than our confidence, and that they will generally like us more if we have lower rather than higher confidence. This is true regardless of their competence levels, but particularly when they have low competence. Note that all this holds true in our individualistic, narcissistic, and self-deluded Western world, where most of the research has been carried out. When you travel east or to any collectivistic society, modesty and competence are valued even more, to the point of self-censoring displays of hubris and embracing humility much more than we do in the West. But even in our self-obsessed culture, confidence is hardly an asset to seduce, impress, or intimidate others. Rather, humility, especially in the face of high competence, is what’s valued.

			Everyone’s a Psychologist

			If there is one thing people value more than modesty and competence, it’s predictability. As we’ve seen, we like to think that other people are predictable (while we are unpredictable). Indeed, one of the most consistent findings in modern psychology is that people have an intense need to work out what others will do next. This strong desire to predict others’ behavior is what drives us to speculate about human nature—why is it that people do what they do and not something else? When you are a psychologist, the first question people ask when they find out what you do is whether you can read their mind. In reality, psychologists are no different from anyone else: Every person in this world is trying to work out what other people are thinking in order to predict what they will do next—even kids.

			From the age of two, children begin to understand the goals and intentions of adults. By the age of five, they start realizing that others’ beliefs may be false (that people may be wrong or mistaken in their thoughts). By the time we reach adulthood, we are 100 percent reliant on our interpretations of others’ behaviors in our social interactions. We do this via a simple three-step process:

			Step 1: We observe a behavior that interests us—e.g., someone is looking at us.

			Step 2: We assess the person’s motives—e.g., friendly, unfriendly, curious, neutral.

			Step 3: We attribute those motives to a cause—i.e., the person or the situation.

			On the one hand, without making judgments about other people’s intentions, there would be no prejudice or discrimination, which results from our assumption that a person’s behavior is the result of his or her membership in certain groups (e.g., ethnicity, nationality, gender, sexual orientation). There would also be no fights, which result from the assumption that other people want to harm us or threaten our interests. And yet we can’t function without interpreting people’s behavior in one way or another. Without making judgments, we would have no:

			•	legal system (intention determines whether someone is guilty or not)

			•	close relationships (intention helps us understand whether people like us)

			•	business transactions (intention tells us what other people want from us)12

			Consider the following scenario:

			Have you ever sat on the bus or train facing other passengers? Even when the seats are laid out in such a way, etiquette tends to dictate that we should not gaze at other people for more than a few seconds at most, especially after they look back at us—usually a subtle request that we stop staring at them. Did you ever sit facing someone who just kept staring and staring at you? Anywhere in the world, that behavior would qualify as unusual. So, what do you do in this situation?

			As per the three-step sequence, observing the person’s behavior would be the first step (you notice that he keeps looking at you). The second step is trying to work out why he is looking at you (assessing his motive). Is he just curious; is he trying to work out whether he knows you from somewhere; is his motive friendly or unfriendly? Of particular importance here is your interpretation of the person’s level of friendliness. If he seems unfriendly, you will infer a threat; if he seems friendly, you may interpret the situation as appealing, albeit still unusual. The final step is more important still. Attributing the person’s intention to the situation implies that he does not normally stare at other passengers, which in turn implies that his behavior is somehow caused by you (e.g., the way you look or behave). On the other hand, attributing his intention to his personality or character would imply that his behavior has little to do with you (e.g., he is generally rude, curious, or both)—this is the most common interpretation, because it eliminates the possibility that there’s something wrong with you. But how do people interpret behaviors when they are mere observers rather than also involved in the situation?

			A reliable way to assess people’s attributions of others’ behaviors is the so-called “silent interview” method. This technique involves showing participants a mute video of a person behaving nervously during an interview. In one condition, participants are told that the interviewers are asking the candidate very tough questions. In another condition, participants are told that the interviewers are asking fairly friendly questions. Participants in each condition are then asked to describe the interviewee’s personality. When participants are told that the questions are easy, they perceive the candidate’s personality as much more anxious than when they are told that the interview involves tough questions. In both conditions, though, participants end up making strong inferences about the candidate’s character by comparing the observed behavior with the behavior they would normally expect of someone—mostly themselves—in similar situations. It is noteworthy that even when the situation (i.e., a harsh interview) is strong enough to suspend any judgment about the interviewee’s character, observers assume that the interviewee is usually calm, ignoring the possibility that typically anxious people may also react nervously to a tough or embarrassing interview (in fact, they are much more likely to do so than calm people are).

			The moral of the story? People will always make assumptions about you and make attributions about your behavior, to the point of making up a theory about who you are and why you do what you do. We all behave like amateur psychologists, trying to work out what other people want, think, and feel in order to forecast what they will do next. Your personality concerns not just yourself, but everybody else, and its public face is a hundred times more consequential than your private self. More on this next.

			Do Others Know What We Are Like? Do We?

			How accurate are others’ judgments of us? It is important to understand whether our observers’ perceptions are valid, but how? What sort of benchmark can we use to test their validity? An obvious answer would be “our own perceptions,” but given that most people are biased, how would we know whether we are right or wrong? That is, in the event of a discrepancy between others’ views of us and our self-views, it would be hard to decide who’s got it right. On the other hand, different people may perceive us in different ways, which begs the question of whose views of us we should consider in the first place. Luckily, scientific studies have addressed these issues.

			Connelly and Ones analyzed the combined data from hundreds of studies (totaling more than forty thousand participants) on the relationship between people’s self-perceptions and others’ perceptions of them.13 Their results suggest that there is some overlap between how others evaluate us and how we evaluate ourselves, but that there are more differences than similarities between these evaluations. Connelly and Ones also found that our self-views are more similar to certain people’s views of us. Depending on who is evaluating us, there will be smaller or bigger discrepancies between their judgments of us and our self-views, which makes intuitive sense. For example, family members, friends, and long-term romantic partners see us in a way that closely resembles our own views of ourselves, but colleagues, occasional coworkers, and strangers often don’t.

			On the other hand, the similarity between our self-views and other people’s views of us also seems to depend on the specific aspect of our character that is evaluated. For instance, others perceive our sociability and ambition similarly to how we perceive them ourselves, but when it comes to inferring our modesty, confidence, and especially our intellect, our self-views are much more discrepant from other people’s views of us. This has been explained in terms of the “internal” or less observable nature of the more discrepant elements of our character. In contrast, sociability and ambition are more “external” (sociable people talk and laugh a lot; ambitious people are energetic and pushy) and hence more observable in nature. Does that imply that the “true” measure of our character is always our self-view, and that we should use our self-evaluations to validate other people’s judgments of us?

			Not really. Connelly and Ones examined the degree to which different observers agree in their evaluations of the same person (and remember, their findings are based on hundreds of independent scientific studies involving thousands of participants). As it turns out, even when others’ impressions of us are quite different from our self-impressions, their views tend to be in agreement with each other. In other words, although we may see ourselves differently than other people see us, other people tend to have more or less the same picture of us, especially within the same category of closeness. Thus strangers tend to make the same judgments of an unknown person, coworkers make the same independent evaluations of their colleague, and different friends are in agreement about how they view their common friend.14 What this suggests is that when our self-views differ substantially from the judgments other people make about us, it would make more sense to regard their views as accurate and ours as inaccurate, because, whatever they see, they are seeing the same thing. If we are the only ones seeing ourselves the way we do and everybody else sees us in the same way, how can we claim that they are wrong and we are right?

			As a quote by Thomas Paine wisely suggests, our reputation is whatever other people think of us—whether we agree with them or not. In order to find out about our character we may need to ask God, the angels, or whatever divine power you believe in—Google, maybe? If you find this counterintuitive, perhaps that’s because you frequently hear people say that you should not pay attention to what others think of you—this message is part of the ethos of the Kim Kardashian era in which we live. It promotes a light version of counter-conformity based on a “be yourself, love yourself, and ignore what others think of you” philosophy, while simultaneously turning its adherents into mass-market consumers (and products). There is, in actuality, nothing new about our resistance to caring about our reputations. Over a century ago, the eminent American sociologist Charles Horton Cooley noted: “Many people scarcely know that they care what others think of them, and will deny, perhaps with indignation, that such care is an important factor in what they are or do.”15 It appears we haven’t changed that much.

			Why You Should Care About Others’ Perceptions of You

			Not only should you care about what others think of you; it’s actually the only way you can have a coherent view of yourself in the first place. Others’ perceptions of us may take into account how we see ourselves, but they are based mainly on what we do and not on what we think. It is easy to miss this point, not least because we spend a great deal of time thinking about ourselves—much more than others do anyway. However, people are interested in our actions rather than our beliefs. As the saying goes, “Your beliefs don’t make you a better person; your behavior does.” Pay attention to how you behave and, especially, what others make of your behavior, and you will have a very good sense of who you are. Fail to pay attention and you will end up having a very peculiar view of yourself—one that nobody else shares. If you want to avoid being self-centered, just be other-centered instead (it would be a considerable upgrade).

			The idea that we should ignore other people’s opinions of us is appealing, but silly. Why is it appealing? Because it is packaged as a passport to freedom and success. How so? By conveying the illusion that if we stop caring about what others think of us we will (a) relieve ourselves of the pressures of society and be free, and (b) achieve fame and status. Why is this silly? Because attaining fame and status is the exact opposite of freeing yourself from society, so the two alleged reasons for not caring about what other people think of us are mutually exclusive. Nobody achieves fame or status by ignoring others; everybody does so by precisely the opposite means—paying a great deal of attention to others and caring as much as possible about what they think. Throughout my career, I have coached many senior executives who had problems dealing with their colleagues, bosses, or subordinates. Without exception, the only people who managed to overcome their problems were those who understood that it was important, if not essential, to consider how they were perceived by others. And without exception, those who did not ended up derailing or downgrading to lower positions.

			In line, ignoring other people’s views of us will almost certainly eliminate the possibility of attaining fame or status, but would it “set us free”? No; in fact, it’s essential that we are aware of what others think and are able to interpret their thoughts. Without the opportunity to pay attention to others’ thoughts, we don’t establish normal developmental processes, such as language acquisition (think, for example, of the extreme cases of children who were raised by wolves or chimps and passed the first years of their lives without human contact). Consider when children first learn to speak: They start by repeating the sounds (words) they hear, they connect those sounds with things, and then they use their limited vocabulary to ask questions about other things until more words replace the actual things in their minds. Crucially, the meaning always comes from other people. Therefore, if you cannot grasp what others think, you cannot grasp much at all. Children with developmental problems that impair their ability to understand others face this difficulty throughout their lives. The most notable example of this is autism, a spectral developmental disorder in which even those on the far end of the spectrum tend to lack interest in others and to be mentally isolated from the social world.

			Many psychological studies, for example those conducted by Dr. Jennifer Beer and colleagues, have linked varying levels of deficits in perceiving and displaying self-conscious emotions to damage in a specific region of the brain, the orbitofrontal cortex, which rests behind the eyes and is responsible for regulating social interactions. In a series of experiments, Dr. Beer’s team compared how participants with orbitofrontal lesions performed on self-disclosure tasks vis-à-vis healthy participants. For instance, one of the tasks required participants to talk about past situations in which they had felt embarrassed or guilty. Whereas healthy participants disclosed events that were generic, vague, and unrevealing (e.g., “I felt guilty when I hurt my friend’s feelings” or “I felt embarrassment when I didn’t understand a joke”), participants with orbitofrontal damage disclosed specific, personal, and inappropriate events (e.g., “I felt guilty when I cheated on my wife” or “I felt embarrassed when I was discovered having sex in the dressing room of a store”). Furthermore, when participants were asked to describe the emotions they felt when disclosing these events, those who had orbitofrontal lesions expressed no regret or embarrassment at telling these stories. In the real world, individuals’ lack of awareness of how they are perceived by others just serves to marginalize them.

			So rather than offering freedom or stardom, not seeing what others think of you will just detach you from the social world, which is the only world humans inhabit. There are, indeed, many reasons to argue that our capacity to infer other people’s thoughts and emotions is what makes us quintessentially different from other species. Charles Cooley used the “looking glass” metaphor to describe the role of others in shaping our identity. As he noted, we view ourselves according to how we imagine other people view us. Our character is reflected in others, and our ability to see that reflection is what enables us to be aware of ourselves as individuals in society. When our confidence is higher than our competence, the reflection we see is too favorable; when our confidence is lower than our competence, the reflection we see is too unflattering. In other words, if we have notably low or high self-esteem, we have an inaccurate depiction of how others actually see us, which in turn will affect our social interactions. In line, the eminent philosopher George H. Mead argued that “the individual mind can exist only in relation to other minds with shared meanings.”16 More recently, renowned psychologist Roy Baumeister argued that humans evolved to experience the need for close bonds with others—what he terms “belongingness”—and that our self-esteem has evolved for two main reasons, namely to alert us to behaviors that disrupt social relations and to trigger behaviors that promote close social relations. For instance, if someone has low self-esteem because he is unhappy about his weight, the low self-esteem would drive him to change in order to avoid being rejected by others. If someone is feeling down because she lost her job or failed a college exam, low self-esteem levels would signal to her that she risks losing approval from others and may be jeopardizing relationships, and so on. Thus, even our deepest and innermost emotions are linked to and shaped by other people, and these emotions play a key role in helping us attain, nurture, and restore healthy relationships with others.

			Over the past three decades psychologists have carried out hundreds of scientific studies into the nature of what they refer to as “self-conscious emotions”—shame, pride, guilt, embarrassment, etc. These emotions are different from basic emotions such as joy, anger, sadness, and disgust in that they are reactions to others’ perceptions of us. As Mark Leary, a leading expert in the field, noted: “Self-conscious emotions fundamentally involve drawing inferences about other people’s evaluations rather than simply comparing one’s behavior to personal self-representations.”17 Self-conscious emotions tend to develop with age, which is why they are not found in young children. You may have noticed, for instance, that children are rarely embarrassed or ashamed in situations in which the typical adult would be. But as we grow older, we become increasingly sensitive to what others think of us, such that self-conscious emotions develop and acquire growing importance in adulthood, better enabling us to function in society. In line, adult emotions originate from our perceptions of our reputation. As Dr. Beer and her colleagues at the University of California, Berkeley, explain, these self-conscious emotions are strongly linked to how we think other people see us, rather than how we actually view ourselves.

			For example, Dr. Beer’s team found that most individuals tend to be embarrassed when they think that others evaluate them negatively, even when they are aware that their actual evaluations are not really that negative. By the same token, others’ evaluations can make us feel ashamed or guilty even when we know that we did not do anything wrong. As the authors argued, “People experience self-conscious emotions not because of how they evaluate themselves but rather because of how they think they are being evaluated or might be evaluated by others.”18

			So, in order to have an accurate view of yourself, it is absolutely essential that you pay attention to others’ views of you, contrary to what so many self-help gurus and confidence blogs prescribe. Failing to consider others’ views will neither set you free nor make you successful; rather, it will create an inaccurate and deluded self-view and disrupt your relationships with others. Nietzsche was right when he pointed out that it is easier to cope with a bad conscience than a bad reputation. Having a bad conscience is a sign that you care about others; having a bad reputation is a sign that you don’t.

			Self-Knowledge Matters More Than Self-Belief

			One of the features of expertise is the ability to recognize how limited our knowledge is. This is why many of the greatest minds this world has seen have repeatedly highlighted the negative effects of confidence on competence. Socrates, the father of Western philosophy, famously noted that the only thing he knew was that he didn’t know anything at all, and others shared this way of looking at themselves. Many centuries later, Voltaire, the French philosopher and poet, and one of the leading intellectual figures of the Enlightenment, echoed Socrates’s remark by noting that as he read more, he became more aware and more certain that really he did not know anything. Along those lines, Charles Darwin, one of the most influential scientists in history and the genius behind evolutionary theory, observed that confidence is more often caused by ignorance than by knowledge. And the list goes on. Shouldn’t we heed the warnings of the most brilliant intellects of all time?

			More recently, psychological research has indicated that the least competent people are the most likely to be overconfident, because they lack the ability to understand just how incompetent they are. This effect has been found in virtually every domain of competence: sense of humor, good taste, creativity, intelligence, and a wide range of physical skills. For instance, the less funny people are, the more they overrate their sense of humor; the less taste they have, the better taste they think they have; and the dimmer they are, the more they overrate their intelligence. In short, incompetence leads to both poor performance and the inability to realize that one is incompetent.

			When I first started teaching, I thought I could just stand in front of the class and freestyle my lecture. I was so confident in my ability to edutain (educate + entertain) that I never even bothered preparing. Although the classes were fun, the best students quickly worried about the lack of structure and content. They looked at the course syllabus and realized that I was not covering most of the topics, and that they would have to cover everything by themselves through independent studying. On the other hand, the less ambitious students thought the class was great, because they assumed that there was nothing to be learned or studied. I was so pleased with myself that I dismissed any negative feedback from the students and instead focused on the positive comments: “Finally someone decided to make the lectures entertaining,” “At last one lecturer who encourages a lot of interaction and discussion.” These may have been true, but at the same time I was failing to teach my students what they were meant to learn as part of the course.

			When, a few years later, I started paying attention to students’ negative evaluations (because they became more and more common), I was slightly demoralized at first. My teaching confidence dropped, which also made me question my overall competence for academia. However, that unpleasant realization helped me take the first crucial steps toward improving my teaching: making sure students had all the key readings, planning my lectures carefully, etc. Although my teaching confidence has never reached the level it did at the beginning of my academic career, students’ feedback has since improved substantially, because my teaching competence improved. The point I am trying to make is that high confidence can be a curse because it can stop you from improving. If you are really satisfied with your performance you will tend to ignore negative feedback, distorting reality in your favor. By the same token, lower confidence can be a blessing if it helps you pinpoint your weaknesses and motivates you to improve. So, when competence is low, confidence (self-belief) is often high. But if you start to take on board others’ assessments of you (ratings of your competence), your self-knowledge will increase and your self-belief can become more in line with reality.

			Psychological research shows that higher confidence increases people’s tendency to dismiss or disqualify the sources of negative feedback, as well as to praise those who think favorably of them.19 Try telling people who are very pleased with themselves that they are not good at something and they will either think you are joking or confront you. People with an optimistic mind-set and higher generic self-confidence are especially likely to distort reality in their favor after receiving negative feedback, something called “compensatory self-inflation.”20 The distorting effects of confidence have been visualized in our brains, as brain-scanning studies identified specific brain regions responsible for representing and processing feedback from others. Indeed, recent studies show that the brains of confident and unconfident people differ in their responses to praise and criticism from others.21 

			Dr. Sharot and her fellow neuroscientists at UCL have also identified specific brain areas and mechanisms underlying optimistic biases in particular.22 It seems that the brains of optimists (i.e., those whose perspectives show a more positive view than may be warranted) are much more able (or willing) to ignore evidence of negative events, such that they fail to send a chemical signal to alert our consciousness of the fact that things may not be looking good. Just like the ostrich that buries its head under the sand to avoid danger, the self-delusional brains of confident people are naturally prewired to “defend” themselves from threats by ignoring them, which is of course ultimately ineffective. Accordingly, higher confidence threatens self-knowledge because it limits people’s willingness to understand how others truly see them, which precludes their understanding of who they are.

			Another explanation for the fact that the least competent people are the most likely to be overconfident is that people are generally too polite to provide them with negative feedback about their incompetence, which would help them improve. Instead, we act as if they are competent, which only serves to confirm their inflated self-views. Generally speaking, as adults we tend to act with the fake politeness we demand from young children when we tell them that if they don’t have anything nice to say they should just remain quiet.

			The preponderance of polite fake feedback explains the popularity of talent-based reality TV shows such as American Idol, which expose a huge gap between participants’ confidence and their competence.23 These contestants perform with the confidence of a maven, but often deliver a dismal performance, especially in the initial rounds. This is what makes the audition episodes of American Idol so amusing: Some of the contestants have so little talent that it is impossible not to give them negative feedback—even the nicest judges are excused for being brutally honest with them. The fact that reality TV sometimes provides a more honest version of reality than the one we find in the real world can go a long way toward explaining the popularity of such shows: Viewers get to see overconfident but undercompetent hopefuls receive a sharp dose of reality, which in day-to-day settings is a rare occurrence. In real life, we devote way too much time to providing positive feedback to those who don’t deserve it, which contributes to inflating their confidence (yet not their competence). This is akin to what the judges of another, similar talent-based reality TV show, The Voice, do with contestants: Although most of them are as talentless as American Idol’s, the judges are as hypocritical (or polite) as most people in the real world are; this may explain the lower ratings of this show vis-à-vis American Idol.

			Using It:

			•	Although confidence is often very different from competence, others will look to your outward displays of confidence in order to assess your competence, so it is to your advantage to display confidence even if you don’t feel it, as it will make it harder for others to spot your weaknesses. However, beware of displaying too much confidence if you are unable to back it up—others don’t like it when confidence is not backed up by competence. Conversely, they will like you more if you are more competent than you claim, and if you are modest about your achievements.

			•	Competence needs to be boosted in a way that others will notice; otherwise it will make no difference in how they see you.

			•	Through self-fulfilling prophecies, what others believe about our competence does affect us.

			•	Reputation (how others see you) is more accurate than your self-view as a representation of how competent you are (i.e., others can gauge your competence levels more accurately than you can).

			•	Having an accurate perception of your reputation will help you function well in society and know how to respond to others, avoiding the possibility of marginalizing yourself through a lack of awareness about how you are perceived.

			•	High confidence often masks low competence, which can be a curse, as it stops you from working to improve. Low confidence helps you see your weaknesses and motivates you to overcome them. It’s better to have realistic self-knowledge than distorted self-belief, so that you can know what you need to work on to get better.

		

	
		
			4

			A Successful Career

			There are two rules to success in life: 1. Don’t tell people everything you know. —Unknown

			What Top Performers Do Better

			In this chapter, I’ll expose some common pieces of career wisdom as myth: most notably, that professional success does not come simply as a result of high confidence or self-belief; neither does it depend on innate talent. By the end of the chapter you should have a realistic understanding of what top performers actually do to accomplish big things, providing you with the necessary insight to boost your own career success. As you may have already guessed, the easiest way to do this is to boost your competence.

