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PROLOGUE


That’s the way things come clear. All of a sudden. And then you realize how obvious they’ve been all along.

Madeleine L’Engle



One Saturday afternoon not long ago, Kate Karpilow, a friend and colleague from Berkeley, California, was visiting relatives in San Diego and stopped by my house to say hello. I had not seen Kate in many, many months even though I am on a number of boards with her. As we sat in my living room chatting about her work and this book, Kate stopped me in the middle of a sentence and said, “Marjorie, you’ve changed. Not that you were such a wimp before, but I’ve noticed as we were talking that you seem much stronger, more certain, so assured about yourself. What’s going on?”

With no time for reflection, I found myself saying, “Really? I hadn’t noticed any change, but now that I think about it, I have never felt better about myself, more powerful, or more in control of what happens to me. Writing this book has literally (forgive the pun) changed my life.”

Kate and I then went on to talk about other things. After my friend left, I began to think about my comment that writing The Confident Woman had changed my life. For the first time I began to appreciate how true that statement was. (Isn’t it interesting how personal truths have a way of popping out of your mouth when you least expect them.)

Then I began to reflect on why writing this book had been such a life-changing experience. I thought about the hundreds of hours I had spent scouring research papers and books looking for new materials on the issue of confidence. I recalled how people had told me to stop wasting my time doing all of this research. They kept saying, “Write a KISS book [Keep It Simple Stupid]. People don’t care about research. Give them sound bites like they get on radio and TV. Just tell women what to do in the simplest possible terms. And for God’s sake, don’t use footnotes!”

Well, to begin with, the “write and run” approach is not my way of doing things. I want to respect readers by giving them the full benefit of whatever research information and current thinking is available. I didn’t want to “dumb down” The Confident Woman. In fact, my hope was that through reading this book readers might develop some of the attitudes and actions that would help them put an end to the sound-bite life.

Before I engaged in my research, I pretty much knew about the whats and hows of confidence, but I had never quite put together the whys. In other words, I had never solved the mystery of why, and in spite of changed laws, new options, and unparalleled opportunities, women, including myself, continued to act in nonconfident, self-sacrificing, self-neglecting ways. As I sifted through all of the research materials, I began to unravel the puzzle. I saw how and why the pattern of historical and current cultural messages has taken such a toll on women’s minds.

That was just the beginning. Not only did I learn about the research on optimal health, I began to practice its tenets. I saw how taking good care of herself is one of the least selfish things a woman can do. I found compelling evidence that having a strong, defined “self” is not narcissistic, but key to making a difference in other people’s lives. I carefully examined the research on negative thinking including that which leads to guilt, worry, and self-criticism. I learned how easy it is to gain control over one’s negative thoughts and about the power of focusing one’s actions on the positive. What a relief it is to feel that you can handle life’s negative challenges. How reassuring it is to know that accepting less than the positive and less than quality does no one any good.

Perhaps the most intriguing part of writing The Confident Woman was how I found particular books and research pieces. I believe something that writer Phil Cousineau calls “synchronicity” was at work. Following the thoughts of Carl Jung, Cousineau says that synchronicity is “a meaningful coincidence.”1 As an example, he says that every once in a while “the ‘Library Angel’ ” brings us “the right book at the right time and the muse is invoked … as if on wings from heaven, the right words … appear and change our lives.”2

That’s exactly what happened to me: the gift of Cousineau’s Soul Moments was one of the first examples of my Library Angel at work. Other examples included a friend calling to tell me, out of the blue, about research on what motivates people to do (and not do) what they want, a major issue in confidence. In response to an Internet request for information on optimal health, a professor from Harvard led me to a series of works that became critical for the book. After giving a talk in Seattle and deciding on a whim to spend the day on Whidbey Island, I stopped at a delightful little bookstore where I stumbled upon a book on quality environments. It too became important. And the examples go on and on. The right quote, the right person, the right concept seemed to drop into my hands just exactly when I needed it.

I don’t know how you heard about The Confident Woman, or how the book happened to come into your hands. At the very least, I hope that you find the ideas and thoughts interesting and useful. But my real hope is that there is a bit of “synchronicity” in your finding this book, that your “Library Angel” has provided you with The Confident Woman at the right time to make a real difference in your life.

WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR

If you are a woman who feels utterly lacking in confidence, this is a book for you.

On the other hand, if you are a woman who has a fair amount of confidence, but could use a little more, this is a book for you too.

Even if you are raging with confidence and can’t imagine needing any more, I think you will find some of the insights, information, and suggestions useful to pass along to girls and women who may not have as much confidence as you have. So this is a book for you too.

Finally, this is also a book for men. After all, there are few men who don’t work, live with, and/or love some women—mothers, wives, daughters, sisters, friends, perhaps even colleagues. Over the years I have found that men who are fathers of daughters are particularly interested in knowing how to raise them to be strong and confident.

As I looked at the research and interviewed women, what I came to understand was this:

Few women have enough self-confidence.

