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      Self-confidence is crucial to having a successful acting career.

      When going to auditions, self-confidence tips the odds in your favor.

      Even if you are not chosen for the part, a confident performance makes you stand out in the memory of the casting team as a contender for future opportunities.

      If you get the part, self-confidence allows you to show up to your first day on the job with genuine enthusiasm, instead of battling imposter syndrome and wondering how long before you get fired.

      A confident actor is a joy to work with–for directors, other actors, and the entire production team.

      When you are confident, you are not getting in your own way. You are stepping out into the world as you are, instead of a smaller, more insecure version of yourself.

      Unfortunately, life as an actor brings out a lot of insecurities.

      Your physicality, personality, mannerisms–all these personal aspects of yourself–are exposed to critical evaluation every time you audition for a part, start rehearsals for a new project, or give a performance.

      High-pressure situations–an important audition, a table read, or opening night–are times when your self-confidence is most likely to falter.

      At such moments, your mind can turn into your biggest enemy.

      Instead of allowing you to focus on your performance, it goes on alert and starts scanning for threats–real or imagined.

      This sense of threat spreads throughout your body, and before you know it, nerves are getting in the way, disrupting your performance.

      At best, such moments are embarrassing yet brief interludes; at worst, they can mark the onset of chronic stage fright.

      If this sounds familiar, psychology can help.

      For many years, psychologists have studied the problems associated with low self-confidence and developed a range of simple yet powerful techniques to overcome such barriers.

      Self-Confidence for Actors explains in clear and jargon-free language how to apply these psychological insights and tools to your work.

      This book explores why you experience difficulties with your self-confidence as an actor.

      We delve into the so-called “negativity bias” that governs how your mind interprets information about yourself, especially considering the work actors do.

      By understanding how your mind works, you will gain the skills to navigate the self-critical thoughts and feelings that daily life as an actor can generate.

      You will also learn a range of simple yet powerful tools to boost your self-confidence, and explore how to apply these tools to the three most common self-confidence problems you are likely to face as an actor: stage fright, battling your inner critic, and imposter syndrome.

      In the final chapter, we discuss moments in your acting career that may challenge your self-confidence, and how to deal with such situations.

      I have kept this book short, so you can read it in an afternoon and gain all the relevant knowledge to perform at your best, both in your day-to-day life and while under pressure.
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      LOW SELF-CONFIDENCE AS AN ACTOR

      Low self-confidence is one of the biggest barriers actors must overcome to build a successful career.

      Our brain’s so-called “mirror neurons” light up when we watch another person.

      If the person we are watching feels uncomfortable, our mirror neurons make us feel uncomfortable too.

      When you perform with low self-confidence, your audience cannot relax, which means they cannot enjoy your performance.

      In less extreme cases, performing with low self-confidence makes it harder to take creative risks as an actor, leading to a forgettable performance.

      Low self-confidence is also visible through poor posture, such as your body contracting in an attempt to hide.

      This undermines other people’s confidence in you, lowering your chances of success in auditions.

      THE NEGATIVITY BIAS

      At the root of low self-confidence as an actor lies the so-called “negativity bias.”

      This bias refers to our tendency as humans to pay disproportionate attention to the negative aspects of our lives.

      For example, have you noticed how one bit of criticism can ruin your entire day, while you may receive lots of praise and not even realize it?

      Or have you performed worse than usual if you saw one displeased audience member, even though everyone else was having a great time?

      The excessive influence of anything negative over your state of mind results from this negativity bias, which has been demonstrated through dozens of psychological studies.

      In one of many studies exploring this bias, participants were asked to put on goggles that showed a different image in each eye, a method called “binocular rivalry.”

      The study showed that participants focused longer on images that evoked fear or disgust than on the more pleasant images.

      In another study, participants were given specific information about a student whose face they were examining.

      When the information about that student was negative, the participants focused more on the student’s face than when the information was positive.

      Studies have also shown that the negativity bias starts when we are young.

      For example, eight-month-old babies turn quicker to look at the image of a snake than a frog. They are also more likely to turn to see a sad face than a happy face.

      As John Tierney and Roy F. Baumeister argue in The Power of Bad, the negativity bias affects every area of your life.

      Your negative emotions are more impactful and memorable than your positive ones.

      You are likely to get more criticism for making mistakes than praise for doing good deeds, and when meeting someone new, a bad first impression has more impact than a good first impression.

      It is easier to gain a bad reputation than a good one, and a bad reputation is harder to shake off.

      The negativity bias even influences how your body works.

      The reflex to withdraw, which comes from the neural signals that travel through your spine, is stronger than the one to advance.