			Debunking Career Myths 
(Confidence, Talent, and Arrogance)

			Here’s a simple quiz for you. Think about someone who is hugely successful—anyone, famous or not. Now try to work out whether the person is low or high on the following three traits: confidence, talent, and arrogance. My guess is that you rated that person high on confidence. In fact, if I asked you to think about someone who is very successful but lacks confidence, you would probably need to think for a long time—but only because we are less likely to remember successful people when they are humble, kind, and low-key. I would also guess that you rated the person high on talent, unless you have chosen someone you resent for being too rich or more successful than you think he or she deserves to be. As for arrogance, unless you picked someone you really like (which would bias your judgment), you probably rated that person as arrogant rather than modest.

			I have spent much of the past two decades trying to understand why some people are more successful than others, a quest that has led me to read roughly one thousand books, conduct more than fifty experiments, interview hundreds of experts, and collaborate with many of the leading authorities in the field. I think about this question all the time. All in all, I have examined data for at least one million individuals across different fields of competence—business, college, arts, sports, and even criminal activities—talking to them, studying their biographies, and testing them with the best available methods and tools. Many of these studies enabled me to follow up with people for several years. I have also coached thousands of people to help them become more successful in their careers.

			My conclusion?

			Whatever people do, their career success always depends on the same three factors, and confidence is not one of them. It probably won’t surprise you by now to know that, more often than not, lower confidence is more advantageous than higher confidence. But before we examine the three things top performers have in common, let me debunk some of the common myths about the key determinants of career success.

			Myth 1: You Can Be Anything You Want If You Believe in Yourself

			Let’s get this straight: Successful people tend to be more confident, but only because they are usually more aware of their competence. In reality, successful people do not differ much in their confidence levels from their less successful peers. Consider the following fact: The correlation between career success and any measure of career confidence is .30 at most, which suggests that if we measured someone’s confidence in order to estimate how successful he may be, we would be only 15 percent more accurate than if we just guessed. And that is the largest correlation reported by any credible independent study. Moreover, the modest overlap between career confidence and competence is mostly accounted for by the effects of competence on confidence rather than vice versa. In other words, career success boosts career (and generic) confidence, but no form of confidence has been found to have concrete, observable, or meaningful positive effects on career competence.

			One of the greatest thinkers this world has ever seen, the Scottish philosopher David Hume, noted in the eighteenth century what psychologists observed only three hundred years later, namely that it is not possible for us to directly observe any form of cause and effect in the real world. All we can do is observe covariations: When X happens so does Y; when someone is successful, she is confident, etc. The key covariation regarding the role of confidence in career success (and one of the reasons you probably had for buying this book) is that “confident people seem more successful”; ergo, you may be inclined to think, “If I sort out my confidence problems, I will be more successful in my career”—but you shouldn’t. First, the confidence–career success correlation is small—many successful people are not that confident, and there are even more unsuccessful people who are very confident (I am sure you can think of examples). Second, when people are both successful and confident, their confidence is more often a product of their success than vice versa. And yet, unless you live in total isolation from the rest of the world, you have probably been brainwashed into believing that high self-belief is the most important single cause of career success; that if you think you can do something, you most certainly will.

			When scientific studies measure not just current levels of confidence and career success but also previous competence (e.g., talent, skill, or potential), the already small correlation between confidence and career success disappears. For example, one of our studies tested thousands of school pupils on initial competence (their school performance), subsequent career confidence, and later academic performance. The kids who were more confident at age nine tended to do a bit better in their studies at age twelve. However, when we took into account how they had performed until age nine, it became clear that the only reason for their higher confidence was their previous higher competence—that they had done well in the first place. The path is quite simple and intuitive: Kids who do well feel confident because they did well; kids who feel confident despite not having done well don’t end up doing any better. Competence leads to confidence, but not vice versa.1

			My team and I have replicated these findings with college students. In many studies involving thousands of universities from all over the world (literally; we looked at data from five continents), students who displayed higher levels of confidence tended to have better grades—but it was their previous grades that led to higher levels of confidence; confidence did not cause any competence gains. There was only one exception to this rule: males. Indeed, when we broke down the results by sex we noticed that although male students tended to display higher levels of confidence than did females, males’ grades were generally not higher, but lower. Furthermore, analyzing the data for male students only, those who displayed higher levels of confidence were often performing worse academically than those who displayed lower confidence levels. This shows that male confidence is delusional, and that the more overconfident males are, the more incompetent they tend to be.

			Looking at the combined data for both sexes, we found that males almost always exhibited more confidence than females did, despite the fact that they were being systematically outperformed by them. So what do these findings mean? Men are cocky and it doesn’t pay off. Women are modest and it doesn’t harm them. And that’s not the end of the story: Women are less delusional than men when it comes to assessing their academic career potential, and that does pay off. In fact, in almost every country around the globe women’s academic performance has been rising, often to the point of outperforming men (this is certainly the case in the United States), yet men remain more confident in their career success than women do.2

			What about those beyond college? Good question. Psychological research is often based just on college students, who are hardly representative of the overall population, though one day they will hopefully become adults. As it turns out, when it comes to the relationship between confidence and adult career success (competence postcollege), the findings from our unrepresentative high school and college students are replicated almost perfectly with grown-ups. And as with students, the modest positive association found between adult confidence and career success (the .30 correlation) is not indicative of the effects of confidence on career success; rather, it is indicative of the fact that more successful people tend to be more confident about their career success. In other words, being more talented makes you more competent, which in turn makes you more confident. Given that competent people tend to come across as confident, and that individuals who lack confidence tend to be aware of their incompetence, the gap between career confidence and competence is not always easily observable. Still, most confident people are not as competent as they think, and most competent people are confident only as a result of being competent, which they did not achieve by being confident.

			Myth 2: Success Depends on Innate Talent

			Another misconception about successful people is that they are innately talented. Unless you are talking about Pablo Picasso, Marie Curie, or Albert Einstein—the top .01 percent of performers in a field—it’s safe to say that talent is overrated, especially innate talent. By “innate talent” I mean the exceptional skills or gifts with which one might be born. However, the only examples in which such innate talent can be seen are famous child prodigies. For instance, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791) could memorize a major composition in less than half an hour by the age of four. He began composing at the age of six and when he was eight he composed his first full symphony. Pablo Picasso (1881–1973) allegedly made portraits of his sister when he was a baby, using egg yolks. At the age of fourteen, he was accepted to one of the most prestigious art academies in the country. The Picador, his first masterpiece, was produced when he was eight years old. Finally, Nadia Elena Comaneci (born 1961), the Romanian gymnast, became the first female gymnast to achieve a perfect score of 10 during an Olympic event, the Montreal 1976 Olympic Games, at the age of fifteen; she was awarded three gold medals. These examples illustrate the innate talent each was born with; its consequence is documented in the form of their career success at such young ages. However, aside from these incredibly rare examples, for at least 99 percent of the world’s population, innate talent has very little relevance.

			At best, we can have a predisposition to do things better than others do—a tendency to develop certain skills better than others can, or to devote more time, attention, and energy to certain activities. Take any two people and one of them will have more potential (for whatever you are interested in) than the other. However, potential means nothing unless it is harnessed. In fact, we would not even talk about potential unless someone decided to develop it a bit in the first place. For instance, when we say someone has talent for playing the piano, it is because that person has already devoted some time developing piano-playing skills; when we say someone has talent for singing, it is because the person has decided to practice and perform songs in the first place; and when we assess someone’s potential for leadership (e.g., in politics, business, or sports), it is because that person is already in a position where his or her management skills are noticeable. 

			The common claim in the biographies of great leaders that their leadership skills were already evident on the playground or at the age of five is sheer fiction. Would you like your president to be five or eight years old? Can a twelve-year-old manage a business? Even Mark Zuckerberg is older than that, and there is little evidence that he can manage a business, which is why he has appointed someone experienced to do so.3 Thus although certain convictions and aptitudes may be manifested early on in a person’s life, expertise and talent develop with experience, as a consequence of hard work, dedication, and focus.

			More important, think about all the talented people who are not successful in their careers. How many do you know? Can’t think? Here’s a simple exercise to help you work it out: Browse through your Facebook contacts and count the number of people in your network you consider talented. Then count the number of people you consider successful. My guess is that your list of friends includes fewer successful than talented people. I am also pretty sure that there will be little overlap between the two categories. Some of your contacts will be talented but not successful; others will be successful but not talented. And among those for whom you tick both boxes (people who are both successful and talented), how many do you think owe their success to their innate talents? Exactly.

			Thousands of psychological studies have tracked early manifestations of individuals’ talents (measured during their first five to ten years of life) into later stages of life. How do they affect school, college, and finally job performance? The results are compelling: The only innate skill that affects later career success is learning potential. In other words, among children, fast learners will tend to be more successful when they grow up. Let me repeat this slowly: That is the only innate skill or, if you prefer, element of talent that has any long-standing impact on an individual’s subsequent career success. And upon closer inspection the robust scientific evidence suggests that the effects of innate learning potential are rather trivial.

			The best longitudinal studies in this area measure not only talent at time one and career success at time two (for example, five years later), but a wide range of psychological traits and life events in between those two time intervals. This is what the best studies look like: They administer various measures of talent, such as valid IQ tests, when the kids are five to ten years old, measure their school performance a few years later, assess their college performance and educational achievements later, and track their entire employment history after that. The findings? No prizes for guessing. The kids who learned faster tended to be more successful in their careers, but only because they did better in school and college, and because they did better in training once they got the job.4 There is therefore a domino- or snowball-style chain of events: Higher learning potential helps you do better in school, which then helps you do better in college, which then helps you do better when you are being trained for the job, which then helps you do better on the job. This logical transition from earlier skills to later expertise explains why faster learners have an advantage as kids, adolescents, and adults. And that’s where the documented advantages of any innate skill end.

			Myth 3: Arrogant People Are More Successful

			Can you think of a CEO who isn’t a bastard? Or a powerful corporate manager who really cares about others? Have you met many successful people who seemed modest? Do you really believe celebrities when they try to come across as nice, caring, or considerate in media interviews? No, no, no, and no, and many people agree with you. Still, you don’t need to be arrogant in order to be successful—in fact, it actually helps if you are not. Luckily, there are not that many Donald Trumps in this world.

			Real world data tells a very clear story:

			•	The most important attributes that successful corporate managers have are trustworthiness, kindness, and empathy. How do we know this? Because over the past fifty years there have been more than five hundred scientific studies assessing the profile of successful leaders across all types of industries and sectors and all over the world. The bottom line: Arrogant leaders are disliked by their bosses, their peers, and their subordinates, even in autocratic settings like the military.5 

			•	The past ten years have shown that women tend to make better leaders than men. Why? Because they are generally more trustworthy, kind, and empathetic. True, there are fewer women than men in corporate senior leadership roles, but only because until recently (and still today in many parts of the world) women were not even allowed to aspire to top management jobs. Moreover, those who have the power to enable women to get those jobs (a.k.a. men) often operate under the stereotypical or prejudiced assumption that men are better leaders than women, partly because they don’t realize that arrogance is a destructive leadership quality.6

			•	Although there are still many arrogant people in management (not only men), arrogance is neither necessary nor desirable to get to those positions, and it almost certainly guarantees failure once people get there, if they ever do. Gallup, the global consultancy that specializes in the assessment of employee engagement, reports that 60 to 70 percent of employees worldwide are either dissatisfied or seriously unhappy with their jobs, and that the single most important cause of this dissatisfaction is incompetent management. This data is based on thirty years of research and comprises seventeen million employees.7 Indeed, when bosses are arrogant, their subordinates end up hating their jobs and quitting. As the saying goes, “People join organizations but quit their bosses.” And when they don’t quit, they don’t perform to the best of their capabilities, engaging in counterproductive work behaviors (e.g., cheating, stealing, gossiping, or spending hours on Facebook).

			Therefore, there should be far fewer arrogant people in charge than there currently are. For the sake of socioeconomic growth, political progress, and our sanity, we should work to prevent arrogant individuals from advancing in their careers at the peril of other people. The two reasons why arrogant people sometimes end up being successful is that they prioritize getting ahead at the expense of getting along—being ruthless, manipulative, exploitative, and bullish—and because their high confidence (arrogance) is often mistaken for competence.

			On a slightly more positive note, in my career I have met, interviewed, studied, and coached hundreds of successful people from around the world and all sorts of jobs. Many of them were arrogant, yes, but the vast majority of arrogant people were not really successful, and the vast majority of really successful people were anything but arrogant. It’s just sad that arrogance is something we often notice and remember people for—just think back to the prime example of Donald Trump: The very reason he stands out is that he is an exception (something that would normally not happen in the real world). If it were not for his obscene arrogance we might actually be allowed to forget who he is. Thankfully, though, arrogant people usually end up doing worse, whereas gentle, generous, and modest people end up doing better. So, whenever you see someone successful acting in an arrogant way, ask yourself if that person is truly competent, or if he is disguising his incompetence with his confidence. Sometimes, arrogance can be the most obvious disguise for a person’s incompetence, and even mask his insecurities—why else would he need to bring others down in order to big himself up?

			Three Things Top Performers Do Better

			OK, so if career success isn’t a function of self-belief, innate talent, or arrogance, what are the keys to this type of success? The answer is almost the exact opposite of what our three debunked myths imply. Indeed, modesty and kindness are much more useful than arrogance; a strong work ethic matters much more than innate talent; and confidence is only useful when coupled with competence.

			Let’s consider the principal driver of career success in developed economies: An individual’s career success depends not on being employed, but on being employable. Jobs are temporary, but the ability to gain and maintain employment is a major lifelong career competence.8 In the United States, only 65 percent of the potential workforce is employed,9 and at least 40 percent of unemployed people have been jobless for a minimum of two years.10 Although this is often blamed on the poor state of the economy, especially since the latest financial meltdown, there are two ongoing reasons for the poor employment prospects millions of people are facing today.

			First, there is a generic mismatch between what various job markets demand and what potential employees can supply, resulting in a shortage of skills in some areas. This is the critical element in the “war for talent,” in which employers compete fiercely for top-performing employees. In contrast, there is a clear surplus of skills in other areas: People who are out of work tend to have skills that are no longer sought after. Second, since the 1980s, businesses have stopped promising permanent jobs. For example, in 1983 the average U.S. male worker aged fifty-five to sixty-four had been with his employer for more than fifteen years, but this figure is now less than ten years. On average, U.S. workers remain at a job for less than four years. The dream of lifetime employment with a single organization has been replaced by the prospect of multiple career changes; the new psychological contract emphasizes “employability . . . work-centered adaptability that enhances individuals’ ability to identify and seize career opportunities . . . employability is fundamental to maintain a career.”11 The message is clear: If you want to be successful in your career, you need to enhance your employability, but how?

			Although there are hundreds of skills and millions of jobs, your employability depends on a fairly small set of criteria. In fact, the main criterion is always the same, namely whether you seem employable to your boss, client, or contractor. Employability, then, is an attribution someone makes about your likelihood to contribute positively to her business, or to help her attain her own commercial interests. To be employable means to be perceived as an attractive business partner or employee by a client or boss. So, why are some people perceived as more employable than others? The answer comes in the form of three things top performers do better.

			#1: Display Competence

			Top performers always come across as more competent or able. Of course, you may seem competent in certain domains but incompetent in others. However, what matters is how competent a potential employer or client thinks you are in relation to work-relevant tasks. The question here concerns your occupational expertise, your know-how, your reputation for solving problems related to the job in question. This is what people assess when they inspect your résumé, qualifications, or credentials. If you went to a good university or outline a number of useful skills and accomplishments in your résumé (e.g., languages, computer skills, driver’s license), employers will assume that you are competent in those domains. Of course, this may not be the case, because there are no perfect measures of an individual’s performance until, well . . . they actually perform. Instead, the best employers can do is make informed, data-based predictions—taking into account your résumé, interview performance, test results, etc. Develop a strong résumé: Spend time on it and get feedback and opinions from other people on what they believe it says about you. Ultimately it is about being proactive in displaying your competence. Practice interviews, become informed, train in different software, and become an expert!

			Whether you have worked hard enough to demonstrate competence or not, you still need to ensure that you seem competent to others. Demonstrating competence is 10 percent of the achievement equation, namely your performance; the remaining 90 percent is your preparation. Assuming that you prepare as much as you possibly can, all you need is to ensure that you don’t underperform too much. However, with proper preparation you can even get away with underperformance. For instance, people with high IQs will score high on IQ tests even if they are distracted when they take the test.12 Additionally, if a person has spent weeks studying the minutiae of a potential employer and learned all there is to know about how the company operates, even if on the day of his interview he is suddenly overcome with panic and fear, it will be evident he knows what he is talking about when asked questions relating to the company. His underperformance in the interview is likely to be forgotten because of his obvious level of preparation. The fact of the matter is, when you are very knowledgeable on a subject, it’s not generally difficult to demonstrate your knowledge to others, even when nerves make you forget the odd fact. Your achievement depends on your performance, but your performance depends on your preparation, which, you’ll remember, is negatively affected by confidence. Once you are competent at something, others will often notice it. However, if you lack competence, there are still occasions when you will be able to fool others (especially those not very good at judging people’s competence) into believing that you are competent.

			When you perform, it is useful to fake confidence because it will make you seem more competent to others. Failing to do so is like not exaggerating on your résumé—because most people will assume that you are exaggerating. Only people with undisputed expert credentials can afford not to brag. Moreover, true experts are able to demonstrate competence by faking low confidence or modesty. For instance, the Twitter bio of Malcolm Gladwell, one of the most successful nonfiction authors of our time, originally read, “Staff writer for New Yorker Magazine. I’ve also written some books,” and now reads—even more modestly—“Curious journalist.” If you want more examples, just tune in to the Academy Awards ceremony and listen to the various acceptance speeches: The most common denominator is the alleged humility of the winners, but that’s only because they have won. In order to be “humble in victory,” one first needs to be victorious—however, faking modesty is now so common among experts that it is often a good strategy for faking competence, a sort of double bluffing. So, here’s my advice:

			When you are competent, fake modesty.

			When you are not, fake competence.

			And if you cannot fake competence,

			then try to fake confidence.

			Faking modesty is a common presentational strategy in Britain, where people show off the most by pretending to lack competence or confidence. The standard way of displaying confidence or competence is to answer the question “How good are you at X?” by saying “Not too bad” or “OK, actually.” It’s a killer strategy because it will make others add rather than subtract 20 to 30 percent of competence to your claim. And here comes the best part: If you are naturally unconfident, you don’t have to fake humility, because you will be perceived as modest anyway.

			When you are used to seeing talentless people pretending to be competent, it is so refreshing to see someone who doesn’t show off that you end up persuading yourself that he or she must be competent. More than once, I have been fooled (or fooled myself) into believing that some very quiet people were in fact competent but modest, when they were actually just clueless. Sadly, modest people may not get the credit they deserve, especially in situations when they are perceived as unenthusiastic, lazy, or incompetent, but this is only because narcissists exist in abundance. It is a real shame that there is so much admiration for those who overindulge in self-promotion. People who talk about themselves a lot and pretend to know everything about anything are often perceived as charming and competent, but merely because so many people are incapable of differentiating between confidence and competence. As Rob Kaiser, a well-known leadership consultant, once told me: “My biggest threat is the naïveté of my competitor’s clients.” This line could be applied to any domain of career success and life.

			So, top performers display competence and tend to be modest about it. To emulate these people, starting with adequate preparation is key, as you have seen. Not only does this develop your competence; it will also override potential underperformances. Additionally, those at the top of their game appear to be extremely humble and modest about their competence. While this genuine modesty cannot be really achieved until you have been victorious in your pursuits, modesty is certainly something you can fake a little to help people perceive you as competent. However, and very important, society as a whole would benefit greatly by getting better at distinguishing between confidence and competence. This is because the talentless people who use bravado and overconfidence to get ahead would not be going anywhere.

			#2: Work Hard

			The second reason why people are deemed employable is that they are seen as hardworking, usually because they are. People often compensate for their relative lack of competence with hard work. In line, high-performing people just work much harder than their peers. Our research suggests that being smart increases the likelihood of being lazy, while realizing that you are not so smart motivates you to work harder to accomplish your goals.13 In line, a series of now-seminal studies by Claudia Mueller and Carol Dweck demonstrated that children’s assumptions about the nature of talent (intelligence) have important effects on their career success. In contrast to the widely held belief that praising the intelligence of children encourages motivation, these authors showed that it actually has more negative consequences regarding their motivation for achievement than praising effort. It was found that young children who had their intelligence praised placed more importance on their goals relating to performance than learning, in comparison with children who had their effort praised. These children (praised for intelligence) also tended to enjoy the tasks less, refusing to persist in them if they initially failed, and showed worse task performance than those who had their effort praised. Praising the effort and hard work of children also led them to believe their task performance could be improved.14

			In his bestselling book Outliers,15 Malcolm Gladwell argues, based on the work of Swedish psychologist Anders Ericsson,16 that ten thousand hours of practice can turn you into a top performer in any field. The ten-thousand-hour rule is not the only factor determining people’s success (there’s also talent and opportunity), but it is uncommon to find exceptional achievers who have worked fewer hours at their craft. Let me save you from the calculations: If you work eight hours a day, seven days a week, it will take you almost three and a half years to accumulate the necessary working hours to become an expert, which tends to be the minimum time frame for completing a PhD program. The implications of the ten-thousand-hour rule are clear: It may be in your hands to be exceptional, but you will have to, if you’ll pardon my language, work your ass off. Now, who do you think is more likely to double their efforts to attain their career goals—people who are confident about their performance or those who are not? Correct. Once again, confidence has inverse effects on competence.

			Employers will sometimes be split over their decision to hire a candidate who is talented but potentially lazy or one who is less talented but seemingly hardworking and therefore a better potential performer. However, when two candidates appear equally competent, employers will always select the more driven individual, as she or he will end up outperforming the less driven candidate 85 percent of the time. Indeed, the best employees are rarely the most talented ones; rather, they are the ones who respond quickly, get stuff done, and produce exactly what is asked of them, if not more. As Bruce Tulgan notes in his clever essay on talent, a single truly great person on your team is worth numerous mediocre ones. 17

			Therefore, if you want to be successful in your career, you have to work hard, no matter how talented you are, and whatever your confidence. I really shouldn’t be reminding you of this, but given the large number of people who believe that they can have a career by just showing up, I decided to dedicate an entire section to emphasizing how important a strong work ethic is. As Phillip Brown and Anthony Hesketh, the authors of The Mismanagement of Talent, argue, having an impressive résumé does not guarantee a motivated and driven attitude. Being proactive is a characteristic that is becoming increasingly sought after by employers, to the extent that it is shifting the traditional focus from capability. In the view of the authors, what sets leaders and top performing individuals apart from the rest is “that ‘extra something’ that comes from a deep hunger or drive for achievement and success.”18 Given that hunger and drive are extinguished with accomplishments, and that accomplishments breed confidence, it’s best to use your lower confidence to stay hungry and driven.