Rarely does one have too much. (As you will see later, those who may seem to, really don’t.)

Almost everyone could use a little—if not a lot—more self-confidence.


Part I
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WHAT CONFIDENCE IS ALL ABOUT


INTRODUCTION

Who Am I to Be Telling You What to Do?


A book is, after all, nothing more than a personal letter to the world … at least to those who want to read it.

Anonymous



I can’t remember when I didn’t want to write this book. After a lifetime of experiencing little confidence, two separate but related incidents led me to stop thinking about it and sit down to prepare, and eventually write The Confident Woman.

The first incident took place when a colleague of mine, Dr. Kim Yeager, chief of the California Office of Women’s Health, asked me to give a presentation for an upcoming National Roundtable on Women’s Health. The other presenters were going to be people who were considered “the experts” in their respective fields, so my immediate response was to tell her that I was sure that there were many others much better qualified than I to do such a presentation. Frankly, that was the truth. Nevertheless, Kim left the invitation open.

That evening I flew up to the San Francisco Bay Area to see my kids perform in a Stanford University improv program. Before the show, I went out to dinner with another colleague, Dr. Iris Litt, director of adolescent medicine at the Stanford University School of Medicine. As we were sipping a glass of wine at a local café, I mentioned to Iris that a National Roundtable on Women’s Health was going to be held in California and that she might want to get in touch with Kim Yeager about doing a piece on adolescent girls, her area of expertise. Just as an idle aside, I mentioned that Kim had asked me to give the talk on women’s mental health and then casually told her of my response.

What ensued was life-changing for me. Iris, who in spite of her remarkable accomplishments is a very soft-spoken woman, took my hand in hers, looked me straight in the eye, and in an uncharacteristically strong voice said: “Marjorie, don’t you dare not accept this invitation! Don’t you know that when asked to give presentations, even the most highly educated, most qualified women—both Ph.D.’s and M.D.’s—continually take themselves out of the arena? Predictably, they say no to invitations because they don’t think they know enough, are good enough, are experienced enough, are prepared enough to speak on a subject. Even when they are experts in their fields, many women don’t seem to have the confidence to do the job.

“On the other hand,” she went on, “when most male Ph.D.’s or M.D.’s are asked to present, they say yes readily, whether or not they know anything about the subject!1 Hey, my friend, you’ve been offered a wonderful opportunity! You’ve got to do it. What do you have to lose?”

I was stunned. Iris’s words both challenged me and gave me courage to do something that I would not otherwise have done. (Now that’s a good friend!) So in spite of not having the extraordinary academic credentials of my fellow roundtable presenters, I decided to participate. With the help of a colleague, I spent six months relentlessly tracking down the research on women’s mental health. Eventually we managed to put together a respectable presentation. At least it was effective enough to have the sponsoring organization ask us to give it again on two other occasions. I will never forget that experience because it forced me to succeed at something about which I had little confidence.

The second incident took place just after I gave the roundtable talk. One day a colleague of mine called to ask me to lecture on The Superwoman Syndrome to women faculty members at a major medical school. My nonconfident side whispered, “Who, me? What could I possibly offer these brilliant women?” Then I thought back to the previous incident and Iris’s encouragement. I realized that my colleague was asking me to speak on a topic about which I knew quite a lot. (After all, I was the author of the one and only book on the subject.) In spite of my initial trepidation, I said yes to her invitation.

Once again I relied on my trusty work orientation and decided that to feel comfortable talking before this high-powered group, I needed to know more about them and what their respective Superwoman issues were. As I agreed to do the talk, I also made arrangements to conduct interviews with about a dozen of the future audience members, all M.D.’s and/or Ph.D.’s.

As I interviewed these extraordinary women, I was astounded at how many of them seemed to lack self-confidence. They said things like (and these are their exact words):


I keep thinking, I hope I’m good enough.

I just don’t feel up to a lot of things … teaching, my research, being a good mother, keeping the household going.

I know I need to take better care of myself … I just can’t.… I’m worn to a frazzle; freaked out with too much to do and yet guilty and miserable when I try to take some time for me. I’m desperate for even a little bit of time alone.

I’m insecure, damn insecure, but pleazzzzzzze don’t breathe a word of this to anyone.



I couldn’t believe my ears! Here were some of the most accomplished women in the United States, women who enjoyed all the accoutrements of success—degrees, decrees, prestigious careers, expensive homes, children in the best schools, new Volvos in their parking spaces—yet so many of them appeared to be lacking in confidence. And they were the cream of the crop—the top of the heap—the academic dream team!

So many questions popped into my head: If these uncommonly successful academics and physicians don’t have confidence, who does? Does any woman? Do people fake confidence? (Hadn’t I done that myself?) If there are women of real confidence, who are they and how did they get it? Why do others not have it? Is one born with it? What can a person do to develop it? It’s not as if you can traipse down to your local grocery store, open up a mail-order catalog, or even go onto the Internet to buy some. (If it were only so easy!) I also thought about young girls and what we—as mothers, grandmothers, aunts, friends, teachers, mentors—can do to insure that they grow up having true confidence.