      THE POSITIVITY RATIO

      To better understand the effects of the negativity bias on your state of mind, it helps to know the extent of this bias.

      How many good things does it take to offset one negative thing that comes to your awareness?

      Based on research evidence from a variety of sources, Tierney and Baumeister have found there is a so-called “positivity ratio.”

      For every negative thing that comes to your attention, it takes around four positive things to counteract its effects.

      This four-to-one positivity ratio shows how much more weight we attribute to anything negative than anything positive.

      In other words, the positivity ratio allows us to estimate how powerfully the negativity bias distorts our perception of reality.

      Based on the positivity ratio, anything you do that others judge negatively holds four times more sway than anything positive they notice.

      You are also four times more likely to focus on anything negative than anything positive about yourself.

      Keeping this four-to-one ratio in mind is essential when evaluating the objectivity of criticisms you receive, or that you direct at yourself.

      The positivity ratio also indicates that redressing the balance in the way we view ourselves takes a lot of work.

      We will discuss this point in more depth in the next chapter.

      THE NEGATIVITY BIAS AND EVOLUTION

      If the negativity bias distorts our perception of reality, why is it such a pervasive feature of how our minds work?

      When we examine this question through the lens of evolution, we soon realize that the negativity bias has been crucial to our survival.

      One mistake can kill you, whereas noticing good things does not save your life.

      Paying more attention to threats, such as lions or poisoned berries, than to sources of comfort, kept our ancestors alive long enough to pass on their genes.

      The negativity bias also governed how our ancestors lived as members of a community, where one traitorous clan member could prove fatal to everyone else.

      Similarly, it made sense from an evolutionary perspective to pay more attention to an enemy’s plans of attack than to a friend’s kindness.

      Even nowadays, when we are safer, healthier, and richer, than our ancestors could have ever hoped to be, we must pay more attention to negative than positive things.

      You must remain on alert for cars coming your way, so as not to get hit, and stay on good terms with your colleagues, to avoid getting fired.

      As Tierney and Baumeister point out, one loss can erase many previous gains, one act of infidelity can destroy a marriage, and one moment of parental neglect can lead to a lifetime of trauma.

      Today, as much as ever, paying extra attention to the negative aspects of anything in your life makes sense.

      The negativity bias is part of being human, and it keeps you safe every day.

      The problem is that, as an actor, you can become the focus of your own negativity bias, which can have devastating consequences for your self-confidence.

      We will explore this issue in the next chapter.

      KEY POINTS

      
        	The “negativity bias” is the tendency to focus a disproportionate amount of attention on anything negative, while ignoring anything positive.

        	Psychologists have found that it takes four times as many good things to counteract one negative thing that comes to your awareness.

        	Although essential from an evolutionary perspective, the negativity bias creates difficulties for your self-confidence as an actor.
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      INSECURITY AND THE ACTING LIFE

      Life as an actor brings out a lot of insecurities.

      From the moment you decide to pursue acting as a profession, and throughout your career, you are likely to encounter one rejection after another.

      When you go to auditions, you face fierce competition from other actors sharing a similar look.

      You may also encounter financial difficulties and face long periods of unemployment.

      In addition, being an actor places you on the receiving end of criticism more than almost any other profession.

      This criticism may come through notes in the run-up to opening night or scathing professional reviews.

      Criticism may also come in less formal ways, such as random bits of conversation you overhear from a costume designer, or interactions on social media.

      THE NEGATIVITY BIAS TURNED INWARDS

      Given these and many other factors, it is easy to become self-critical and start doubting your every choice.

      The more skill and experience you gain as an actor, the more self-critical you become. This affects the way you view yourself.

      Because of this overly critical self-focus, the negativity bias directs your attention to all the things that are “wrong” about you–your performance, your looks, your talent, and so on–while ignoring all the positive things.

      Instead of scanning your environment for threats, you become the focus of your own negativity bias.

      In addition, as the positivity ratio suggests, any self-critical thought has four times more sway over your sense of self than anything positive you think about yourself.

      For example, imagine you come across a negative review

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      A DISTORTED SENSE OF SELF

      
      
      
      
      
      
      KEY POINTS

      
        	Life as an actor brings out a lot of insecurities because of various factors, such as constant rejections, the competitive nature of the industry, and frequent criticism.

        	Because of these factors, instead of scanning your environment for threats, you become the focus of your own negativity bias.

        	The more skill and experience you gain, the more self-critical you become.

        	Over time, this critical self-focus can distort your perception of yourself in a way that undermines your self-confidence.
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