			# 3: Be Likable

			The third key feature of top performers is that they are generally more likable. Indeed, people who are pleasant are more employable than unpleasant, dull, or difficult people.19 So here’s another piece of advice that sounds a lot more obvious than it actually is, at least given its low implementation rates: If you want a successful career, be kind to people, or at the very least, don’t be a pain in the neck.

			If you work for someone else, your promotion and career success are in the hands of your boss. In a just world, your boss would pay attention to your work contribution and value you for what you give to the organization. In the real world, managers are usually biased and hardly ever distinguish between employees’ objective output and the degree to which they like or dislike them.20 Thus, being liked by your boss will greatly affect your career success. Be nice to your manager and avoid confrontation; don’t be a problem for him but, rather, someone whose company he enjoys. It will get you promoted faster than you think.

			Managers will rarely admit this (they would be sued or fired), but between a boring employee who does a good job and a fun employee who does an average job, they would generally promote and retain the latter over the former. Next time your boss shows some favoritism for someone, remember that she is just like everyone else (including you), in that she finds some people more pleasant, rewarding, and fun than others. The only difference is she has decision-making power over your career. Note also that a bias toward likable employees will not necessarily have counterproductive effects for the organization—it is often the other way around. People who are rewarding to deal with impact positively on others: Their colleagues like having them around and so do their bosses, so they tend to exert a positive influence on staff morale and are important for maintaining good team spirit, which in turn causes businesses to perform better.

			One problem with “sucking up” is that it is not always easy to implement, even when you accept the fact that it is extremely useful for your career. There are two main reasons for this. First, as Gallup’s employee engagement data suggests,21 most employees are managed ineptly, not least because they have pushy, bold, and truly intolerable bosses. This makes it extremely hard to be nice to them—you almost need to be a mercenary to do so. Second, we all (not just your boss) have a “dark side,” defined as a natural tendency to create interpersonal conflict and disrupt social relations. This tendency is especially likely to erupt under pressure, and what is the biggest source of pressure and stress at work? Horrible bosses. So, you really need to have an enormous amount of self-control in order to hide your spontaneous feelings and true thoughts from your manager and suck up to him. As the French moralist Joseph Joubert noted, showing more love to people than they really deserve is kindness.

			For some of us, it might not seem so hard to implement, but if you want to be truly successful in your career, then you need to work on being nice to people. Try to come across as considerate, warm, and caring, and hide your dark side tendencies from your colleagues and especially your boss. Arrogance never pays off, but kindness most certainly will, even though it often takes time—the top leadership scholars all agree on this, a rarity for academics. Jim Collins, author of Good to Great, pointed out in a seminal Harvard Business Review article that the best corporate leaders always combine intense professional dedication with extreme personal humility.22 Collins’s essay was deemed counterintuitive, but the only counterintuitive thing about it is that anyone could consider it counterintuitive. According to Collins, the key ingredients of top leadership are humility, will, and fairness (e.g., giving credit to others, assigning blame to oneself)—the exact opposite of arrogance. 

			Even more compellingly, Drs. Joyce Hogan and Robert Hogan have spent a combined fifty years studying the causes of successful and unsuccessful leadership, building a data archive of more than a million employees, most of them managers. Their results indicate unequivocally that the ability to get along with others is a deciding factor underlying promotion to managerial roles and, in particular, whether managers can genuinely lead an organization to success. People who are sensitive toward others get hired and promoted; people who are not get fired or destroy the organization.23 

			Finally, professor Timothy Judge, at the University of Notre Dame, analyzed leadership data from hundreds of independent research studies comprising thousands of managers; his results indicate that leaders tend to display more pro-social behaviors, such as being more agreeable and extroverted, and that those features are also more prominent in successful than unsuccessful leaders.24, 25

			How to Boost Your Career Confidence 
(Even Though You Don’t Have To)

			In reality, wanting to boost your career confidence kind of misses the point. The most confident people I’ve known have been utterly unsuccessful in their careers, to the point of being virtually unemployable, despite being well educated and coming from rich families. Some were so confident that they felt entitled to some of the best jobs in the world (e.g., creative director of MTV, chief designer for Apple, and even lead singer of Coldplay), but they had neither the talent nor the work ethic to be worthy of such positions. Sadly for them, they kept their confidence intact and remained firm in their convictions that they should aspire to these top jobs, which stopped them from working on anything less ambitious and eventually made them completely unemployable, keeping them out of the job market for years. I suspect you also know people like this.

			Our narcissistic society is full of people who have remarkably high career aspirations, combined with a rather low willingness to work or no natural talent to attain them. This combination results in people who are hard to manage—they become more and more arrogant, deluded, and bitter with the world. In his fascinating book, The Blame Game, business psychologist Ben Dattner points out that the members of Generation Y (people born in the eighties and nineties) are particularly prone to overrating their own career potential, which produces unmanageable expectations and an unrealistic sense of entitlement:

			Many of my baby boomer and Gen X clients have marveled to me that their younger employees seem to think that they deserve a gold star simply for showing up to work each day. My colleagues still recount the story of one new student, who asked during an orientation to the master’s program, “What kind of job will I receive when I graduate?”26

			Thus, too much career confidence is likely to hinder your career development, especially when your internal career confidence is high—in other words, when you believe your own hype. Indeed, your internal career confidence and your external career confidence each have different implications for your career success. As in other areas of competence, the only type of high confidence that is beneficial to your career is your external confidence, because it will increase the probability that you seem competent to others. On the other hand, your internal career confidence is actually more useful when it is low, manifested as the inner voice telling you that you should do better. Remember that you are the only person who hears and cares about that voice. Others are really not interested in your career confidence; all they want is to be able to assess whether you are competent or not, even if they often rely on your external confidence to do so, especially when they are not competent enough to distinguish between confidence and competence in others.

			Demonstrating higher levels of competence to others will increase your career success, whereas demonstrating higher levels of competence to yourself will increase your career confidence. The former is a logical precondition for the latter. Genuine improvements in your career will usually translate into increases in your career confidence. Of course, your low career confidence may be unwarranted if you are too harsh on yourself or have a pessimistic bias. However, the way to deal with unrealistic low confidence (perfectionistic self-criticism) is no different from how you should deal with low realistic confidence, namely by boosting your competence. The only way to boost your career confidence without being delusional, then, is by actually being more successful. And to manage that, you need to boost your career competence—anything else will be pointless.

			The bottom line is that you don’t really have to boost your career confidence. In fact, lower confidence is advantageous for improving on the three key dimensions of employability: It prompts you to become more able (develop expertise), motivates you to work hard (to compensate for your perceived lack of competence), and minimizes the probability that you will act in a pompous and unlikable way.

			Using It:

			•	Don’t listen to the myths: Career success is not a function of self-belief, innate talent, or arrogance.

			•	Remember the most important attributes of successful corporate managers: trustworthiness, kindness, and empathy.

			•	Use colleagues past or present to help you get a sense of how you are perceived.

			•	Think of one of your favorite bosses or managers. How did she talk to you? How did she treat people, and are you able to emulate her behavior?

			•	Enhance your employability: Develop a strong résumé; ask others to proofread it and give their feedback. Practice interviews and giving presentations. Be proactive in becoming an expert!

			•	Develop a strong work ethic:

			—Preparation is key. The more you prepare, the less you underperform.

			—Think of ways to demonstrate your hunger to succeed and your get-up-and-go attitude to new colleagues or bosses. It might mean staying at work later than everyone else for the first few months, going the extra mile on an assignment, or even just little things like always being on time.

			•	Be likable:

			—Always be kind, even when this means showing someone a bit more compassion than he or she might deserve.

			—Be aware of your “dark side” tendencies and learn how to curtail them.

			—Give credit to those you work around and don’t shy away from taking the blame sometimes.

			•	Embrace your internal low career confidence: Remember that this is what will drive you to always strive to be doing better.

			
		

	
		
			5

			Social Confidence and People Skills

			The ability to deal with people is as purchasable a commodity as sugar or coffee. And I will pay more for that ability than for any other under the sun.

			—John D. Rockefeller (1839–1937)

			How to Master Interpersonal Relations

			Things haven’t changed much since John D. Rockefeller’s time: Despite unprecedented technological advances, which have replaced a great deal of face-to-face interaction with digital communications, social skills are still the number one commodity on our planet, not least because relationships, which depend entirely on social skills, represent the foundation of any society.

			This chapter will highlight the fact that, despite the importance of social relations, most people are particularly bad at judging social skills, both in themselves and in others. Contrary to what you may believe, those who appear socially confident are often considered cocky or arrogant and are more likely to fail in social situations. We’ll outline the benefits of low social confidence (namely, preventing embarrassment and humiliation, and motivating self-improvement), and then we’ll cover some simple guidelines for charming and influencing others in social situations. As you’ve begun to see, focusing on others rather than yourself is a crucial pathway to success.

			As with other domains of competence, people are especially delusional about their social skills when they feel very confident. A review of independent scientific studies reported an average correlation of .17 between people’s self-perceived social skills—their confidence—and their actual social competence.1 This suggests that people’s insight into their own social skills is just marginally better than chance. In other words, a random score would be almost as indicative of our true social skills as our rational self-evaluation or self-knowledge is.

			We are equally inept when it comes to judging others’ social skills. For example, studies have shown that we are generally unable to tell whether others are lying, and the more confident we are in our ability to discriminate between truth and lies, the more likely we are to be wrong. In fact, the correlation between people’s competence for detecting lies and their confidence in their ability to do so is virtually zero (.04, to be precise). It is therefore as reliable to base lie-detection judgments on chance as it is to trust your confidence. Alarmingly, this is true even for people who are in the business of spotting liars. For instance, law enforcement officers are as bad at identifying liars as laypeople are.2

			Contrary to what you may think (and especially to what they tend to think), people with inflated social confidence do not perform better in social situations. There is no evidence for the beneficial effects of social confidence or the idea that feeling assertive in social situations will boost your performance or social competence.3 In fact, the only measure by which socially confident people do better is their own assessment of their performance. I’m sure you know people who are very confident, secure, and dominant in social interactions. If you do, pay attention to how they evaluate their own performance (e.g., when they give a talk, go on a date, or pitch to a client). Ask them how they performed and they will tell you that they did exceptionally well, and, sadly, they really believe that’s the case. Emphasis on “sadly” because it confers them no advantage, but quite a few disadvantages.

			Psychologists Julia Bishop and Heidi Inderbitzen, from the University of Nebraska–Lincoln, asked five hundred ninth-grade pupils to nominate their most and least favorite classmates.4 Each nominee was put into one of five categories, ranging from “popular” to “rejected.” The researchers also obtained generic measures of confidence from all participants. Surprise, surprise (unless you’ve read the previous chapters), there was no correlation whatsoever between pupils’ self-confidence ratings and their popularity as rated by their classmates. The only variable that differentiated people with lower and higher social confidence was whether pupils had a close friend in the class. Those who did rated themselves more favorably in popularity, which is understandable: They had at least one person who genuinely liked them in the class. But to assume that having a close friend is a sign of popularity is somewhat delusional, to say the least. In fact, if the rest of the world loved us as much as our closest friends do, we would experience far fewer insecurities and social anxieties than we do.5

			Even from an early age, humans seem to misjudge their interpersonal skills. A group of psychologists asked teachers to assess the social skills, popularity, and classroom etiquette of their three hundred pupils, aged four to seven.6 Teachers’ ratings were totally unrelated to pupils’ confidence ratings, which tended to be much higher. In another study, Dr. Duane Buhrmester and his team assessed the accuracy of students’ self-rated competence vis-à-vis their roommates’ ratings of them.7 Again, there was no connection between how individuals viewed their own social skills and how they were viewed by their roommates. More confident students thought they were better in every domain of social competence:

			They claimed to be substantially better at initiating relationships, better at disclosing things about themselves, better at asserting themselves in connection with objectionable behaviors by others, better at providing emotional support to others, and significantly better even at managing interpersonal conflicts. The roommates’ ratings told a very different story, however. For four of the five interpersonal skills, the correlation between self-rated self-esteem and roommate-rated skill fell short of significance, ranging from 0.01 for conflict management to 0.15 for assertion in the face of objectionable behaviors.8

			The only domain in which confident students were actually rated more favorably was initiating new social contacts, but even then the correlation between confidence and competence was .38, suggesting only a small overlap between people’s actual and self-perceived skills.

			If anything, people who provide inflated self-ratings of social competence tend to be liked less by independent observers rather than more.9 In short, there is no connection between social confidence and social competence, in particular for people who are confident about their own people skills. This begs the question of what role social confidence plays, especially if it is unlikely to have self-fulfilling effects by boosting one’s social competence. The next section provides an answer to this question.

			Social Confidence as Presentational Strategy

			Given that we have little insight into our social competence, especially when we feel confident, psychologists have considered alternate interpretations of the role of confidence in relation to interpersonal skills. The overwhelming body of evidence suggests that rather than interpreting social confidence as insight into one’s social competence, it seems more appropriate to interpret it as a preferred self-presentational strategy, or a put-on performance for our social encounters. Even when we think that our social confidence is an accurate representation of our ability to deal with others, notably strangers and new acquaintances, it is relevant only as a determinant of how other people see us. When our social confidence is high, we tend to persuade ourselves that others see us in a positive vein, which is not necessarily true. When our social confidence is low, we are usually realistic about the fact that others have an unfavorable impression of us. The main implication is that the relevant aspects of our social confidence are external; that is, our social confidence is first in the eye of the beholder, and then reflected into our own eyes—unless we are deluded.

			There are two main types of presentational strategies we can use to impress and be liked or respected by others: high and low social confidence. If you are surprised about the idea that lower confidence can be successfully used to impress others, consider the following: The goal of low social confidence is not the pursuit of positive experiences, but the avoidance of negative ones, or what psychologists refer to as “avoidance goals,” which actually encompass 50 percent of human goals.10 It’s an effective self-protective strategy against social embarrassment, rejection, humiliation, and failure.

			Just as our confidence in any domain tends to fluctuate (at times, you feel more competent than at others), our social confidence is sometimes more focused on avoiding negative experiences than pursuing positive ones. As self-esteem expert Baumeister notes, sometimes we have to make a choice between a risk-averse strategy and a more risky approach that could pay off and improve our reputation. Baumeister gives the example of a public performance: We can choose to agree to the challenge (the riskier option, which may result in either losing face or gaining status) or to opt out and avoid potentially making a fool out of ourselves (the risk-averse strategy, which simultaneously eliminates the possibility of a beneficial outcome). Somebody using a high-confidence presentational strategy may be more likely to agree to the public performance, while an individual using a low-confidence presentational strategy may be more inclined to pass up the opportunity.11

			The idea, then, is that high and low social confidence are indistinguishable in terms of their pursuit of desirable goals, except that low confidence leads to such pursuit via modest, low-key, and inhibited behaviors, whereas high confidence does so by unleashing a repertoire of dominant, assertive, and uninhibited behaviors. Interestingly, low social confidence is generally more effective than high social confidence, as people are better at avoiding embarrassment than gaining praise. In fact, there are three reasons why low social confidence should be preferred as a self-presentational strategy:

			1. High social confidence raises others’ expectations of our competence, whereas low social confidence lowers them. Indeed, low social confidence follows the “under-promise, over-deliver” principle, which is always preferable to “over-promise, under-deliver” (which emerges from high social confidence). Thus, low social confidence puts less pressure on you and minimizes the probability that others will be disappointed.12

			2. High social confidence increases the probability of making an erroneous (internal) prediction of our performance, which is both disconcerting and embarrassing. Failing to be as successful as we expected has two potential problematic consequences: making us realize that we were deluded about our competence, and producing a state of denial in which we don’t accept that we were wrong. The former is a big blow to our confidence, but the latter poses a serious threat to our long-term social competence, particularly if we want to improve our social skills. The risk of finding ourselves in a situation in which we have to distort reality in order to avoid the unpleasant state of feeling more incompetent than we did can be minimized by simply presenting ourselves in a less confident manner. So, even if you are feeling confident, try to react to that confidence by adjusting your behavior in a way that makes you appear more modest and humble, and if you are not really feeling confident, don’t force yourself to seem so. In general, it is better to be your own worst critic than to have others as critics while you think highly of yourself. Furthermore, even if you are acting a bit too modestly for your actual competence, others will probably let you know or treat you favorably—humility is much more valued than you think.

			3. On the other hand, low social confidence presents a win-win situation. If it correctly predicts low social competence, we will at least feel competent about our forecast, which is a sign of social competence in itself. If, however, it turns out that we were overly pessimistic in our prediction, then we will be pleasantly surprised by the better-than-expected result, and feel more competent than we did before. Thus, low social confidence helps us prepare for the worst while still allowing us to enjoy the benefits of success. As Dr. Baumeister and colleagues put it: “The humiliation of failure is intensified by prior boastful pronouncements, whereas it is diminished if one had predicted failure.”13

			In brief, although people with lower social confidence are as eager to please others as anyone else,14 they tend to opt for risk-averse strategies in order to protect themselves from potential failures, while simultaneously increasing their chances of making a positive impact on others.

			The Toxicity of High Social Confidence

			Although few people realize it, there are big risks associated with high social confidence. As Baumeister and colleagues observe: “Describing oneself in glowing terms does not of course guarantee that others will end up regarding one favorably [because] there is the risk of appearing conceited and arrogant. Cultural norms prescribe against expressing highly favorable evaluations of oneself. Simply saying good things about oneself is associated with the risk of being viewed as a conceited braggart or in some similarly undesirable way.”15 The emphasis on cultural norms is important here because there is a great deal of cultural variability in the degree to which people accept displays of boasting.

			As you can probably guess, Americans are more accepting of self-promotion than other nations, which is why you may find this section counterintuitive (and want to worry about your low social confidence). Narcissistic North American culture tolerates self-enhancement more than other societies do, hence the compelling nature of messages such as “just be yourself,” “don’t worry about what others think of you,” etc. High self-confidence is a central value in the United States.16 As we see, wherever we are, self-promotion is an ineffective strategy for getting others to like us or respect us. Most scientific studies in this area have been carried out with U.S. participants, and the evidence very clearly suggests that whatever confidence surplus people perceive (surpassing competence) is toxic. In other words, the minute people perceive that you have more confidence than competence, they like you less.

			The simple facts are that self-promoters tend to be perceived as arrogant,17 and people are much more likely to be admired, respected, and liked when they avoid self-claims of competence, in particular when others sing their praises. This is consistent with the commonsense idea that truly talented individuals can let their qualities speak for themselves.18 Think about people who behave in a rude, socially inappropriate, aggressive, argumentative, uninhibited, or unempathetic manner, with no consideration for other people’s feelings and no interest in pleasing others. Pick the first two examples that come to mind. Now think about whether they have low, average, or high confidence. . . . I bet you the royalties of this book that they are not in the low-confidence category. Clearly, then, higher confidence impairs social skills more than lower confidence does.

			So we can see that while the popular view is that confidence is an important social booster that enhances our relationships with others, the reality could not be more different. Although confidence can be used to mask one’s limitations and weaknesses, it is easier to do so by being modest and displaying low confidence. In fact, higher social confidence will be mistaken for competence only by those who are unable to judge competence, and even then it would be easier to get others to like you by avoiding blatant self-promotion and arrogance. The underlying logic to this argument is really quite basic: If you are competent, there’s no need to enhance your talents with extra displays of assertiveness; if you are not, high confidence will only help you disguise it for a limited time with a limited number of people (who don’t know any better anyway). Conversely, when competence is coupled with modesty and a splash of insecurity, you will be able to not just impress others but also gain their sympathy. The good news, if you have always felt somewhat unassertive and insecure in social situations, is that you will find it rather easy to avoid indulging in overt displays of confidence, so abstaining from toxic self-promotion will not be too difficult for you.

			The Adaptive Side of Lower Social Confidence

			William James argued that the most fundamental principle governing human behavior is our desire to be appreciated. This principle may be the single most insightful remark about social relations ever formulated. Anywhere in the world, our relationships are driven by a fundamental craving for acceptance and appreciation, and that will always be the case. At the same time, people differ in the degree to which they need acceptance from others, and the less confident you are in your ability to be accepted, the more effort you will make to achieve it. Or, if you prefer, you can reverse the roles. Think of others as the people who are trying to be accepted and liked by you. Now divide “others” into those with high and low confidence. . . . What do you get? Confident people who will work less hard to be accepted by you, and less confident people who are quite motivated to gain your acceptance. Thus William James’s principle explains the inverse association between social confidence and social competence, as well as how lower social confidence can be a driver to produce higher social competence.

			Who are the people who crave others’ appreciation the most? The insecure. And what’s the result of craving others’ appreciation? Society. Indeed, any civilization is partly the product of our desire to please others, and it reinforces that desire with rules and norms. A simple quid pro quo or social exchange among its members: If you do something for others they will do something for you; if you are nice to others they will be nice to you. Ultimately, every manifestation of pro-social behavior is an attempt to improve how others see us and what others think of us. When we lack confidence, we feel that our chances of making a favorable impression on others are slim, which means that our social anxiety emerges from our perceived inability or incompetence to gain other people’s affection, respect, and admiration.19 Ultimately, low social confidence can always be interpreted as fear of being rejected or fear of relationship devaluation.

			In line, there is a competitive element underlying low social confidence,20 which is elicited in situations that lower people’s confidence in their ability to attain the desired social status from others. Once again, it is easy to see the adaptive side of insecurity, this time in the form of low social confidence. Thus low social confidence is the result of either failing to fulfill your basic affiliation needs—the desire to connect or bond with others—or sensing that you won’t be able to fulfill them. It is a signal that you are not as competent in social interactions as you would like to be, and that others fail to see in you the person you would like to be. Of course, it may be we are overly self-critical in our interpretations of how others see us, and that their views of us are not really that negative. However, it is better to err on the safe side and assume that we are not doing so well. As others are essential for the fulfillment of any goal, social confidence is a major aspect of confidence. Moreover, most low confidence in any domain is associated with the perception that we lack the power to alter other people’s perceptions of us.

			How to Use Your Low Social Confidence to Enhance Your Social Competence

			There are three well-defined paths by which lower social confidence and even social anxiety (its extreme manifestation) can lead to increased social competence over time.

			Path 1

			PESSIMISTIC REALISM

			We know that the reason for the near-zero correlation between social confidence and social competence is that confident people systematically overestimate how socially skilled they are. Conversely, people who are not assertive in social situations tend to be realistic about their skills deficit. Therefore, the first benefit conferred by lower social confidence is the ability to accurately assess your social competence. In other words, low social confidence is there to equip you with some pessimistic realism, or the ability to realize that you are not as strong interpersonally as you would like to be.

			How do you realize this? By attending to negative feedback or disapproval signals from others, something confident people never do. Socially confident people tend to ignore any evidence suggesting that they may not be as popular as they hoped to be, to the point of distorting ambivalent evidence in order to reassure themselves that they are performing in a charming and desirable way in social situations. Less confident people are the exact opposite: They ignore evidence in support of their satisfactory performance to focus instead on the negatives. Sure, it can be quite painful to focus on the negative side of things—but that is also the only way you can deliberately improve on your performance and become more competent. Pay attention to your weaknesses, knowing it’s OK to feel bad about them. If something is bothering you, then you should not pretend that you don’t care, but rather do something about it.

			Ironically, then, the pessimistic bias conferred by lower social confidence makes people more realistic, not least because the optimistic bias conferred by higher social confidence makes people delusional and much more unrealistic. As they say, “In the kingdom of the blind . . .”

			Path 2

			SELF-FOCUSED ATTENTION

			Have you ever experienced the disinhibiting effects of alcohol? When we are mildly intoxicated (as opposed to very drunk) we experience the rather enjoyable and reassuring realization that although we may be embarrassing ourselves, we don’t really care. In fact, alcohol consumption would probably drop substantially if it didn’t produce the false sense of competence it does. It is useful to compare these effects to those of high social confidence: Drunkenness enables us to sing karaoke without inhibition at the office Christmas party or approach someone in a bar we would never approach when sober; likewise, high social confidence disinhibits us and unleashes our natural instincts. Great—or is it?

			As anyone who has been forced to reexperience their own drunken antics while sober (perhaps via Facebook or YouTube) would realize, alcohol has no beneficial effects on social competence, other than the fact that others are often more forgiving and lenient with us when they realize that we are drunk. In addition, when we are drunk we are also less harsh on ourselves, but that isn’t really an advantage. If boozing didn’t reduce self-focused attention, people wouldn’t do stupid things while drunk. That is the remarkable quality of soberness: It stops you from “being yourself” by imposing constant self-censorship on your behavior. You can think of low social confidence as a more extreme version of sobriety, and social anxiety as an even more extreme version of low social confidence. By the same token, alcohol tends to affect social competence by inflating our confidence to the point of embarrassment, even if we don’t experience guilt and shame until we sober up. In short, lower confidence increases your preoccupation with what other people think of you, and that is a fundamental skill for functioning in society. Conversely, higher confidence inebriates you: You may feel more relaxed and loosen your inhibitions, but that’s mostly to your own detriment. Be your own worst critic and you will avoid being criticized by others.

			Path 3

			MOTIVATION

			Social anxiety (extreme low confidence) is not just a realistic signal that forces you to focus on your behavior to avoid making catastrophic impressions on others. It is also a driving force that motivates you to prepare, improve, and minimize embarrassment ahead of daunting or challenging events. When you anticipate potential social failure (e.g., prior to a date, interview, exam, business meeting, or presentation, all of which threaten your status with others), there is really only one coherent plan of action: prepare, prepare, and prepare.

			Given that your low social confidence is likely to be an accurate reflection of your low social competence—even when you are being a bit harsh on yourself—it will drive social competence gains. Of course, you could end up putting too much pressure on yourself, but since when is that an impediment to getting better? When improvement goals are motivated by self-critical realism, people are much better positioned to boost their competence than when they lack self-criticism and are indifferent to failure. Although higher social confidence may be beneficial during the performance stages, these (slight) benefits are offset by the much more consequential lack of preparation that precedes the performance of socially confident individuals. Conversely, the less confident you are, the more pessimistic your prediction of your performance will be, so it should trigger even higher levels of preparation—and when you over-prepare, you can even afford to underperform.

			Think about the best students in school or college—they were probably quite pessimistic in predicting how hard the exams would be, and they probably worried a lot about failing. Because they worried so much, they were serious about studying. Or job applicants preparing for an interview; or athletes going into an important competition; or artists preparing for an audition. In any domain of competence you can only turn your potential into high performance if you are serious about your preparation, and your assessment of how much you will need to prepare is inversely rather than positively related to your confidence levels.

			In the event that you want to ignore these paths to social competence or disregard the possibility that low social confidence confers an advantage in social relations, let me play devil’s advocate for a moment: It is virtually impossible to deliberately boost your social confidence and switch from a pessimistic, damage-avoidance, and self-protective presentational style to an optimistic, reward-approach, self-enhancing presentational style. In plain English, this means that if you attempt to switch from low to high confidence in your approach to social relations, you will be quickly found out, and you will fail (even if you manage to fool others, you will most likely fail at persuading yourself). This is because your typical self-presentational style is the result of very early life experiences and even genetics.

			Early Childhood Experiences Determine Your Social Confidence (and That’s OK)

			Sigmund Freud is credited with the idea that most of our adult behaviors are rooted in early childhood experiences. Most psychologists after Freud appeared to arrive at similar conclusions, even when they did not agree with the rest of his theories. This idea has clear implications for our understanding of social confidence: The tendency to be hyperalert to negative social outcomes, just like the opposite tendency to be fearless in social situations, develops at a very young age and cannot be easily changed after adolescence. It is one of the most compelling facts in psychology, and there’s no reason to be dramatic about it. On the contrary, it is quite helpful to accept this. So, where does it all begin?

			Before you are born, you inherit a predisposition to experience more positive or negative emotions. If you are generally socially anxious, it is because you are hypersensitive to threats and danger—this takes us back to the genetics of your brain. Although we cannot tell whether we’ve inherited more of our character from our mother or father, studies comparing genetically identical twins with fraternal twins (who share only 50 percent of their genes) show that genetic relatedness increases the probability of being similarly sensitive to threats and therefore similarly predisposed toward anxiety. In short, social confidence does have a genetic basis, even if that’s just part of the story.

			Soon after you are born, your inherited predisposition to interpret situations as more or less threatening influences your relationship with your caregiver (usually your mother). In turn, your caregiver tends to be more or less responsive to your emotional displays. The result is a typical pattern of the child-parent relationship, which consolidates within the first few years of life. As noted by Dr. Frances Vertue, author of a nifty theoretical essay on the subject, children develop steady beliefs and expectations about their parents and how other adults will treat them during their earliest interactions with their caregivers. These beliefs and expectations—often referred to as “working models”—tend to persist right through adulthood and influence how we interpret the world and our interactions with others (e.g., partners, friends, colleagues). Although our interpretations and “theories” may change, their core is still very much based on how we experienced our contact with our parents and other significant others as young children.21

			As a result of the interaction between genetic factors and early childhood experiences, roughly 50 percent of people develop somewhat insecure internal models to interpret their social relations.22 These models bias attention toward negative social signals and keep individuals alert to potential threats in order to help them avoid embarrassing situations and gain approval from others. There are three different ways of being cautious or pessimistic in your interpretation of social situations, all of which reduce your social confidence, though for the purpose of boosting your social competence! The first internal model, known as “fearful,” is characterized by negative expectations about oneself and others. Fearful people are especially needy of others’ reassurance, but they also find it hard to trust others. It is therefore no wonder that they approach social situations with low confidence. The second model, known as “preoccupied,” characterizes people who question themselves but not others. Here, others’ opinions are more effective at reducing one’s self-doubts. The third model, “avoidant,” is found in people who trust themselves but distrust others.23 People with an avoidant internal model find it the hardest to bond with others because they are too independent and self-reliant for their own good.

			It is important to note that the insecurities that may emerge from these three predispositions are often the cause of exceptional accomplishments. Indeed, in any domain of achievement you will find a large percentage of people who would not have achieved so much if they had been more secure or self-assured. And as we now know, success is often the only effective medication for your insecurities, in particular if they are accompanied by a genuine fear of failure. For example, one of the most successful entrepreneurs I ever met once confessed that failure is terrifying and brings about a feeling of embarrassment that is very difficult to handle. So to avoid this outcome, everything possible should be done to avoid the dreaded failure. Striving to be the best at everything is the safest way to ensure acceptance.

			In short, given that your social anxiety emerges from fairly archaic and stable perceptions that you won’t be able to make a desirable impression on others, and that those perceptions are usually right (minus, say, a 30 percent bias from your default internal model of interpretation), then all you have to do is work on improving your social skills and boosting your social competence. The next section explains how this can be done.

			Turning Your Low Social Confidence into High Social Competence

			We can all tell when someone is charming or annoying, but how do we know if someone is socially competent? By now, we know people are generally inept at assessing their own or others’ social skills, so let’s simplify it. There are only three fundamental elements of social competence; these are valid everywhere, at any point in time. First, social competence requires the ability to read people, exercising what some psychologists call “social knowledge.” If you lack social knowledge, then you can’t understand people—what they are doing, why they do what they do, what they mean when they say what they say, etc.—and you will struggle to function in any social situation. This is why we all feel handicapped when we arrive in a foreign country, especially when we don’t speak the language or the culture is markedly different from ours. Second, and as already discussed, social competence involves successful self-presentation. More specifically, people with good social skills know how to create a desired impression, and they do it. Third and most important, social competence involves the ability to influence others—put simply, to get others to do what you want. This third element is hardly ever possible unless you conquer the first two.

			In short: Social competence = reading others + presenting well + influencing others.

			The trickier bit is putting this recipe into practice. If you manage two of the three elements in the formula you will be fairly successful in your relationships. If you manage all three then you will achieve exceptional success, and not just in social situations but also in your career. If you manage just one (or none) you will struggle in any domain of life. Let’s dive into this in more detail, and consider the advantages and disadvantages of low social confidence for helping you strengthen your social competence in each of the three core domains of social skills.

			Reading People Like a Book24

			In simple terms, people who are better able to understand others are more socially astute and should therefore have an advantage when it comes to dealing with others. In fact, knowing others is not just more important than knowing yourself; it is also the only way you can know yourself in the first place—because others are better able to judge you and assess your competence than you are yourself; that is, your reputation is in the eyes of others. So, how can you improve your understanding of other people and use it to your own advantage? Simple. By knowing what others want. So, what do people want? Why, the same three things as you:

			Love (being appreciated and valued by others)

			Success (status or the achievement of one’s goals, as well as competence gains that are recognized by others)

			Knowledge (understanding the world and feeling in control of it)

			These three master motives apply to people in any society anywhere, and they are the most fundamental building blocks for any interaction with others.25 The bottom line is that people want exactly the same things you want. Would you be reading this book if you didn’t want to improve your understanding of confidence (knowledge), and use that to improve your relationship with others (love) and boost your achievements (success)? I hope not.

			Astute Self-Presentation

			Anybody is capable of displaying social competence—think about how you behave when you are with close friends, or family members you don’t dislike: That’s you at your smartest from a social point of view. Why? Because you successfully communicate your inner self or identity to others. In other words, you manage to get others to see the person you would like them to see in you, which is the same person you see when you are satisfied about yourself. Astute self-presentation is the “processes by which people negotiate identities for themselves in their social worlds. In the privacy of one’s own mind, perhaps, one may be relatively free to imagine oneself having any sort of identity, but serious identity claims generally require social validation by other people, and so the construction of identity requires persuading others to see one as having desired traits and qualities.”26

			Luckily, the vast majority of our social interactions occur with people who are close to us, such that we spend around 80 percent of the time relating to 20 percent of the people we know and 20 percent of the time relating to the remaining 80 percent (which includes strangers and one-time acquaintances). For instance, even though people have hundreds of “friends” on Facebook, most of their interactions are with just five or six people, which is roughly the number of intimate friends anyone has at any point in their lives.27 Predictably, intimacy depends on how frequently we interact with people—we only truly bond with people if we see them often, even if it’s just on Facebook.28

			We all have people who like us and who make us feel comfortable. The key challenge is to generate the same effect with strangers, to feel as relaxed with and valued by people who are not as close to us, not least because it will provide an opportunity to get close to them. What is upsetting, then, is not being able to present ourselves to new acquaintances as we do to those who know us and like us.

			We all hope to create a public persona that supports our preferred beliefs about ourselves, because a successful reputation is the ultimate antidote to self-deception: “It is hard to believe oneself to be brilliant, glamorous, and attractive if everyone else regards one as mediocre on all.”29 The most likely function of low social confidence is to encourage you to engage in what psychologists refer to as “controlled” self-presentation. This means that lower confidence increases your willingness to manipulate your presentational style in order to enhance your reputation—precisely to compensate for your perceived low social competence. By the same token, people who feel very confident don’t pay much attention to this and act just like they naturally feel, which means disregarding others’ impressions. Think about a situation in which you were trying to make a favorable impression on someone (e.g., a date or making a new acquaintance). Chances are that if you were focusing on coming across in a positive way, you were not really that confident about achieving this; therefore, you sought out instant feedback cues in order to adjust your behavior—for example, by making sure you didn’t say anything the other person would dislike. 

			In line, leading scholars in social competence research have recently proposed that the essence of self-presentation is a form of interpersonal self-control, or the capacity to demonstrate high levels of self-control in public social contexts.30 Those better able to control themselves will make a better impression on others and in turn be better able to manage others. Furthermore, those with low social confidence appear to be more modest, which is appealing to others, as we’ve learned.31 This “willingness” is actually the default presentational strategy of unassertive people, and contrary to the cliché idea that an unassertive image is a tragic one to convey (the dominant view of any narcissistic society), modest people are actually liked more than dominant or extremely confident people are (even in America). Quite right, then, that lower social confidence censors the more confident and unrepressed presentational style we adopt when we are with close friends and family, the only people who are happy to put up with our “genuine” selves.

			Be strategic about the information you choose to convey to others. People want to see the best possible version of you and, ideally, someone they can predict consistently; it adds to their sense of control and enables them to fulfill their own knowledge motive. Thus, astute self-presentation involves being predictable—consistent—to others; if you are unpredictable, people freak out.

			All this being said, try not to focus too much on how best to present yourself to others. Indeed, a moderate degree of social anxiety is no doubt conducive to higher social competence, but too much of it can impair your performance by overloading your mind and riddling you with hesitations. Whether you are speaking in public, performing in front of others, or meeting new people, what you want to achieve is a healthy balance between displaying the set of behaviors or communicating the ideas you had in mind (as originally planned) and responding to people’s feedback as you see fit. For example, whenever I’m giving a talk to a big audience, I make sure that I have a small list of two or three messages I should definitely convey, and my attention is split between executing that task and monitoring people’s reactions to what I say. However, if I spent too much time focusing on what other people were doing, I would forget to convey the messages, which would harm my presentation. As noted by University of Florida psychologists Beth Pontari and Barry Shlenker,32 who studied the effects of mental effort on self-presentation, if you’re socially anxious, you may be constantly preoccupied by thoughts of how others are seeing you. The high level of self-awareness that accompanies social anxiety will tend to bring about a negative self-view, whereby you focus mostly on your negative qualities and limitations. Getting too caught up in these concerns can distract you from the situation you’re in and the task at hand, which includes making a good impression on those you’re with.

			Studies have shown that less confident individuals display greater social skills when they are given a distracting task, which stops them from focusing too much on making a good impression. It’s a bit like counting sheep when you are trying to fall asleep—occupying your mind with a trivial task helps you switch off from more persistent and obsessive thoughts. When you are extremely motivated to achieve something, your mind can go into overdrive, which, ironically, is counterproductive, as these negative evaluative concerns may have the net result of facilitating a challenging self-presentation. The obsessive negative thoughts that accompany social anxiety may be replaced by those of the distracting task.33 So, make a list of potential distractions (ideally, goals you want to accomplish) and keep your mind on that list, albeit making sporadic “checks” on what other people may be thinking.

			Influencing Others

			Assuming you are able to present yourself in a positive vein and read other people, you will be able to execute the final and most crucial step needed to display high social competence—namely, influencing other people. In order to understand how best to influence others, it is not necessary to inspect any groundbreaking research findings or social media trends. People have barely changed in the past hundred years—they remain interested in love, knowledge, and status. These goals are universal and so are the principles of human influence. Let’s recall the words of the wisest of social influence experts, Dale Carnegie. In his book How to Win Friends and Influence People,34 Carnegie outlines a list of practical suggestions to enhance our ability to influence people; here are some of my favorite ones:

			1. Only fools criticize. Although it may be tempting to criticize others, that is only the “half-smart” option. Indeed, we tend to criticize others because we think that they are wrong and we are right. However, it is a lot more important to understand why others think what they think; once we manage to do so, we will give up on the idea of criticizing them. Moreover, 99 percent of the time there is no clear right or wrong, but multiple possibilities. It follows that in the vast majority of cases, no matter how strongly you feel that you are right, you may actually not be more right than other people who have seemingly opposed points of view.

			2. Avoid complaining. Just as it is easy to criticize, it is easy to complain. But there are two big problems with this: First, you will irritate others; second, you will also irritate yourself. Learn to accept the fact that things aren’t perfect and you will come to terms with everyday problems. Not everything can be as you want it to be, and you cannot control certain things. However, one thing you can control is your tendency to complain—and if you do so you will feel less irritated and be more popular with others (whether they are friends, work colleagues, or family).

			3. Give honest compliments to people. It is the only thing others want to hear. Most people cannot deal with criticism. Every person craves appreciation and positive feedback. Find a way to compliment others sincerely and they will enjoy your company and like you. Do not make stuff up, though. Praising others will only work if they believe that you believe in them—so make sure that you spend sufficient time identifying others’ strengths, and be sure to make them the focus of the conversation.

			4. Get others to want what you want. The only way to get someone to do something is to get that person to want to do something. This is the cornerstone of motivation: The only motivation that counts is self-motivation, so all we can do to influence others’ behavior is motivate them to do something. Most people fail at this because they simply cannot see the other person’s point of view. Try to see the world from other people’s point of view and you will understand what makes them tick and how you can make them tick.

			5. Be interested in others. That’s what they hope for. As most people are self-centered, it is rare to find people who pay attention to others. This leaves most of us craving others’ attention. If you show an interest in others (e.g., asking them questions, making them the center of the conversation, and most important, paying attention to what they say and do), you will charm them.

			6. Smile. It never fails, and it is so easy to implement. There is no easier, quicker, more effective way to make others like you than to smile. People who smile more frequently are seen as more trustworthy, warmer, more socially skilled, and even more attractive. And you have total control over this: Smiling is a deliberate behavior and if you are struggling to find a way of doing it naturally, then just think of something fun.

			7. Remember people’s names. A person’s name is the most treasured word he or she has. Knowing it is an easy and quick way to demonstrate you care about someone (most people forget others’ names but everybody wants others to remember theirs).

			8. Listen. Everyone can talk, but few people listen. If you think about it, it should be a lot easier to listen than to talk, yet people’s propensity to do more talking than listening suggests otherwise. Unsurprisingly, good listeners are in high demand, but there is a surplus of people who talk.

			9. Get others to talk (while you listen). It will make you more likable because you will make others the center of attention (instead of competing with them). In addition, getting others to talk about themselves is a good way of showing interest in them—something most people don’t do.

			10. Talk about what other people like. See the world as they see it (or at least try). If you only see the world from your point of view, you will never be able to understand other people, or even yourself. Start seeing things from other people’s viewpoint and you will get a four-dimensional view of the world, including yourself!

			11. Show that you value and even admire others. No matter who they are or how important they are, they will never refuse the chance to be recognized. Indeed, important people will feel offended if you don’t make them feel important, and relatively unimportant people will feel flattered (and be pleasantly surprised) when you make them feel important. Either way, then, it’s a win-win situation.

			12. Don’t argue. The only way to win an argument is to avoid it. Most of us are quick to jump into disputes, especially when we feel that we are right. However, nobody likes to be proven wrong. Therefore, your ability to avoid arguments will not just save you energy; it will save you from confrontation, which will make you more popular and free up time and resources for more important activities. Avoiding confrontation also allows the other person to save face—in an argument, you will either lose or you will defeat him and cause him embarrassment. By avoiding arguments, you can avoid both of these outcomes.

			13. Respect people’s opinions. Don’t tell people that they are wrong, especially when they are. William James once noted that truth is just something that happens to an idea. In other words, ideas are just ideas but sometimes they are also defined as being “true.” This definition, however, depends on people’s points of view, and the proof of this is that the same idea can be true at some point and false at another.

			14. When you are wrong, admit it. It will make up for any mistake. People will forgive most things if you accept responsibility and blame yourself seriously enough. So, even if you are not completely convinced that you may be wrong, it is better to admit it than deny it.

			15. Always start by giving positive feedback. Praise is like the anesthetic used by dentists before they start drilling into your teeth. Always emphasize the positives first, and then slowly move to the negatives, but finish up on a high note.

			16. Make others say yes. They will persuade themselves that you think like they do (which would imply that you are great!). This technique has proven quite effective in sales and is commonly known as the “foot-in-the-door” method; the salesperson starts by making small requests to which the customer can easily agree.

			17. Let others take credit for your ideas. This will make people feel special, and few things are more counterproductive than denying someone a little boost to her self-esteem when she seems to crave it. Furthermore, few people are genuine creators of ideas—mostly, we all seem to forget where our ideas come from. As the great Albert Einstein once noted, creativity consists primarily of the ability to hide our sources (not just from others but also from ourselves).

			18. Praise from the bottom of your heart. Try to always find a reason for complimenting others. To emphatically compliment people is to make them feel good—and when you make others feel good you will almost certainly make them like you. Although some people may seem unworthy of your compliments (think, for instance, of people you really dislike), with a bit of imagination and a good incentive it is easy to find one or two virtues to highlight in others. And if you do this you will not just make others like you but also entice them to behave in the most positive of ways, which will make them more likable, too. Thus compliments are like self-fulfilling prophecies: Even if they are not 100 percent true when stated, if you state them sincerely and persuasively they will become true!

			19. Give people a good reputation to live up to. This is probably the best single piece of advice regarding social skills ever given (and a summary of several key points in this book). Since our reputations depend on others—i.e., your reputation is whatever people think of you—we can influence people’s identity (how they view themselves) by shaping their reputations. Tell a child that he is a nice boy and he will act accordingly; tell him he is a bad boy and he will misbehave. And the same occurs with adults. We all have strengths and weaknesses, but when we hang out with people who highlight our weaknesses they bring us down; in contrast, spending time with people who are focused on our strengths makes us feel stronger and better.

			Almost a century after the formulation of Carnegie’s social competence rules, psychologists are still in agreement with him. Indeed, recent studies show that social competence is best understood as a combination of social responsiveness, social maturity, and social control.35 Social responsiveness is about expressing warmth and interest in others—clearly, cocky people are less likely to do this than humble, modest, and even underconfident people. Social maturity involves controlling negative emotions and appreciating others, as well as tolerating people who are different from us. Finally, social control refers to the motivation to improve one’s social skills to influence others—again, your motivation will be higher if you perceive that you lack social competence.

			More important, each of Carnegie’s principles will be easier to implement for people with lower rather than higher social confidence. People who see themselves as more desirable and attractive may be more likely to strike up conversations with strangers, but that’s where their advantage ends. In fact, after that, higher confidence increases the likelihood of behaving in a socially undesirable manner, as it is much more likely to result in arguments, self-centeredness, and arrogant behavior.

			Using It:

			•	Relationships form the foundation of our society, but most people are inept at judging social skills (both their own and others’).

			•	Having more social confidence does not equate with being more socially competent. There is no correlation between social confidence and actual social competence as rated by others. If anything, being overconfident in your social skills tends to mean others will like you less.

			•	Social confidence can be used as a presentational strategy, in the forms of both high and low confidence. The strategy of low confidence often leads to better outcomes, as it lowers others’ expectations of us, and it enables us to make more realistic predictions of our performance and to be pleased when we are then able to fulfill these predictions. It also prevents us from coming across as arrogant or conceited, which is socially undesirable.

			•	Our relationships and interactions are driven by the intense need to be appreciated, particularly if we are unconfident and fear rejection from others. But if we let our low social confidence alert us to the fact that we are not as socially competent as we would like to be, it can be a driving force behind our working to improve.

			•	Low social confidence, and even social anxiety, can lead to increased social competence, through:

			—Pessimistic realism: the ability to accurately assess your social skills by paying attention to feedback in order to identify and work on your weaknesses.

			—Self-focused attention: When you have low social confidence, you pay a lot of attention to yourself and how you’re doing. If you’re preoccupied with what others think of you, you can identify and overcome the weaknesses for which they may criticize you.

			—Motivation: Social anxiety drives you to improve in order to avoid an undesirable outcome. If you are more afraid of failing, you will be more likely to prepare and do better.

			•	Low social confidence develops early in life, as a result of both genetics and early childhood experiences. But any fear you feel should not be seen as a bad thing—let it motivate you to work as hard as you can to achieve your goals.

			To improve your social competence, you need to learn how to read people (know that they want love, success, and knowledge), create a desired impression (get people to see you in the way you want to be seen, but without getting too caught up in focusing on your limitations), and influence others (make a concerted effort to appreciate, show an interest in, and get along with other people).
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			A Loving Relationship

			The greatest happiness of life is the conviction that we are loved—loved for ourselves, or rather, loved in spite of ourselves. —Victor Hugo (1802–1885)

			How to Boost Your Dating Confidence

			Let us now look at the issue of dating confidence. If you are reading this, you are more likely to have low dating confidence (whatever your relationship status may be). If that is the case, you probably envy people who come across as confident when flirting with others or interacting with their romantic partners. It may not surprise you by now to know that boosting your confidence will do very little to improve your relationship success. In fact, the real issue is not how to become more confident—many people in the world feel as eligible as Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt and yet they spend their lives being single or in unrewarding relationships—but how to become more competent at dating and romantic relationships. This chapter makes three main points:

			1.	There is a big difference between dating confidence and dating competence, which most people ignore.

			2.	Your low dating confidence can help you increase your dating competence (don’t worry, I will tell you how).

			3.	There is a time to fake dating confidence, because it will enhance your dating competence.

			I am confident that this chapter will equip you with the necessary know-how to attain the romantic success you desire. All your dating insecurities represent the very raw ingredients you will need to become a more attractive, eligible, and competent dater. The more convinced you are that you are not a good catch, the more this chapter will help you. In other words, the lower your dating confidence, the more you will improve your dating competence, and the more confident you will feel in turn about your dating competence. Ready?

			Dating Confidence Is Not Dating Competence

			Have you ever wondered why some people are more eligible (deemed more attractive dating partners) than others? I have been studying this issue for more than a decade now, and I still feel like I can’t give you a short answer, but I’m going to try anyway: Because they have more desirable features. Too abstract? OK, let me break down the “desirable features” into physical and psychological. Most of the physical features are rather obvious and can be summed up in one word: looks. Some people like to think that beauty is in the eye of the beholder, but that is not true. Sure, there are subtle variations in taste, but within specific cultures most people agree on who is more and who is less attractive. People often discuss and even rate other people’s attractiveness. For those cases we do not discuss, 90 percent of our attractiveness ratings would fall in the same “zone,”1 showing that beauty is not really in the eye of the beholder.

			Next comes the tricky bit—the psychological features of attractiveness. Why is this one harder to judge? Because compared to looks, the psychological determinants of eligibility are much more subjective. Most people find others more attractive when they seem smart, but having a smart partner is more important to women than to men, even in egalitarian societies. Women are also more attracted to men of higher social status (i.e., money, class, and power), but the rest is pretty arbitrary. Extroverts are sometimes rated more attractive than introverts, and friendly women tend to be perceived as better potential partners than aggressive ones. When it comes to values (beliefs, attitudes, and preferences), criteria are rather variable, though the short story is the rather predictable finding that couples who share values tend to be happier and have longer relationships.

			Both women and men value looks more than any psychological trait, which is why we tend not to be interested in finding out about the personality of online daters unless they also include pictures of themselves in their profiles. Once we find someone attractive enough, we start paying attention to what they are like: Are they nice, smart, fun, and, finally, “compatible” with us? As for confidence, women tend to prefer men who seem more confident, but only when they interpret that confidence as a sign of actual competence. Men, on the other hand, appear not to care about a woman’s confidence. While some may be put off by a woman who comes across as insecure and needy, if she is thought to be sufficiently eligible (especially in terms of her attractiveness), most men will happily ignore this lack of confidence.

			Scientific studies also expose a clear gap between people’s self-rated eligibility and how eligible they actually are (what others think of them). For example, most people believe their relationships are happier than average, which is logically impossible. Likewise, most people assume that their partners are more eligible than they actually are, which is an indirect way of overrating their own dating competence.

			Marsha Gabriel and her colleagues at the University of Texas2 tested the relationship between self-rated and actual attractiveness in a sample of 150 college students. As expected, self-ratings of attractiveness were totally unrelated to participants’ actual attractiveness. In fact, adjusting for chance (simply guessing one’s attractiveness score) fewer than two in ten participants were able to accurately estimate their attractiveness level as reliably assessed by independent raters.3 In most cases, people’s inability to know how attractive they were resulted from their optimistic delusion that they were more attractive than others. This was especially true for males. In fact, the only women who overrated their attractiveness were narcissistic, whereas all men (not just narcissists) tended to overestimate theirs. Despite this sex difference, narcissism levels were the most important determinants of delusional self-ratings of attractiveness for the whole sample, which implies that the more dissatisfied you are with yourself, the more realistic you are about your own attractiveness level. Thus low dating confidence is a realistic symptom of low dating competence, but high dating confidence is almost certainly indicative of a self-deceptive bias. This is in line with Dr. Baumeister’s seminal review of the self-esteem literature, in which he states that in contrast to any kind of objective measures, individuals with high self-esteem tend to make delusional claims about their high likability, attractiveness, and even strength of their relationships.4

			This inability of people to obtain accurate ideas about their own attractiveness is a real shame, since it implies that the majority are unaware of how potential partners really see them. Furthermore, given that attractiveness plays a crucial role in determining anyone’s eligibility, a discrepancy between one’s self-rated and actual attractiveness will cause a big gap between how eligible one thinks one is and how eligible one really is. Consider the implications of living in a world where the vast majority of people think they are better looking than they actually are. Thinking that you are a better catch than you are does not make things easier; it makes them harder.

			A few years ago, I got my first job as a professional matchmaker, when the UK-based TV series Dating in the Dark5 hired me to interview, test, and match contestants. If you haven’t seen the show, all you need to know is that three men and three women are sent to a big house where they are allowed to interact with the opposite sex in only one of the rooms, which is pitch-black. For the rest of the time, the women live in one part of the house, the men in another. Whenever they want to meet, they have a blind date, literally—they can talk, play, eat, drink, touch, and kiss, but the lights remain switched off, so they experience each other without seeing each other. After a few days each contestant is allowed to choose one date to see face-to-face, and decide whether they would continue dating that person once the show is over. In the real world, looks are the first thing we are exposed to, and we only get to find out what other people are like after deciding whether we find them physically attractive or not. Consequently, looks influence our judgment of people’s character. In Dating in the Dark, however, people are first exposed to others’ psychological traits, so they judge their personality, values, and attitude “purely”—that is, without being influenced by looks. This makes the show a genuine psychological experiment.

			Given that the contestants report whether they are interested in others before and after they see what they look like, the show is a great vehicle for testing the relative importance of psychological factors (personality) vis-à-vis physical factors (looks). In fact, Dating in the Dark provides an excellent opportunity to test people’s awareness of their eligibility. Some may be confident about their appearance but find their personality a bit more problematic; others may feel they are a good emotional or intellectual match for others but feel less confident about their appearance, etc. At the same time, ratings of competence—how eligible others find you—can be obtained before and after looks are revealed, enabling us to measure psychological and physical attractiveness separately. In other words, the format of the show made it possible to test the relationship between confidence and competence for both physical and psychological determinants of dating eligibility.

			Unsurprisingly, and in line with the findings of Dr. Gabriel’s study, most daters were completely unaware of their eligibility, both in terms of their looks and personality. Daters who rated themselves high on attractiveness were generally deemed unattractive by their potential dates. The vast majority of daters who thought they had a great sense of humor were not considered funny. And almost all contestants—male and female—who described their conversation as “interesting” were considered boring or obnoxious by their potential dates. Moreover, the more delusional people were about their looks and charms, the less likely they were to leave the show with a date. Indeed, the relationship between contestants’ confidence in their ability to be perceived as a desirable dating candidate by other contestants was inversely related to their actual success rate.

			Although Dating in the Dark included contestants from all ages and backgrounds—rich, poor, white, black, young, old, you name it—there was one aspect on which they were not representative of the wider population; namely the fact that they were so desperately looking for a romantic partner. These daters were therefore already less competent than the average dater from the general population, which includes people who have found a partner, as well as those who are in fulfilling relationships, etc. Yet in looking at how confident contestants were, you would have never guessed they were unsuccessful.

			In my career I have spoken to many people with relationship issues, and the single most common cause of their problems is lack of self-awareness. That is, these people are either unaware of how their behavior affects others—for example, their partners—or unaware of how desirable or undesirable they may be to others. Indeed, even when people have a track record of relationship failures, their experiences appear to have very little or no effect on their self-perceived dating competence. When you compare the average confidence levels of people who are in successful relationships with those who are not, there is little difference between them, and the main reason is that the latter think they are more eligible than they actually are. It should come as no surprise that people’s propensity to overrate their dating competence is inversely related to their ability to succeed at finding someone.

			Sometimes, then, confidence is not just different from competence but also its opposite. This applies to people who overrate their dating potential, as well as those who deem themselves less eligible than they actually are. The good news is that low dating confidence is a lot easier to fix than high confidence. In fact, feeling insecure about your eligibility will help you become more eligible. The next section explains just how.

			Four Ways to Succeed in Romantic Relationships

			If you want to be more successful in your romantic relationships, you don’t need to worry about boosting your confidence—that will come as a natural result of improving your love life. You might say that you could be grateful to your low confidence for driving you in the direction of positive change. Often, the most serious relationship problem people have is the unwillingness or inability to recognize the issue at hand. In contrast, when you are unhappy about your dating situation, you have already solved 50 percent of your problem. There are four main reasons for failing to find or maintain a happy relationship.

			1.	Aiming too high (unrealistic expectations)

			2.	Aiming too low (being satisfied with anything and anyone)

			3.	Being overly logical or mathematical in your assessment of what you need

			4.	Thinking that finding the right partner guarantees a perfect relationship

			Confidence is related to all of the above. Overconfident people aim higher than they should, which keeps them single. Underconfident people aim lower than they should, which keeps them in unrewarding relationships. Being too mathematical in your assessment of what you need can result from either under- or overconfidence: not having sufficient confidence in your spontaneous emotions and impulses, or having too much confidence in your ability to rationally calculate what you need. Finally, the illusion that there is a Mr. or Ms. Right waiting for you somewhere, and that finding him or her will guarantee you effortless relationship happiness, is the consequence of having more confidence in that imaginary person than in yourself (or anyone else you may be dating). Avoiding these four relationship pitfalls will help you improve your love life. Now let’s look at the four ways of boosting your relationship success:

			1.	Don’t aim too high [image: 66048.jpg] Aim lower

			2.	Don’t aim too low [image: 66050.jpg] Aim higher

			3.	Don’t be too rational [image: 66052.jpg] It is OK to go with the flow

			4.	Don’t hope for perfection [image: 66054.jpg] Work on improving what you have

			Let’s look at these recommendations in more detail.

			Don’t Aim Too High à Aim Lower

			Aiming lower is easy, but wanting to aim lower can often be difficult, especially if you don’t understand why. The easiest way to aim lower is to give people you may not instantly like a chance. It is also important that you don’t spend too much time without dating anyone—opportunities don’t just arrive; you have to create them. So, don’t be too strict, and loosen your criteria. Even if you have five key boxes your ideal romantic partner should tick, go for people who may only tick two or three of those boxes, and see how it goes. It often takes some time until the best qualities in people are revealed, and this is especially true for people who may not seem as eligible as they actually are.

			It is often the case that no matter how eligible you are, if you are single despite wanting to be in a relationship, you may well have been aiming too high. Although a somewhat unflattering comparison, think about someone who has been trying to sell a car or a house for years—even when the market is down, anything can be sold for the right price. The same applies to relationships and dating—if you keep waiting for someone better, you could end up waiting forever. Although this could perpetuate a vicious circle, the problem should end up fixing itself, by forcing you to adjust your expectations. Indeed, while overconfidence increases your chances of remaining single, the longer you are single the less confident you should become, and your ratings of eligibility will be more realistic. Unfortunately, it often takes too long to reach this stage. The unconscious desire to maintain high dating confidence often causes people to be delusional and to not accept the truth. These people are unable to adjust their self-ratings of eligibility in accordance with reality, due to their overconfidence. It is lower confidence that helps to build realistic ratings of eligibility and consequently increase dating success.

			It is not uncommon for people with high standards to overcompensate for their lower (inner) confidence by pretending that nobody is good enough for them. In doing so, they attempt to project confidence to others, conveying the message that they are too eligible for most people. In reality, this attitude simply reflects the insecurities of not being confident enough to settle with a potential partner who may be criticized by others.

			Contrary to popular belief, research indicates that there is no association between choosiness and eligibility. In fact, the effects of higher choosiness on dating success are often negative, because dating success ends up depending on seducing fewer, more sought-after candidates, who, in contrast, have many interesting choices available. For example, one of my clients spent ages being single despite being highly eligible. She was attractive, charming, and socially competent, and she had a glamorous job. Yet after breaking up with her childhood sweetheart at the age of twenty, she remained single until she was thirty-five, becoming increasingly picky and hard to please. Whenever she met someone who appeared good enough for her—which didn’t happen very often—he turned out to be just not that interested in her, not least because he had many other options, whereas my client kept reducing her range of choices by becoming ever more choosy instead of “lowering the asking price.” In a recent study, Mitja Back, from the Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz, studied the behavior, beliefs, and preferences of 382 single people who attended a speed-dating event (where they can spend up to three minutes with each candidate before moving on to the next).6 Unlike in real world dating, speed dating allows everyone to date everyone, enabling researchers to take a rigorous look at the determinants of choice and success in dating. Accordingly, Dr. Back’s team gathered data on participants’ choices, and assessed their confidence in being chosen by more as well as less eligible partners, which they interpreted as an indicator of self-perceived eligibility.

			The study found, unsurprisingly, different results for men and women. Eligible men tended to be pickier, because they could choose from a wider range of women. However, there was no relationship between eligibility and choosiness among women, such that ineligible women tended to be as choosy as their eligible counterparts. Putting these findings together, it is easy to understand why being choosy is problematic for women: Not only does it constrain their options (to fewer men); the men they are likely to choose may easily find someone who is both more eligible and less choosy, as well as many other women who are as eligible and less choosy. A woman who aims too high, then, is driving into a dating cul-de-sac. Dr. Back and colleagues also found that the probability of being chosen by the person daters chose was only marginally better than chance, or being chosen by anyone else in the group. This led the authors to conclude that “people expect their mate choices to be reciprocal but generally, they are not.”7

			Don’t Aim Too Low à Aim Higher

			This advice is not so much for people who find themselves usually single, but for those who drift from one relationship to the other. My client Silvia (not her real name) has spent the past twenty years going from one relationship to the next, with no more than a couple of weeks of being single in between. Confidence plays an important role here: Being obsessed with avoiding singlehood is indicative of a lack of confidence in being alone, as if your self-worth depended on being in a relationship. Big mistake. This approach hardly ever pays off, since you end up “selling yourself too cheaply” and jumping into new relationships without really being emotionally or mentally ready. So, if you are a systematic dater and have spent more time with someone than alone, you should follow the advice in this section.

			It may be that being single makes you feel unhappy about yourself, but it will also enable you to invest in the right relationship when a suitable candidate arrives. If you are worried about what others think of you, then you should know that they will be more likely to criticize you for being with someone unworthy of you than for being alone (besides, if they are your true friends then they will just care about your being happy). 

			When you go to a restaurant, you don’t randomly order something from the menu. When you go to the movies, you don’t arbitrarily pick any film. Choosing somebody to spend the rest of your life (or a considerable amount of it) with should require some thinking. Moreover, if your need to constantly be with someone results merely from your desire to feel good about yourself—because your self-worth depends on having a partner—you will need to find someone who can actually make you feel accomplished, which is not going to be easy if you are punching below your weight.

			Regardless of how attractive, funny, wealthy, or sexy you are, some people will be inadequate matches for you, so why not avoid them? Dating is neither a lottery nor a charity. If you are with someone who is as eligible as you, the relationship will be more likely to work, and you will feel better about it. If you are with someone who is less eligible than you, you will sooner or later come to the conclusion that you could have done better. Aiming higher does not necessarily mean being with someone as attractive, funny, wealthy, or sexy as you, but he or she should at least be a good match overall.

			So, how do you work out how eligible you are? The best and quickest way is to ask people who will give you honest feedback—for example, close friends, relatives, or previous partners (if you’re still on speaking terms!). If you want a simple scientific formula, your overall eligibility is a combination of four factors:

			1.	Looks: what evolutionary psychologists call “fitness”

			2.	Brains: how smart and resourceful you are

			3.	Partner potential: whether you will be loyal, loving, caring, and good company

			4.	Parenting potential: whether you will be a good mother or father

			Although your partner’s eligibility depends on exactly the same criteria, women tend to value brains and partner potential more than men do, and men tend to value looks and parenting potential more than women do. If it has always been easy to find a partner, you are probably underestimating your eligibility compared with your partner’s, or you just haven’t been patient enough to wait for someone who is your match. Either way, the underlying issue is that you are not feeling confident enough in your ability to find a better partner, which means that it is time to improve your dating confidence. How? Start aiming higher—you will probably succeed.

			Don’t Be Too Rational à It Is OK to Go with the Flow

			Few people have spent more time coming up with matchmaking formulas than I have, and 99.9 percent of the people in the world are more skeptical about the degree to which such formulas work than I am. The disappointing truth, however, is that the “science” of love is still very much a work in progress. Let me give you an example. If we could test two people for an entire week, forcing them to complete hours of psychological tests, interviewing them about their values, preferences, and hobbies to find out precisely what it is that they are looking for, and even obtaining readings of their DNA, our scientific evaluation of their compatibility would be akin to making an educated guess. In reality, the most accurate prediction we could make would simply be based on how similar partners are on attractiveness, educational background, and religious and political beliefs. This is why the science of matchmaking is still in its infancy: Love is hard to predict.

			And yet people increasingly act as if they are true dating experts, especially when they are single. Have you ever tried online dating? Daters have never had a bigger choice of potential partners than now. For example, the website Plenty of Fish has more than five million users, and at any time you will find hundreds of thousands of people online, which should, at least in theory, represent paradise for those eager to customize their partners according to their wish list:

			•	Nonsmoker

			•	Liberal

			•	Christian

			•	At least five feet nine inches

			•	Lawyer or doctor

			•	Likes horror movies

			You name it.

			Online dating provides unprecedented technological scope for those who wish to apply a formulaic or mathematical approach to dating and long-term partner identification. Sadly, though, the method is no more effective than a chance encounter in a bar. To the horror of many, arranged marriages are more likely to result in relationship success than online dating relationships are. The implications are clear: Don’t over-rationalize your choices, don’t focus too much on your “shopping list,” and embrace the unpredictable element of love.

			As Victoria Elizabeth Coren, a columnist and former poker champion, noted, if we start by consistently demanding similarity in a potential partner, then all we can ever discover are the differences. There is something wonderful, even magical, about the beginning phase of any relationship when you slowly realize the similarities you share. Avoid calculating a shopping list of everything you want to see in your partner; go with the flow and embrace the surprises that come with falling in love.8

			Don’t Hope for Perfection à Work on Improving What You Have

			The world has around seven billion human inhabitants, give or take a few. The female-to-male sex ratio is roughly fifty-fifty, and 30 percent of the people of whichever sex you are interested in fall within your typical dating age range. This leaves you with a dating pool of just over one billion people.

			I recall an old interview in which Jack Nicholson observed that on an average day he would meet more people than most do in their entire lifetimes (I think the number was one thousand). Even if you met as many people per day as Nicholson, it would take you twenty-eight hundred years to meet your entire dating pool. Or, if you wanted to find your perfect match in fifty years’ time, you would need to meet around fifty-five thousand people a day. If you think relying on chance is a better alternative, you’d better be lucky! If there are one billion potential matches for you in the world, what is the probability that your “perfect match” visits your local mall, sits next to you on a long flight, or attends your high school reunion?

			The perfect match illusion will not only keep you single for longer; it will threaten the success of your current relationship. Eli Finkel, a psychologist at Northwestern University and a dating scholar, recently observed that those who believe in romantic soul mates and that a relationship is either “meant to be” or not are more likely to quit their relationships when times get tough. On the other hand, those who believe in working through problems and growing their romantic relationships are more likely to overcome challenges, instead of simply giving up.9

			And yet, the vast majority of people in Western civilization are inclined to believe they have a perfect match. For instance, more than seven in ten Americans10 think there is an ideal soul mate for them somewhere. Whether they are currently dating that person or not, their belief is that there is just one perfect match for them, with everyone else being imperfect candidates. Although this view has romantic appeal, it is in stark contrast to the fact that one in two marriages in America now end in divorce. Even if you believe that you will be compatible with only 10 percent of the people in your potential dating pool, that implies that you have a hundred million good matches, so it is possible to remain optimistic without being delusional, or believing there is just one perfect candidate for you.

			Avoid hoping for perfection and you will learn to appreciate what you have and work to make it even better. Every relationship has potential, but in order to make the most of it you need to work on it. Making what you have better is a much more feasible prospect than just bumping into someone who is a better match for you. To achieve this, you can simply start by focusing on small things: little changes, concrete activities, and behaviors that can be modified to result in a better, happier routine. Talking to your partner (or a potential partner) and agreeing on common goals is a good start; then reviewing the changes and discussing whether things have improved will help you achieve bigger goals, because you will build upon your initial accomplishments. The bottom line: Learn to be happy with what you have, and you will not be unhappy about what you don’t. As Oscar Wilde once remarked, most people are made unhappy either by not getting what we want, or by getting it. In reality, there is no reason to be unhappy about either.

			There’s a Time to Fake Dating Confidence

			Over the past several years, psychologists have been investigating the Michelangelo illusion, the psychological process by which lovers or daters bring out the best in each other. This phenomenon owes its name to the famous Italian artist Michelangelo Buonarroti, who regarded sculpting as the art of unleashing a perfect figure from a mere block of stone, which contained in it only potential. Dr. Madoka Kumashiro and colleagues conducted a series of psychological studies on daters and partners. They showed that, like Michelangelo’s notion of sculpting, lovers tend to reveal the inner beauty of their partners, making them feel that they are becoming a better version of themselves.11

			Thus, love, in part, is about finding someone who can help us reduce the perceived gap between who we are and who we want to be. A compatible partner can help you become the person you aspire to be, revealing and unleashing the best qualities you possess. If you haven’t found that person yet, think about him or her as a sculptor searching for a stone. In sculpting, finding the right stone is an essential step of the process. In order to maximize the chances that you are the “stone of choice” for your sculptor, you will need to do your bit, which is where faking confidence is useful. Indeed, seeming confident to potential partners will help them see your potential, not least because if you don’t come across as confident they will be more likely to pay attention to your insecurities and defects. Fake a moderate amount of self-love and you will entice others to explore and reveal your inner beauty. If you don’t, you will alert others to your weaknesses, which should not be displayed until the sculpting process begins.

			Finding a partner is similar to finding a job. You put yourself on the market, search for available opportunities, and show your best side to trigger others’ interest. Jobs are based on a contract or agreement between an employer and an employee; every relationship has a contract or agreement between the two partners. As with a job, there are things that you can and cannot do, things that get you promoted and demoted (or fired), and there are specific roles and tasks for both partners.

			When you go to a job interview, do you tell your potential employer all the negative things about yourself? No. This is not to say he or she believes you don’t have any, but the point is that the revelation of negative aspects about you can be left until later. This applies to dating as well. Our social contract dictates that we show off our best side on a first date; if you are too open about your weaknesses, you will put people off. This may sound like unnecessary advice, but many people reveal too many of their problems on a first date. There is a time to tell the person you are trying to seduce that you are divorced, that you dislike his haircut, or that you have been unemployed for three years. The first date isn’t it.

			Not exposing your problems on a first date isn’t enough; you need to be sure to exaggerate your strengths—people expect it. It is a bit like looking at a person’s résumé. When recruiters do this, they assume that candidates have exaggerated their achievements by at least 20 percent. If they say they are fluent French speakers, it means they can string a few words in French or order food in a French restaurant. If a person says she has “basic” IT skills in an English-speaking country, it means she can switch on a computer, etc. Even if you don’t fake it, people will still “discount” 20 percent from your reported accomplishments, whether on your résumé or on a first date. If you want them to get an accurate impression of how good you are, be sure to exaggerate a little. To put this into context, if on a first date you are talking about how sporty you are, you might tell your date that you love tennis, play often, and love keeping fit. In reality you may only play casually once a week with friends, but if you exaggerate the point a little, your date will probably walk away with the memory that you like sports, not that you are a fitness maniac. A little exaggeration of your skills makes it more likely that you’ll impress your date and give him something to remember.

			Faking a moderate amount of confidence will therefore ensure that those who find you attractive will find you even more attractive, and those who find you interesting will find you even more interesting. Here are four ways you can effectively fake confidence and entice others to become your personal Michelangelo.

			1) Hide Your Insecurities

			We do not succeed at anything by eliminating our weaknesses, but rather, by getting better at what we are already good at. There are two types of faults: those you can improve on and those you can’t. The former can be fixed; it is the most common category. However, the more time you devote to trying to minimize your faults, the less time you will have to nurture your talents, maximize your strengths, and capitalize on your real assets. Faults, then, are pointless and harmless. There is something very uncharming about perfectionists who work too hard on minimizing their defects—they are mostly seen as obsessive and freaky by others, as the plastic surgery junkies in gossip magazines confirm. You might think you have personal faults such as being clumsy or overly impulsive, but these could be the very features that a potential partner would love about you. So, instead of trying to eradicate these faults, make a list—for each one you think you have, find a strength that makes up for it, and further develop it until you are proud of it. By doing this, you may find yourself more able to talk about yourself in a positive light when on a date, taking the focus off the negative features you believe you have. The people we date can find those out for themselves later! If you spend too much time trying to fix your weaknesses, chances are that you will develop an endless sense of insecurity, which will contagiously turn into disliking other things about yourself and eventually result in there being little or nothing to admire in you. Conversely, the reverse strategy (developing and nurturing the strengths and talents you already possess) will eliminate your weaknesses, because you and others will stop focusing on them.

			2) Cultivate Your USPs

			This builds on the previous point. The best salespeople are those capable of making anything attractive to others, but how? By identifying and highlighting its unique features and turning them into a unique selling point, or USP. As Don Draper, the fictional advertising genius and main character in Mad Men, asks before creating a new campaign for a product, “What’s its benefit?” If you know the things that make you unique, you can turn them into something special. 

			Focusing on your strengths will help clarify what makes you different to everyone else. What’s your USP? Is it your conversational skill, your sense of humor, your kindness, a specific part of your body or face? Any trait has the potential to be the X factor so long as you have it and others don’t, or if you have more of it than others do. Instead of copying others, then, you should be as different from them as possible. For example, Lady Gaga recognized that she had more of a wild flair for fashion and costume than other female pop stars. She cultivated this as her USP and this is ultimately what makes her stand out. If you can identify something most people have in common but which you differ on then you ought to consider cultivating it and marketing it as much as you can because it could turn out to be a great USP. More important, if you are passionate about your USP you will be able to convey confidence to others, as you will come across as original and enthusiastic. And the best part of it is that you will not need to distort reality, either to others or to yourself.

			3) Focus on Others

			In order to fake confidence, it is important that you focus on others (which will in turn stop you from focusing too much on yourself). Remember our discussion about how to build social competence? The same applies to relationships. In a world where the majority of people are just too self-obsessed to pay attention to others, it is not a bad idea to be part of the minority. Talking about yourself will make others pay attention to you without necessarily attracting genuine interest, and you will risk looking like a narcissist. It will also make others compete with you for attention, in particular narcissists, who get quite aggressive in those situations. Don’t go there. Instead, try to work out what other people are thinking, feeling, and doing. The more accurately you interpret what they want, the easier it will be for you to provide it. But in most cases, people will just want your attention, and if you give it to them they will see you as more likable, friendly, fun, interesting, and confident, not least because you will be too distracted to expose your insecurities. It is about finding the balance. While it is important to show off your USPs, it is not to suggest that the date become a live version of your personal ad. Being able to listen and give attention to your date while simultaneously being confident of your own USPs (and talking about them when the time is right) will make you come across in the most positive light.

			Many of the seemingly most confident people I have ever met are masters of faking, and, as they’ve admitted in turn to me, all of them know that the trick is to focus on others rather than themselves. In fact, when you meet people who just talk about themselves and ignore other people’s existence, they are either unsuccessfully faking confidence or simply deluded, which becomes clear as soon as you realize that their displays of confidence have no relationship to their actual competence. On the other hand, people who are genuinely confident also tend to focus on others, because they don’t need to brag about their accomplishments or get other people’s approval for their achievements.

			Focusing on others, then, is the ultimate bluff, because it’s not really a bluff at all—if you are genuinely modest and low-key, then use it to your benefit. In a sensible world, one would expect people who act modest to be perceived as being both less confident and less competent, but given that so many people in the world are deluded about their competence, we no longer tend to interpret displays of arrogance or showcasing as a sign of competence. People who are slightly unconfident allegedly want to avoid drawing attention from others, but, being self-obsessed, they end up spending most of their time talking about their own insecurities, forcing others to pay attention to them (they may achieve the same level of attention narcissists get, except they don’t enjoy it as much). Who, then, has time to pay attention to others? People who are confident and secure. Focus on others and you will seem competent.

			4) Flirt

			There is arguably no better way to fake confidence than flirting. In fact, flirting will make others like you more, which will increase your competence and give you genuine confidence. Tons of scientific studies show that flirting creates reciprocal liking—that is, if you show interest in and attraction to others they will reciprocate by being interested in and attracted to you. In one of the first studies in this area, Joel Gold and his colleagues from the University of Maine set out to determine whether people increased their liking for a dissimilar person if they were persuaded that the person liked them or was interested in them.12 To this end, they created a fake romantic situation by having an attractive female confederate chat with some of the male participants and fake interest in them by making eye contact and leaning on them. Despite her blatant physical displays of interest, the confederate disagreed with participants on a number of important topics of conversation. The same confederate also met with a second group of male participants, with whom she didn’t flirt and instead just had minimal interaction. After interacting with the confederate, both groups of participants reported their level of liking for her as well as how similar they perceived her to be to them in terms of attitudes and values. As predicted, men who were subjected to the confederate’s flirting showed higher levels of liking for her and perceived her values and beliefs as more similar to their own (despite the explicit disagreements during conversation) than the group of males who just had minimal interaction with her.

			The reciprocal liking effect has since been replicated in hundreds of psychological studies. In fact, out of all the factors that determine whether someone likes you or not, one of the strongest—if not the strongest—is whether that person thinks you like him. And it works in both directions: When someone is marginally interested in you but finds out that you don’t like him, he will be less interested in you. Flirting is the most effective way to get others to like you, which means that if you flirt you will not just seem more confident in the dating game but will also improve your actual success rate. In fact, seeming confident is only the second best outcome you will achieve by flirting—the first is to actually seduce people. That is, if your flirting is effective (in the traditional sense), people will be seduced whether they see you as confident or not. If, on the other hand, your flirting is ineffective, you will at least come across as confident.

			In short, there’s a lot you can do to boost your dating competence. Part of the process depends on making better decisions, and your strategy can improve if you start aiming higher or lower than you have been, avoid being overly rational, and ditch your unrealistic expectations of finding a “perfect” match. All this is part of the preparation process, which will boost your performance once you are interacting with potential romantic partners. Hiding your insecurities, highlighting your USPs, focusing on others, and flirting will make those interactions even more successful. Thus you gotta gain some competence in order to fake confidence in order to gain more competence.

			Using It:

			•	Work on developing an accurate perception of your own eligibility.

			—You could ask those closest to you, even previous partners, for their opinions of your eligibility.

			•	Don’t aim too high when choosing a partner.

			—Keep your expectations realistic by monitoring how picky you are being.

			—Give potential partners a chance to impress you before dismissing them.

			•	Don’t aim too low when choosing a partner.

			—Work on your confidence with being single and make sure to enjoy time on your own.

			—Avoid dating people who you know are not good matches.

			—Seek advice and opinions from those who know you best; they are likely to give you some honest feedback on whom you are dating.

			•	Try not to over-rationalize the dating process.

			—Don’t calculate and demand similarity from the outset of a new relationship; be patient and see what happens.

			•	Work on improving what you have rather than hoping for continual perfection.

			—Focus on working hard in a relationship instead of obsessing about the idea of a soul mate.

			—Seek professional help and tackle challenges head-on instead of assuming that it just isn’t “meant to be.”

			—Keep the communication up with your partner to ensure you are both on the same page.

			•	Learn when and how to fake dating confidence.

			—Hide your insecurities on a first date. Make a list of your strengths and strategize on how you can foster them before the date.

			—Cultivate your own USPs: take some time to think about this. Seek advice and opinions from those closest to you.

			—Focus on others: when starting to date someone, don’t talk about yourself too much.

			•	Flirt—make an obvious effort to take an interest in a potential partner. Make eye contact and body contact where appropriate.
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			A Healthier Life

			The greatest of follies is to sacrifice health for any other kind of happiness.

			—Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860)

			Your Well-being Is in Your Hands

			When it comes to health, especially serious health issues, it is clear that a person’s goal should be to become more competent rather than more confident. But what does health competence even mean?

			In the view of medical doctors, health competence is the absence of disease or disability. Yet, many people live happy lives while coping with chronic health problems or severe medical conditions.1 Moreover, because humans are now living longer than ever before, a growing number of people are able to cope with illnesses that were once deadly. The implication is that physical disease does not necessarily threaten our overall well-being—our ability to feel content with our general existence and life satisfaction.

			On the other hand, when we take into account how people feel about their health and well-being—what psychologists call “subjective well-being”—there is a clear discrepancy between objective and subjective health indicators. For example, Dr. William Strawbridge and colleagues classified older people as unhealthy if they exhibited known medical conditions or signs of mental decline, or were not actively engaged in society.2 According to these stricter criteria (you had to show absence of the three in order to be deemed healthy), 81 percent of their sample was ill, yet more than 50 percent of the participants saw themselves as healthy. The bottom line is that there is only marginal overlap between people’s self-perceived and actual health in the overall population: Health confidence ain’t competence.

			As two leading health psychologists recently noted, there is a large amount of subjectivity regarding the notion of health. One person might seek medical help when she experiences muscle pain or mild nausea, while another person may consider these to be fairly average aspects of normal life.3 In fact, most of the things that make us feel good are bad for our health: Sugar, alcohol, caffeine, fat, and spending our weekends as couch potatoes are all more comforting and subjectively rewarding than their healthier alternatives.

			Many psychologists regard health as a sort of IQ test, and they have a point. In order to be healthy you need to solve certain problems, fulfill certain tasks, and avoid some activities. For example, being healthy requires you to understand the impact of different types of food and drinks, as well as the value of physical exercise. It is also important to correctly interpret symptoms and take appropriate measures once they are identified. Moreover, in order to be healthy you ought to realize that certain behaviors carry important health threats. Sometimes, information is unreliable or unavailable—for example, it took a few decades for experts to determine how harmful the effects of smoking cigarettes are, and every known diet has as many endorsers as critics. However, at any point in time, people who make better use of the available health knowledge have an advantage over those who don’t, which means that they should be better able to solve the practical problem of gaining and maintaining health. You could stay informed about current progress in health and medicine using various websites or even just keep up with regular checkups with your doctor to ensure you are following their latest advice for healthy living.

			In that sense, we can see not only how health is a form of competence but also that the capacity to obtain and maintain health is in itself a type of competence: Some people are more health savvy than others, which enables them to also be healthier. Actually increasing your own health competence involves working on increasing your health IQ. So read, learn, and seek advice. This might even mean trying out different things—new exercises or a different eating lifestyle—and then seeing which works for you and gets you in the best shape. Health competence is about using the knowledge that is out there and applying it to your own life in the optimal way. Although it might require a great deal of practice, including some experimentation and trial and error, as with any other domain of competence, those who perform best tend to also work the hardest. For example, health-conscious people pay close attention to their dietary habits and monitor their fat, calories, and carb consumption very carefully; they also tend to exercise regularly and they exert a significant level of effort and self-control to resist unhealthy habits such as overeating, drinking, smoking, and caffeine consumption. In short, there is no big secret to being healthy; it is a well-defined science rather than an art, and anybody has the capacity to improve his or her health. Where we differ substantially is in our tendency to put that capability into practice.

			So what role does confidence play here? The common belief is that a positive mind-set creates good health, but the only scientific evidence in support of this is the finding that optimistic people are slightly more likely to persist in the face of difficulties.4 For example, research has shown that people with an optimistic mind-set tend to recover faster from surgery and have lower illness and mortality rates.5 However, many of those studies fail to account for previous health competence, and there is not much evidence of positive effects of optimism on objective health outcomes.6 As Drs. Margaret Kern and Howard Friedman point out in their excellent review of the topic, no real evidence exists to support the claim that a positive mind-set can actually succeed in shrinking tumors or unclogging arteries.7 In fact, it is often more adaptive to be less rather than more persistent, not least because not everything we persist in can be attained, and not everything we pursue should be attained (more on this later).

			As in any domain of competence, the correlation between confidence and health competence is at best ambiguous and at worst meaningless, casting serious doubt on the clichéd idea that higher confidence promotes better health. It is ambiguous because it is hardly ever a sign of a causal link between confidence and competence—people may feel insecure about their health as a consequence of actual health symptoms, and the same is true for those who feel confidence about their health status. And it is meaningless because for most people there is not much relation between their perceived and actual health states; in other words, most people are generally quite inept at assessing their own health (especially when their assessments are positive). Furthermore, a large number of scientific studies indicate that higher confidence can have disastrous health consequences: Most of the well-documented health-threatening behaviors—drinking, overeating, smoking, drug consumption—would not be so prevalent if people felt less immune to their adverse effects, and that immunity is fueled by an inappropriately high self-confidence. In fact, the main take-home message from this chapter is that low confidence leads to better health than high confidence does, and that the only beneficial type of high confidence is the one produced by genuine gains in health competence. However, when confidence is high as a result of self-serving biases (which is sadly rather common), it can be quite unhealthy.

			The Unhealthy Side of High Confidence

			There is no better demonstration of the detrimental effects of high confidence than its negative effects on health. In this sense, high confidence is not assumed to mean the same thing as having an optimistic outlook on life. In regard to health, being highly confident relates to the security you feel about the state of your health and your indestructibility. Although there are hundreds of studies in this area, the great bulk of destructive health effects are a function of three counterproductive qualities of higher confidence:

			•	An inappropriate sense of immunity, which leads to higher and more frequent risk taking

			•	A sense of denial or poor self-awareness, which results from an obsession with maintaining a positive self-image and seeing oneself as “healthy” when one is not

			•	A false feeling of hope that persists even in the face of negative results; this perpetuates ineffective health behaviors

			Let’s discuss these points in more detail.

			1. High Confidence Increases Risk Taking

			Can higher confidence really worsen your health? Absolutely. Psychologist Peter Fischer, at the University of Graz (Austria), includes in his definition of risk-taking behavior its association with the potential to harm yourself through unhealthy life choices like smoking or by dangerous driving such as street racing. Higher confidence distorts your perception of risk and its consequences, creating a false sense of security and the illusion of immunity. In the United States, to name just one country, risky behaviors are now the leading cause of deadly injuries in children, adolescents, and young adults.8 Take a look at these shocking statistics, all of which result from inflated confidence:

			•	Risk-taking behaviors such as alcohol consumption, speeding, and drug use have caused many of the traffic accidents that are responsible for up to 10 percent of fatalities in people between the ages of 10 and 24 worldwide. In the USA, roughly 5,000 individuals under the age of 21 die every year due to alcohol abuse and associated risk taking while driving.9

			•	The United States reported an estimate of 18.9 million new sexually transmitted disease cases in the year 2000. Forty-eight percent of these were among 15- to 24-year-olds and believed to be due to their risky sexual practices.

			•	Risky health behaviors such as smoking and binge drinking (i.e., consuming more than five alcohol units) are becoming more and more common in Western countries. Between 2002 and 2009, Germany saw the number of 15- to 19-year-old individuals treated for alcohol abuse double.

			The reason why higher confidence is a main cause of risk is that it eclipses fear. When you feel confident, you tend to consider negative outcomes as improbable or even rule them out completely, undermining real risks and failing to consider genuine threats. Risk can range from extreme risk aversion to extreme risk taking, and your confidence level determines where you stand on this continuum. Fear, perceived threats, anxiety, and caution are all big enemies of high confidence, which relates to fearless experimentation, sensation seeking, and danger.

			Consider the case of cigarette smoking, which, even today, carries a higher death risk than all other common unhealthy activities put together.10 Although you often hear smokers say that puffing gives them confidence (code for “relaxes me”), most people would not even start smoking if they felt less immune to the dangers involved. People often pick up smoking as a way to feel—or at least seem—more confident in social situations. This increase in their confidence level reduces the probability that these smokers will be deterred by the inherent risks of smoking and leads them to think that they will be able to give up easily whenever they decide. In line, introverts, who tend to be less confident than extroverts, have been found to smoke less11 and to give up more easily than extroverts.12

			Higher confidence fosters experimentation not only with cigarettes, but with most health-threatening substances, such as alcohol and illicit drugs. In a thorough review of the negative consequences of self-esteem, the most generic measure of confidence, British psychologist Nick Emler concluded that high self-esteem leads to greater willingness to take physical risks, which explains why people with higher self-esteem are more frequent alcohol and drug users despite being more satisfied with their lives.13 For instance, surveys of college students found that higher self-esteem leads to greater willingness to drink.14

			The detrimental effects of high confidence on health are not found merely at extreme levels of risk or high confidence. Given the pervasiveness of self-delusional biases, most people think that they are less susceptible to health problems, especially serious illnesses, than they actually are.15 Paradoxically, then, the more confident you are about your health, the more likely you will be to ruin it. This type of paradox is known as a “self-defeating prophecy.” Imagine a scenario in which two people of similar health visit a fortune-teller to inquire about their life expectancy. One of them is told that he will endure numerous health problems and is therefore likely to die young; the other, that he will live many years with no risk of any major illness. As a result of these prophecies, both men decide to alter their lifestyles—one to avoid dying young, the other to enjoy his predicted longevity. So the pessimistic forecast drives the first person to be healthier, while the optimistic forecast drives the second person to indulge in more risk-taking behaviors and an unhealthy lifestyle. In the end, the man with the pessimistic forecast ends up outliving the one with the optimistic forecast, and both forecasts are proven wrong.

			Sadly, most people behave as if they have been given an optimistic forecast about their health. In what is arguably the most impressive longitudinal study relating to confidence and health, Dr. Howard Friedman and colleagues inspected the association between the personality characteristics of fifteen hundred eleven-year-old children and health outcomes seven decades later. They found that at any given age, optimistic and confident children were at higher risk of dying than their more pessimistic and unconfident counterparts, and the reason was their higher propensity to take health risks. In line, Dr. Friedman concluded that the key recipe to extend life is a combination of prudence and persistence: “The best childhood personality predictor of longevity was conscientiousness.”16

			Consider Ryan Dunn as an example: a young male daredevil and star of the TV series Jackass, who was killed in a horrific high-speed car crash in 2011 at the age of thirty-four. This is a prime example of someone who lived life taking extreme risks and, arguably, was overconfident to the extent that he believed he could drive at incredibly high speeds while under the influence of alcohol on the night of his accident. Tragically however, this risky behavior is what ultimately led to his early demise.

			Another robust longitudinal study examined the effects of initial self-esteem on subsequent sexual behavior in a sample of more than eleven hundred participants. This impressive dataset tracked participants from the age of three until twenty-one. Females with higher self-esteem at age eleven were significantly more likely than those with lower self-esteem to be sexually initiated by the age of fifteen. Self-esteem was the only socially desirable predictor of early sexual activity; the other variables were all undesirable—school problems, early smoking, etc.17 The explanation? Simple: Higher confidence led females to discount the health risks of premature sex. In line, another study reported that more confident women tended to dismiss the risk of pregnancy, and even when they were reminded of the risks, they believed that such misfortunes wouldn’t apply to them.18 Have you ever watched the MTV show 16 and Pregnant? Nearly every pregnant young woman on the program admits she did not use protection because she “just didn’t think it would happen” to her. This explains the seemingly irrational finding that confident women who are sexually active think they are less likely to end up being pregnant than sexually inactive women.19

			2. High Confidence Distorts Health Self-Views

			The second health danger brought about by high confidence is denial, and self-deception that involves convincing yourself that you’re healthy when you’re not. This can lead to ignorance of warnings or refusal to get treatment or change a behavior, because you think you aren’t at risk. This is one of the reasons for the ineffectiveness of health campaigns that rely on threats. For instance, even if smokers are presented with huge warning signs, such as SMOKING KILLS or SMOKING CAUSES LUNG CANCER, they will rarely see themselves as the targets of those messages.

			How many smokers, drinkers, or drug users are willing to acknowledge that they have an addiction? Very few. The reason is obvious: Acknowledging their addiction would make them feel stupid, because it would force them to accept that they are doing something stupid to themselves. A much more bearable alternative, especially if the goal is to keep smoking, drinking, or getting high, is to pretend (fool yourself into thinking) that nothing is wrong. Remember Richard Feynman’s words? “You are the easiest person to fool.” The main problem with fooling yourself is that it makes you incapable of telling the truth even if you want to. When you fool yourself, you are neither telling the truth nor lying to others. When people say, “I am not in denial,” they usually are but just don’t know it; it’s an essential feature of being in denial.

			The psychological mechanism that causes people to deny unhealthy or undesirable habits is known as “cognitive dissonance.” Humans are, perhaps surprisingly, rational creatures and feel the need to perceive a harmony between their beliefs and behavior. When they don’t, they experience unpleasant feelings of incoherence, confusion, and annoyance—this is cognitive dissonance, and it forces people to reconsider their self-views. In other words, cognitive dissonance points out that we have a distorted view of ourselves, and one of the ways to avoid experiencing dissonance is to distort reality. Ironically, then, our quest for rationality ends up making us irrational. For example, if smokers accepted the fact that smoking is deadly, they would feel stupid whenever they smoke; if drinkers accepted the fact that they have a drinking problem, they would feel stupid whenever they drink, and so on. Leon Festinger, the social psychologist who pioneered cognitive dissonance research in America fifty years ago, noted that since the act of smoking is incompatible with knowledge that smoking is harmful, smokers are motivated to distort their beliefs about smoking in order to minimize the experience of dissonance (and keep smoking). Unsurprisingly, the more people smoke, the more they deny that smoking is bad.20 Delusions are the fuel that keeps addictions going.

			Cognitive dissonance does not just affect smoking or health-related behaviors—we all experience it. For instance, dissonance is the reason you decide to stop being friends with people after they disagree with you on important values; or why you force yourself to believe that an expensive meal tasted good, or that a long, arduous journey was worthwhile. Facing the facts would be more painful and harm your self-esteem. Indeed, one of the most compelling findings in the whole of psychology is that people’s attempts to avoid cognitive dissonance are by and large the result of their uncompromising desire to maintain a positive self-view, to the degree of distorting reality even on fairly mundane matters. In one of the earliest experiments on this, Jack Brehm asked subjects to indicate how much they liked different household appliances (e.g., fridges, washing machines, ovens). After providing their ratings, subjects were asked to pick one of the appliances to receive as a gift, but there was a caveat: They could only pick from two appliances they had rated equally. As cognitive dissonance theory predicts, participants increased their liking for the appliance they picked as a gift, rating it as more attractive than they initially had.21

			Given that dissonance reduction is driven by the need to maintain a positive self-image, one would expect confident people to be more motivated to avoid cognitive dissonance. This hypothesis was tested in a couple of elegant experiments designed by Hart Blanton and colleagues. Their first study recruited participants for a blind tasting of Coke versus Pepsi. Before this task, participants reported how much they preferred one drink over the other. As you have probably noticed, most regular cola drinkers claim that they can easily tell the difference between Coke and Pepsi, especially given that they tend to have a well-defined preference for one of the two drinks. However, if there is one thing you should have learned from reading this book by now, it’s that there’s a big difference between what people think they can do (their confidence) and what they actually can do (their competence). Accordingly, the experiment showed that participants overestimated their ability to distinguish between the two colas, especially when they reported stronger preference for one of the two. The more expertise participants thought they possessed, the more they were “forced” to display confidence in their judgments in order to eliminate the cognitive dissonance—even when they were wrong. As the researchers observed, the “association between perceived preference and judgment confidence reflected a self-protective motive. As preference increased, the motivation to believe in the veracity of one’s judgment also increased.”22 Thus participants who felt knowledgeable and important were less able to realize that they were incompetent, because their desire to feel competent blinded their willingness to accept that they were wrong, so they ended up faking confidence to themselves.

			Dr. Blanton and colleagues set out to replicate the results from the first experiment in a high-stakes setting, namely college students taking an exam. The researchers used the occasion to test whether students who were more concerned about maintaining a positive self-view were more prone to distort their beliefs about the exam in order to avoid experiencing dissonance. Before the exam, students were asked to report how important it was for them to do well on that assignment. After the exam, students indicated how confident they were that they had performed well on the test, but there was a caveat: A random group of students were told that if they did poorly on the test their grade wouldn’t count; the other students were not told anything, so they assumed that their performance on the exam would affect their final grade. As Dr. Blanton and colleagues predicted, the more students cared about the exam, the more confident they were about their performance, even after adjusting for their actual performance. However, for the group that was told that they were allowed to drop the grade if they did not do well, there was no significant relationship between the degree to which they cared about the test and their confidence in their performance.

			These results indicate that higher confidence is an unconscious strategy to minimize the experience of health-related dissonance, which explains why confident people are more likely to take health risks even after they are presented with clear information about those risks. Put differently, there is a tension between maintaining high health confidence (perceiving yourself as healthy) and accurate self-awareness (realizing that you are unhealthy). However, confidence ends up not only eclipsing self-awareness but also perpetuating the behaviors that threaten your health. Imagine a smoker who is made aware of his unhealthy habits and, for a minute, feels uncomfortable about it, but then decides to simply ignore that assertion and tells himself, “There is nothing to worry about; you are fine.” Clearly, such a reaction would perpetuate his smoking. Thus, confidence acts as a psychological shield or resistance against reality checks, keeping our conscience clean even when we are clearly damaging our health.

			James Jaccard, Tonya Dodge, and Vincent Guilamo-Ramos conducted a longitudinal study to investigate the role of confidence underlying risky sexual behaviors in adolescents.23 Their results revealed that the more confident participants were about their knowledge of contraception, the more likely they were to be pregnant in the future. There are two explanations for these findings: first, the low connection between confidence (their perceived knowledge) and competence (how much they really knew); second, the fact that people’s confidence in their knowledge inflated their perceived ability to have sex without negative consequences. In other words, people’s desire to feel competent led them to maintain fake perceptions of knowledge, which in turn maximized their exposure to risk. As Blanton and his team at the University at Albany noted: “Accurate knowledge provides many rewards, chief among these being increased abilities to predict, control, and respond to the social world. Feeling confident in the accuracy of one’s beliefs and judgments should thus foster a sense of security in the face of both mundane and important decisions. Unfortunately, the comfort gained through such confidence is often unwarranted.”24 People with high confidence “tend to minimize their own vulnerability. They employ a variety of cognitive strategies to convince themselves that bad things will not or cannot happen to them, and ignore disagreeable information. Thus, they distance themselves from the potentially harmful consequences of risky behavior.”25 In the famous words of the French philosopher  Voltaire: “Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but certainty is absurd.”26

			These findings indicate that unrealistic high confidence is a defensive strategy to avoid facing the fact that one is less competent than one thinks. Higher confidence distorts how people perceive their health and health-related behavior. Given that humans have limited mental energy to pursue their goals, including health-related aims, any energy employed in maintaining high self-views is wasted. This waste creates a disruption of one’s goal fulfillment, known as “ego depletion,” whereby mental energy needed for self-improvement (changes in competence) is pointlessly allocated to maintaining high self-views (boosting confidence). This is why confident people react more defensively and aggressively when criticized,27 and why they stubbornly attempt to maintain their high self-views when they feel threatened.28 Conversely, coming to terms with your negative self-views will make you less defensive to criticism (you already know what others tell you and you agree with them), and it therefore opens the door to self-improvement. If you are in a situation in which your health is poor and you know it, what you want is to improve your health. If you are in a situation in which you are trying to feel good about your health, what you want is reassurance—you want to be certain about your self-views, and you neglect your actual health.

			And here are some of the significant health implications:

			•	Confident people tend to think they are better at following healthy lifestyles than they actually are. For instance, optimists have much higher confidence in their ability to lose weight even when they don’t lose any actual weight.29

			•	Confident smokers are more threatened (than unconfident smokers) by exposure to facts about the harmful effects of smoking, because it makes it much harder for them to accept the idea of doing something stupid.30

			•	Confident adolescents think their parents approve of their drinking habits, whereas less confident adolescents are aware that they don’t.31

			•	Confident college students are a lot more likely to binge-drink, smoke, be sleep deprived, and have multiple sexual partners than their less confident counterparts.32

			In brief, self-serving biases fueled by high confidence conspire against people’s health. These biases make confident people more likely to drink, take drugs, and have unprotected sex, and they also generate false self-improvement expectations.

			3. High Confidence Creates False Health Hopes

			It would be good if the destructive health effects of high confidence only applied to a minority of people—i.e., those with inflated self-views or optimistic biases. Unfortunately, they are the norm, at least when it comes to common health problems. While the poor of this world get sick and die young because of lack of resources, people with resources incur most health issues from making unrealistic evaluations of their problems. “In denial” is a term that is commonly applied to most of the people who fall victim to addiction and fail to acknowledge that they cannot control their self-destructive behavior. In that sense, their minds replicate many of the psychological characteristics found in overconfident people, whether they are addicts or not. Yet if we were more realistic about our slim chances of winning the fight against addiction and successfully changing unhealthy habits, we would actually attain much higher success rates, and perhaps never have these destructive habits in the first place. In other words, less confidence would lead to more competence.

			Take a few minutes to reflect on these facts:

			•	Most people are unrealistic about their chances of achieving health goals and judge their goals as easier to attain than they actually are.33

			•	Most diets achieve short-term success at best.34

			•	People discharged from alcohol abuse programs tend to be unrealistically optimistic and relapse shortly thereafter.35 For example, 90 percent of treated alcoholics have at least one drink in the three months post-treatment, and one in two return to pretreatment levels of drinking in the next twelve months.36

			•	Smokers underestimate how hard it is to give up: More than 50 percent of adolescents and almost as many adults believe that they are able to just “smoke for a few years and then quit.”37 The reality? Even after repeated attempts, only 10 percent of smokers remain abstinent six to twelve months after giving up.38 For instance, of the thirty million Americans who quit smoking in the 1980s, 80 percent did not manage to abstain for more than one year.39 Smokers who think they can give up smoking while also quitting other unhealthy habits (e.g., binge eating or drinking) are even more likely to fail.40

			•	The small number of people who succeed at quitting addictions or changing important health habits do so only after the fifth attempt.41

			•	Because most people have unrealistic expectations about the impact that fixing specific health issues will have on their lives, they will tend to be disappointed even when they achieve their goals. For example, research has shown that many dieters operate under the assumption that losing weight will somehow transform them into better human beings.42 Therefore, successful dieters will often end up distorting reality to accommodate such expectations. For instance, people who decide to exercise more frequently often end up believing that they are taller than they were before committing to exercise.43

			In the face of such prevalent failure rates, it is no doubt illogical that so many people remain optimistic and confident about their ability to improve their health. Dr. Janet Polivy, a renowned health psychologist, refers to this phenomenon as the “false hope syndrome”; that is, the cycle of failure, inadequate interpretation of reality, and continued efforts to renew the quest for health even after repeated failure and with an improbable success rate.44 This does not mean that you cannot improve your health status. However, being aware of the low probability of achieving this will actually make you more successful, while the more confident you are about accomplishing difficult tasks, the more likely it is that you will fail.

			Dr. Polivy explains that people begin by setting themselves difficult (sometimes impossible) challenges in order to change. Many are aiming to kick unwanted (albeit intrinsically rewarding) behaviors to the curb. Ultimately, we fail to achieve these difficult tasks but continue to believe that with a few adjustments, success is still a possibility. Those of us who try ludicrous, extreme diets are often the worst culprits. If we actually set more realistic goals to start with, we might be more successful. But this would clash with people’s “personal agenda,” says Dr. Polivy. Adjusting a diet such that it means losing less weight, takes longer to see results, and consequently causes people to abandon their dreams of a total social and personal makeover is not what these people are willing to do. Diets advertise big promises in order to attract customers. It is the very size of these promises that means people cannot fulfill them. So they will just keep going back! 45 The key implication of the false hope syndrome is that people would be more successful at fixing their health problems if they were less confident in their ability to attain their goals, but since that requires coming to terms with a less favorable self-view, most people prefer to remain delusional.

			The Healthy Side of Lower Confidence

			Whereas high confidence can harm your health to the point of being lethal, low confidence is an important driver of health competence. Remember the evolutionary role of anxiety? Low confidence is an adaptive tool that evolved to protect us from danger and threats. At an extreme level, it is manifested physically and emotionally in the form of intense anxiety, which stops us from doing something stupid and helps us escape threats. To our evolutionary ancestors, anxiety was a life-saving signal to help them overcome dangerous situations.

			When anxiety causes low confidence, it is sending a message to prevent us from damaging our health. When we fail at it, in particular after repeated experiences of anxiety or in the face of important losses, we still have one protective resource in our repertoire: depression (remember our discussion about the adaptive evolutionary meaning of depression). Indeed, the point of depression is to force us to accept blame, face the facts, and avoid similar disappointments in the future. Thus humans evolved anxiety and depression as highly adaptive competencies to face difficult challenges, especially those requiring high levels of dedication. If fever is our body’s attempt to coordinate a response to an infection, anxiety is our mind’s attempt to cope with stress, and depression is its attempt to deal with taxing ideas—the loss of someone we love, or coming to terms with failure.46 Most notably, depression stops us from wasting time on unattainable goals, reducing the probability of experiencing false hope.

			If all this sounds too gloomy, that’s because you have habituated to hearing unrealistic optimistic messages, such as “Don’t ever give up, no matter what happens,” or “Ignore failure, stay positive, and you will succeed.” If you manage to avoid wasting precious energy on tasks that are extremely hard to accomplish, you will free up valuable energy and resources to devote to more attainable goals. Being aware of how difficult goals are eliminates the need to self-enhance or distort reality when we fail to achieve them. The ability to know when to give up is just as important as knowing when to try harder.47

			More important, successful self-change requires accepting responsibility for one’s state, even if the cost is depression. In line, studies have found that smokers who blame themselves are more likely to quit smoking,48 and that if dieters blamed themselves more they would attain higher success rates losing weight,49 which is why autonomous dieters do better than those who put their hopes in a program or a coach. As Carl Jung, one of the founders of psychoanalysis, wisely remarked: “Man needs difficulties; they are necessary for health.”

			Low Confidence Extends Life

			Let us now look at the positive health effects of low confidence from a purely pragmatic perspective. No more evolutionary theory or biology; just sheer facts. Low confidence protects you from health problems by motivating you to seek advice and minimizing risk taking. In other words, low confidence extends life.

			A nifty study by Francesca Gino and her colleagues at Harvard and the University of Pennsylvania highlights the importance of low confidence as a determinant of people’s willingness to seek advice.50 In a series of ingenious experiments, the researchers manipulated participants’ anxiety levels (e.g., by showing some of the subjects videos of extreme sports or scary accidents) to demonstrate that those who experienced higher anxiety were more likely to seek and pay attention to advice from others on a subsequent decision-making task. The authors also measured the impact of anxiety on participants’ confidence, and their results showed that higher anxiety increased willingness to seek advice on the decision-making task because it lowered people’s confidence in their ability to do well. In other words, when anxious people don’t differ in confidence, they are equally likely to seek advice; but when they do, lower confidence increases the propensity to seek and pay attention to advice.

			Howard Friedman refers to this phenomenon as “healthy neuroticism”; he observes that insecurity “may lead to reports of lower well-being, more psychosomatic symptoms, and more doctor’s visits, [which] objectively lead to fewer diseases and longer life.” In their longitudinal analyses of the fifteen hundred children who were followed up until they were eighty years old, Dr. Friedman and colleagues found that less confident men had lower mortality risk, indicating that low confidence is an important antidote to men’s natural risk-taking tendencies. In fact, few trends are as conclusive as the sex difference in health-related risks and mortality. Check out the following stats for the United States:51

			•	Women live longer than men despite suffering from similar or even higher frequency of illness (morbidity).

			•	Women are at least 50 percent more likely than men to visit the doctor—for example, in 2005, 45 percent of men made preventive visits to the doctor, compared to 75 percent of women.

			•	Around 15 percent more men than women are regular alcohol consumers.

			•	Although heavy drinking rates are similar for both sexes (around 5 percent of adults), the incidence of “light” drinking is 30 percent for men versus 7 percent for women, while the incidence of “moderate” drinking is 22 percent for men versus just 4 percent for women.

			•	Alcohol-related deaths are 3 times higher in men than in women.

			•	Although the gap is narrowing, there are about 5 percent more male than female smokers—in addition, 12 percent more women than men have never smoked.

			•	Ten percent more men than women are likely to use illicit drugs at some point in their lives.

			•	Men are also about 10 percent more frequent users of recreational drugs (e.g., cannabis, cocaine, and ecstasy).

			•	Approximately 10 percent more men are overweight than women.

			Unsurprisingly, men have higher death rates for twelve of the fifteen leading mortality causes in the United States, and they die an average of five years earlier than women. The two underlying reasons, namely higher risk taking and lower prevention, can be attributed to men’s higher confidence. As noted by Dr. Ruben Pinkhasov of the Maimonides Medical Center in New York, who reported the preceding statistics:52 “Men’s importance on self-reliance, physical toughness, and emotional control all play in to their masculinity and inhibit their willingness to seek help from health professionals.”

			Or, if you prefer, women’s lower confidence drives them to seek advice and minimize risks compared to men. Some men live longer than women, but mostly when they are less confident than typical men. By the same token, some women die younger than men, but partly because they take similar health risks and neglect preventive behaviors as most men do. What matters, then, is not sex, but confidence.

			Earning Confidence (Through Well-being)

			As the reviewed evidence suggests, health is just like any other area of competence in that (a) people tend to have a poor understanding of it; (b) the more confident people are, the more deluded they are about their health; and (c) less confident people are more realistic and likely to accept responsibility about their health problems. Yet, because health is more objective than other types of competence, which tend to depend more on what other people (but not necessarily doctors) think, lower confidence is even more important for attaining health than any other type of competence. Now, given that you are reading this book—and that you managed to get to this point—I doubt that you are the kind of person who needs to lower your confidence, but if you want to do that in relation to health, just spend some time reading up on health-related issues and speak to two or three friends whom you may consider health freaks to find out how hard they work to be where they are, and to get their views on how healthy you are. As a rule of thumb, we should always compare ourselves with people who are much better than we are—it may lower our confidence, but it will also incentivize us to be better than our peers. You can only get better if you aim higher.

			This is the perfect moment to make a realistic assessment of your health situation. Perhaps you find yourself in need of improvement in one or many areas. Recognizing this is the key step to getting better. Allow this knowledge to motivate you—so, what are you waiting for?

			Let me share with you the best case study for the positive power of low confidence as driver of health and well-being that I’ve ever come across: The Biggest Loser reality TV show. I profiled, coached, and followed up with the contestants in the UK edition for a couple of years. If you’re not familiar, the show invites morbidly obese adults to spend eight weeks in a boot camp–style program in which they undergo an extreme fitness and dieting regimen.53 Most of them have been seriously overweight or obese for more than a decade, which resulted in rock-bottom confidence and self-esteem levels. In fact, their obesity affected every other domain of competence: romantic relationships (especially sex), social life, career success, and of course health, in many cases shortening their life expectancy by more than ten years.

			And yet, The Biggest Loser contestants had one big advantage over the average person in the normal population, namely the fact that they admitted to having a problem and that they were the main cause of that problem. Contrast that with the vast majority of people who are in denial about their role and responsibility—for example, smokers who call themselves “social smokers,” drug addicts who see themselves as “recreational users,” or food addicts who blame their weight problems on their “slow metabolism” or “busy lifestyle.” I’m sure you get the point.

			Let’s now hear from Kevin, the 2012 Biggest Loser winner and the heaviest contestant in the show’s history (he was 450 pounds when I interviewed him for the show):54

			Before taking part in The Biggest Loser my confidence and self-esteem were at rock bottom. My life was a constant of inner conversations that battered my own confidence and self-esteem. My self-talk was constantly negative about my health and appearance, and even the things I would say to my partner would involve some sort of self-abuse.

			It was only once I had lost a significant amount of weight on the show and was back “in the real world” that I really started to notice how my confidence was growing. I felt better about myself daily, and each week when I got weighed and I had lost weight or each time I was wearing smaller clothes it was like a shot in the arm of self-esteem and confidence. At times I do feel my confidence slip back to my old ways, but I literally just pull my shoulders and chest up and out and walk like a man with confidence, and my newfound confidence comes back quickly.55

			Kevin’s journey was crowned by winning the competition and losing almost two hundred pounds in four months, but each of the contestants went through exactly the same process. They all started with rock-bottom confidence levels but were so eager to lose weight that their confidence didn’t matter. They were all determined to work hard to achieve a monumental goal, and as soon as they started to make progress they became a bit more confident, which motivated them to work even harder. They all ended up winning, because they exceeded their weight loss target and recovered not just their confidence but also their health.

			Kevin is the poster boy for what this book postulates, namely that your low confidence is there to protect you and motivate you to gain competence. Most people are so fixated on feeling confident that they are in denial, if not delusional, about their actual competence. What Kevin and the other Biggest Loser contestants show, however, is that lower confidence is a blessing.

			Thus, low confidence causes high competence, which in turn causes realistic high confidence.

			Conversely, high confidence causes low competence, which in turn causes denial, until one faces the facts and confidence is lowered—then, progress may start. When competence gains translate into confidence gains, they have long-standing positive effects on people’s well-being and happiness. For instance, changing to a physically active lifestyle increases emotional well-being, energy levels, and self-confidence,56 and physical exercise improves not only your health but also your self-views and confidence.57 The implication is that earned confidence—that is, confidence based on real competence attainment—breeds future success, whereas delusional, unrealistic, self-enhanced confidence predicts future failure.58

			Using It:

			•	Improve your health IQ.

			—Read, learn, and seek advice. Gather information and try out different ways of healthy living.

			—Stay health savvy: buy regular health magazines, keep a list of your goals and targets, and maintain checkups with your doctor. Stay informed about new developments.

			—Practice makes perfect! You are going to have to really work at improving your healthy living if you want to succeed.

			•	Don’t get overconfident about your health.

			—Athletes are rarely satisfied about their performance: you should adopt this attitude as well. Keep your confidence in check and remember the key to a longer, healthy life is prudence and persistence.

			•	Give yourself a pessimistic health forecast.

			—This is not suggesting you should believe you are going to die soon or with poor general health. Tell yourself you are going to need to stay on top of your health if you want to increase the chances of a positive life forecast.

			—If you believe you will live a long, healthy life no matter what, what challenges will you have to overcome? What is going to motivate you to adopt a healthy lifestyle now?

			•	Accept that you are the cause of your health issues and that you are the solution.

			•	Embrace your low confidence! It will drive the important health changes you need to make.
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			Easier Said Than Done?

			There are lots of ways of being miserable, but there’s only one way of being comfortable, and that is to stop running round after happiness. If you make up your mind not to be happy there’s no reason why you shouldn’t have a fairly good time.

			—Edith Wharton (1862–1937)

			All You Need Is a Bit of Willpower 
(and Low Confidence)

			Almost everything in life is easier said than done, but the key suggestions made in this book are easily translated into action. You don’t have to make any radical transformations—all you need is to become a slightly more attuned version of yourself. This final chapter explains why and how you should be able to make this happen, and on a larger scale, what a less confident but more competent world would look like.

			In 500 BCE, Socrates concluded that the key to happiness is discovering our true self. However, in the past five decades or so, the quest for happiness has caused a great deal of Western civilization, especially America, to distort their true selves in order to replace them with more confident versions. Although thinking that we are better than we actually are may make us feel good, a society that needs to comfort itself with ignorance for failing to accomplish its goals is a culture in decline, a spoiled society that has traded off competence for confidence and replaced reality with delusional success.

			The typical self-help and coaching interventions designed to boost people’s confidence are the product of this feel-good epidemic, and they are based on two false assumptions: first, that increasing our confidence will bring us success; second, that we all have the power to feel confident if we decide to. As shown throughout this book, there is no evidence that high confidence causes success, and even if it did, it is very hard to change our confidence levels and self-views arbitrarily and intentionally. This is why, upon reviewing decades of professional interventions designed to enhance people’s self-esteem, Dr. Roy Baumeister concluded just that. He indicated that no evidence had been found to support the claim that, for example, through the use of therapeutic interventions or school programs, increasing self-esteem will produce benefits.1

			Rather, hundreds of psychological studies show that deliberate attempts to suppress negative self-views backfire. For instance, trying to avoid unwanted thoughts or sensations, a process called “experiential avoidance,” enhances the adverse effects of the very thoughts and sensations we try to avoid. In fact, experiential avoidance is a bigger threat to our mental health than the actual negative thoughts and feelings it attempts to suppress, as well as the events from which these thoughts and feelings arise. As stated by Dr. Todd Kashdan and his colleagues at George Mason University, we will all experience unwanted, uncomfortable moments including pain, suffering, and panic. However, these moments are part of our human nature and are not necessarily a problem. Moreover, experiential avoidance tends to get people into trouble, since they have to come into contact with sometimes rather painful emotional content. 2

			Thus, thoughts become problematic and disruptive only when you try to suppress them. Consider some of the well-documented manifestations of thought suppression:

			•	Juries’ decisions on cases are usually affected by information they have been specifically asked to disregard, which is why lawyers will often make fake claims in court.3

			•	Audiences are still influenced by news stories they are told are false,4 which is why fake rumors about political or public figures will damage their reputations even if later refuted.

			•	People’s financial and gambling decisions are influenced by odds they deliberately try to ignore (even when they are offered money to do so).5 For instance, people are more likely to buy a product for a hundred dollars if they see that it’s discounted by 50 percent than buy the same product for seventy-five dollars when the discount is “only” 30 percent.

			•	Attempts to avoid food thoughts enhance subsequent worries about food, which is why aggressive dieting is often followed by binge eating and, in turn, obesity.6

			•	Attempts to avoid thinking about an upcoming surgery increase the probability of experiencing surgery-related stress later on.7

			•	Suppressing emotions connected to traumatic events causes more health problems than dealing with the unpleasant thoughts and emotions the event evokes.8

			•	The tendency to suppress negative emotions inhibits the experience of positive or pleasurable emotions.9

			•	Attempting to suppress negative thoughts is mentally draining, a bit like when heavy software consumes your PC’s memory resources.10

			•	People who try to suppress racial stereotypes end up acting in a more prejudiced way than those who don’t.11

			Embracing Low Confidence

			Suppression attempts backfire and stop you from taking the much-needed first steps to achieve self-improvement. The inability to fully engage with and accept unpleasant thoughts seriously harms your chances of becoming more competent, as well as distorting both your view of reality and of yourself. For example, if you are feeling worthless and try to suppress those feelings, you will never be able to do what it takes to improve. If, on the other hand, you come to terms with your negative self-views and accept the fact that you are not as good as you would like to be and, especially, that you are unhappy with yourself, you will be able to focus on what you need to do to improve. Dissatisfaction is the mother of change, and only change can drive improvement.

			The choice between the two options is a no-brainer. Deliberate attempts to increase your confidence are bound to result in failure and demoralize you, whereas attempts to improve your performance can result in not just competence gains but also a genuine boost to your confidence.12 In line, the answer to the question “What should I do about my low confidence?” could hardly be simpler:

			Embrace it.

			All that we’ve covered in this book so far points to the idea that you should not worry about your low confidence or try to eradicate it. Low confidence is what allows us to acknowledge our imperfections, our problems, and our worries. Acknowledging these things means that we can motivate ourselves to make changes and improve certain aspects of our lives and competencies within different domains.

			This advice alone will prove to be a more effective confidence antidote than 99 percent of the suggestions you will find in popular self-help books. Indeed, your insecurities can only make you better, unless you choose to ignore them—only those who are in denial about their weaknesses miss the opportunity to capitalize on their lower self-confidence. For them, there is little hope; for you—given that you are reading this book and that you have gotten this far—there is not just hope but a realistic probability that you will turn your lower confidence into higher competence. The time has come to regard your lower confidence as an honest friend who may be too honest for your liking but has only your best interests at heart: He wants to help you improve. Furthermore, it is time to understand that the only genuine antidote to low confidence is to actually improve—that is, to gain competence. If you want a proper cure for your insecurities there is only one effective recipe: success.

			Success Is the Best Medicine for Your Insecurities

			Alfred Adler, one of Freud’s early disciples (and later rivals), saw ambition as the quintessential attempt to overcome our insecurities. The more competitive people are, he argued, the more insecure they are underneath, such that displays of superiority can be interpreted as compensatory mechanisms for an underlying inferiority complex. Thus, low confidence is a problem only if you don’t care enough about it to attempt to gain competence.

			One thing I can see that high achievers have in common is that they self-medicate their insecurities with success. Indeed, although we are repeatedly told that exceptional achievers owe their success to their high confidence or self-belief, it is more feasible to attribute it to their insecurity—why else would anybody work so hard, and continue to work hard even after accomplishing much more than most people? In that sense, one could argue that the only difference between successful and unsuccessful people is that the former care much more about their insecurities, so they are driven to work hard to overcome them. And the key point is that they work, not on their insecurities, but on achieving big things; success is the best medicine.

			People sometimes think I’m confident, but only because I fake it. Deep inside, I am certain of nothing and believe only in working hard for what I want. I hardly ever feel overconfident, but focus on my insecurities to push me to work harder instead of putting the energy toward improving my confidence. Although I have done reasonably well in my career, I would be devastated if I felt I had already reached my biggest accomplishments; the thought of complacency scares me. Thus, insecurities lead to ambition, which eclipses low confidence by focusing your attention on your goals rather than yourself, leading to higher levels of achievement, which in turn can give you realistic confidence. Conversely, the security and confidence that may result from having things too easy or being overly pleased with yourself are likely to hinder ambition and threaten potential improvements.

			Another example is the Dutch soccer player Robin van Persie, who plays in England’s Premier League for Manchester United. He has just embarked on his first season at the club and has had a rather incredible start. He is scoring amazing goals week in, week out, and has effectively won the title for his new club. However, when interviewed about his perfect start with his new team, he talks about the missed goals he was responsible for and the faults he perceived in his game. He insisted that, while he is enjoying himself, he is very aware of the things he has to work on in order to better his performance. This is why he is doing so well. He works incredibly hard, setting himself new targets and standards all the time, and he is happier now than he has ever been in his career. Becoming so competent in his role on the team and seeing the rewards for his hard work has led him to both success and happiness. And he’s still in his twenties. . . .

			When we tell people that they can achieve anything they want so long as they have high confidence, their motivation to work hard decreases. When we tell people that everybody is equally capable of achieving anything, we create in them high expectations and a false sense of entitlement, which reduces their willpower. In every domain of competence (e.g., education, careers, sports, relationships, and health), some people are naturally better endowed than others, in that they are pretty much born with an advantage over their peers. For example, being born to a wealthier family will give you access to better health and education; being naturally more physically attractive will make you a more desirable romantic partner; and a better genetic makeup will make you healthier and increase the probability of living longer. All these inborn characteristics are comparable to height, in that you cannot do much to alter them. If you think about confidence as height, and performance as jumping high, it should help you understand and remember one of the key lessons of this book: Even if you cannot alter your height, you can always learn to jump higher—and being born short should make you work extra hard to achieve your goals. And here’s the beauty of it: Once you do, you will feel better about your height, too.

			To stay with a sports metaphor: If you want to run like Usain Bolt—the fastest man on earth—you better start training now, train all the time, and stop doing anything else. It will also help if you avoid thinking that you have the same natural talent for running as Bolt does (even in the unlikely event that you do), because if you believe you do, you will be unaware of your limitations and likely train less. Most of us are average at what we do; being aware of this is especially useful if you want to be better than average. When you struggle, you need to be realistic about it in order to improve, and being fully aware of your problems is the biggest incentive to work hard to bring about positive change.

			The contestants on The Biggest Loser are usually people who have been severely overweight since childhood. What is most interesting, from a psychological perspective, is that these people start with extremely low levels of self-esteem (as one would expect given their situation), yet season after season, they are willing to expose themselves intimately to millions of TV viewers, in an attempt to achieve something that is extremely difficult and totally outside their confidence zone. This is a wonderful example of how willpower, especially the desire to improve, trumps the inhibitory effects of low confidence. If you really want something, you will work hard to attain it. If what you want is to recover your confidence, then you should focus on improving your performance. Work hard on your accomplishments and your confidence will take care of itself.

			A More Competent You

			Most people like the idea of being exceptional, but not enough to do what it takes to get there. This is true for most domains of competence. For instance, everybody says that they want to be slim, healthy, attractive, and rich, but few people are willing to do what it takes to attain those things, which suggests that they don’t really want those things as much as they say or think. Paul Arden, former creative director of Saatchi & Saatchi, sums this up nicely by explaining that typically when we say we “want” something, we actually just mean that we want to have it, but with no implicit assumption that we’re willing to do any work to get there. In reality, wanting something should equate with being prepared to take the necessary steps to achieve it.13 If you are serious about your goals, then you will do whatever it takes to attain them; your confidence is secondary. What matters is the desire you have to attempt to achieve them.

			The fact that you have read this book demonstrates that you have already solved half of the problem, which is having the necessary willpower to improve. Indeed, without the will to improve there is no chance of accomplishing anything, and with enough willpower it is possible to overcome most challenges. So, you’ve bought this book, reached the last chapter, and are now equipped with tools to succeed, in addition to your determination. The advantage is yours—you are in pole position.

			As you continue on this journey, be sure to use your low confidence as a potent weapon: It enables you to make a realistic assessment of your competence, keeping any delusions and self-enhancement in check; it helps you prepare for negative events, preventing failure; and it ensures that you come across as humble to others, which will make you more likable. Remember that most people lack this weapon. You can never be too aware of your weaknesses; as we know now, being aware of them is a major strength, while being aware only of your strengths—or erroneously thinking that you are better than average—will sooner or later turn into a weakness.

			Regardless of the underlying reasons for your low confidence, it is clear that you want to improve—or at least you want to stop feeling that you lack competence. That’s why low confidence is such a powerful weapon: Even in the unlikely event that it does not alter your perceived incompetence, it will still drive positive change. It is noteworthy, in this respect, that both low and high confidence disrupt the Confidence-Competence Cycle (as introduced in the first chapter), but only low confidence does so for your benefit. When your confidence is high, you will tend to decrease effort to gain competence (unless you do nothing at all, implying stagnation and recession, which are not much better options anyway). When it is low, you will be driven to increase your efforts to accomplish competence. In simple terms, the less confident you feel, the more you will be itching to improve, unless you don’t care about your confidence. If you do care, and your low confidence is bugging you, then you really have no excuse!

			As we’ve seen, low confidence is the essential fuel for gaining competence because it increases preparation, the key ingredient for any competence gains. If your low confidence is health related, then preparation means becoming a healthier person; if your low confidence relates to romantic relationships, then preparation implies becoming a more eligible partner; if you lack confidence in your ability to deal with people, then preparation means refining your people skills; and if your low confidence applies to your career, then preparation refers to enhancing your employability. There it is, in a nutshell.

			In brief, so long as you have the necessary motivation to improve, not only before but also after you gain competence, you will be able to earn and deserve your confidence without distorting your beliefs or trying to go against your nature. Even if you don’t change your confidence levels, society will benefit: Your lack of confidence is a much-needed antidote to the common incompetent confidence that rules our world. So long as you remain unconfident, there will be undeluded life on our planet. And in any event, try not to envy people who are confident—instead, make every effort to identify genuine competence manifestations in others, regardless of their confidence.

			A More Competent, Less Confident World

			Many problems in the modern world are the result of distorted confidence levels, more specifically overconfidence or incompetent confidence. The effects of this confidence surplus are indeed everywhere and too many to mention here, but let me give you a few real world examples, which would become only theoretical if competence gains eliminated the current gaps between confidence and competence.

			Most political elections are essentially battles of confidence—the candidate who conveys a greater amount of self-belief ends up gaining the confidence of voters (this is especially true in the United States). The result is a vicious circle: Because it is disguised as competence, higher confidence is an important weapon to accumulate power, and the accumulation of power further increases confidence, giving people a false sense of security and increasing the propensity to take risks and lose touch with reality.14 If more politicians were elected on competence rather than confidence, and, indeed, if confidence mattered less than competence in a candidate’s political career, there would be fewer disappointments with the failures of politicians.

			In his fascinating book, Overconfidence and War, Dominic Johnson argues that most wars can be understood primarily as the result of positive illusions—or delusions—of political leaders.15 Indeed, countries would never go to war unless they thought that they could win, which is obviously impossible for both sides. A big difference between the Vietnam War and the Cuban missile crisis was overconfidence (which led to war) in the case of the former. As Johnson argues, a country and its leaders are as biased as its citizens . . . or even more: Politicians tend to be more confident and narcissistic than the average voter, particularly in the era of media politics. There is a famous saying that every country has the government it deserves—it is easy to see how voters who value confidence over competence will end up with leaders who are much more confident than competent, and vice versa.

			Contrast Angela Merkel, the German chancellor, with Silvio Berlusconi, the former Italian prime minister. Merkel is an uncharismatic, low-key, dorky-looking leader; she has a PhD in physics and appears to be more suited for academia than politics. Berlusconi is a charismatic, narcissistic media entrepreneur and one of the richest men in Europe. Both were elected democratically and achieved stellar political heights. Merkel is the face of high competence coupled with low confidence (she is cautious, risk averse, unglamorous, and discreet); Berlusconi is the face of high confidence coupled with low competence, except when it comes to corruption. Now compare the state of the German and Italian economies. Additionally, consider the case of Argentina (my country of origin). Argentina was once one of the richest countries in the world, but today it is in steep decline.16 Yet its decline is the natural consequence of combining incompetent confidence with an unrealistic sense of entitlement. Too confident in the power of its fertile land, the country became lax, taking ages to modernize. Rosendo Fraga, a political analyst, argues that as a country, Argentina needs to look to Chile or Uruguay as role models to make changes (become a simpler, more austere country), instead of acting like the country of 1913.

			The 2008 economic meltdown has managed to draw many people’s attention to the toxic effect of high confidence. Unsurprisingly, there has been a recent increase in research into the detrimental results of unrealistic optimism and delusional confidence. For example, a group of European researchers led by Nihat Aktas at Emlyon Business School, in France, found that narcissistic CEOs tend to make more aggressive takeovers, and at higher prices, disrupting the market and damaging their company. This finding is consistent with a well-known management paradox: The factors that enable executives to climb the corporate ladder are inversely related to the factors that enable managers to become good leaders. To make it to the top, it is often essential to be greedy and arrogant, but to be a good leader—even in the corporate world—you need to be a team player and modest.17

			The detrimental effects of high confidence are most noticeable when we analyze the historical movements of upward and downward social mobility—that is, generational increases or decreases in socioeconomic status. When people are driven and ambitious, they tend to attain higher levels of prosperity than their parents. Throughout history, migrants have tended to escape abuses in human rights, repressive regimes, poverty, and unpromising economic forecasts in their home countries, such that migration is always motivated by insecurity or a lack of confidence in the future. Even among fairly educated and affluent migrants, the lack of confidence in their own country is such that they are happy to downgrade their socioeconomic status in their adoptive country. But most migrants tend to capitalize on their ambition and soon improve their living conditions relative to what they were at home. In some cases, this will allow them to send their children—who are usually born in the adoptive country—to better schools and universities, allowing them to increase their socioeconomic status even further. Yet the next generation of children will often have it too easy, which may make them spoiled and less hungry for success. Growing up in stable, happy, and secure households may end up killing ambition, which leads to downward social mobility. The most extreme examples of this are found in aristocratic families, in which the amount of inherited wealth tends to decline with every generation. If you think these trends apply just to aristocratic and monarchic regimes, think again. Recent data suggests that more than one-third of U.S. citizens born to middle class families in the 1960s have downgraded their socioeconomic status18—and this was way before the subprime lending catastrophe of 2008.

			Final Thoughts

			The search for meaning is a defining feature of humankind, as the great psychoanalyst Carl Jung noted. Although life can be painful, meaning can help us alleviate the pain. But when meaning depends on constructing an artificial account of ourselves in order to make ourselves feel better about our failures, then bad things are bound to occur. As we now know, it is low confidence that acts as the source of success.

			What would a less confident world look like?

			People would start each day being better prepared; there would be fewer arguments and fewer mistakes. Politicians and military leaders would hesitate before sending us to war, CEOs would be less corrupt, and drivers would be more careful. Indeed, many of the major global disasters of the past few decades, which have been attributed to confidence excess, might never have happened. In line, the world would be a more competent place if we could lower people’s confidence.

			According to Alfred Adler, “To be human is to feel inferior.” Perhaps, but competence gains relieve our natural feelings of inferiority, at least temporarily. Indeed, inferiority motivates us to try to achieve things. The more weaknesses you perceive in yourself, the more you will be motivated to improve, and the harder you will work. Low confidence is the result of failure but the source of success.
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