Right then and there I decided that I had to write this book.

WHY WOULD I WRITE THIS BOOK?

Most authors write about what they need or want to know. If you have just picked up this book, you may be wondering why I should have written a book on women and confidence. There are two primary reasons.

First, I’ll tell you about my personal lack-of-confidence credentials, but I am not relating these for sympathy. That serves no one’s purpose. I simply want readers who have low confidence to grasp that I understand how difficult—even impossible—it feels to get yourself out of the valley of low confidence.

Second, I will briefly mention some of my professional credentials. I do this because as you read this book, I’d like you to have confidence in what I’m saying.

Let’s begin.

MY LACK-OF-CONFIDENCE CREDENTIALS

I am the oldest of three daughters who grew up rather uneventfully on an isolated ranch in the Central Valley of California, far from a town or many people (let alone confident female role models). Like my very nice Danish parents, I went to a poor country school until the eighth grade, then to a high school deemed one of the worst in the Golden State. The nearest library was twenty miles away and was, therefore, virtually inaccessible. Perhaps one of my biggest regrets is that aside from schoolbooks, I didn’t do much reading until I was an adult. Nevertheless, my father was a college-educated man, and my going to college was a foregone conclusion. My mother was and is a very shy housewife whose life centers solely on her family.

Because there was no preschool or even kindergarten where I lived, I began my education in the first grade, and I loved it! I remember bringing home all kinds of homework assignments, especially the daily spelling lists. Neither my teacher nor my parents (nor I) realized until the end of the year that no homework had ever been assigned. I was essentially assigning myself all of the first- and second-grade reading lists as spelling lists, as well as anything else that captured my fancy. (First and second grades were taught in the same room in my four-room school.)

The teacher and my parents decided that I should skip the second grade (which wasn’t much of a jump since I had already done all of the work). Because I was always the best student in grammar school and high school, one of the earliest positive messages I got was that I was smart. But that was about it. I don’t remember feeling pretty or funny (like my younger sister), or thin or clever or skilled with my hands (like my middle sister), or anything else. Certainly athletics were not a factor in my life.

At age eleven I was five foot nine, literally taller than any other person in my grammar school, including the teachers. As a result, I must have been thirty years old before I disassociated the word tall (and myself) from such words as big, large, and big-boned (that polite way of saying fat) and stopped extrapolating to other words such as clumsy, graceless, unattractive, and gawky. In truth I was simply tall. Although it is not an issue for me now, the image of being “big and tall” haunted me while I was growing up. I learned then that being small and dainty (shades of Tammy, Annette, and Gidget) were the essential characteristics of a desirable female.

I left my parents’ ranch at age seventeen to go off to the local state college. Because I hadn’t gotten into Stanford as an undergraduate, I began to question what I perceived as my one and only gift, intelligence. I knew how to do three things: work hard, get good grades, and be nice. At that stage of my life, what I didn’t know was just about everything else: how to be my own person (or that there even was such a thing), how to take care of myself (or that I was supposed to), and how to handle any number of people or life situations—especially men—other than by being nice. Needless to say, like many women of my generation I was ill prepared to deal with the real world.

As a young woman, I felt unattractive and undesirable. Even though I was tall, blond, and had blue eyes, I was certain that I was not pretty enough, thin enough, “cool” enough (especially in the clothes I wore), or sexy enough to attract “cool” guys. It never crossed my mind that a lack of confidence might have played a role in my inability to attract the “right” men. Who thought about confidence then? The only way I knew to be acceptable to other people—especially members of the opposite sex—was to be nice, please them, take care of them, and be what they wanted me to be. I especially didn’t know that I was supposed to set limits with men, including saying no and saying it loud and clear in difficult situations.

I grew up thinking that if I was nice and loving, I would receive kindness and love in return. I also assumed that if a man cared about me, he would treat me with tenderness and respect. It is not surprising then that over the years I found myself in a variety of situations where I had no idea of how to take care of or defend myself. I was date-raped in college (there wasn’t a word to describe that when I was young—it was just “my fault”); stalked when I lived in Hawaii (this doesn’t happen to nice girls—what did I do wrong?); abused in a number of relationships; sexually harassed in early jobs (I had no word for that either; in fact, I didn’t realize that I had experienced it until I found myself bursting into tears while watching the Clarence Thomas Supreme Court hearings in the early 1990s).

As I enumerate these episodes, I still find the memories very painful, mostly because of how helpless and alone I felt. Like so many other women, when I was violated or abused, I couldn’t believe that it was happening to me. After all, I was such a nice person! I kept trying to figure out what I had done wrong or how I could be even nicer in order to make it stop. I didn’t know that these very attitudes were what were perpetuating the behavior. Moreover, I didn’t ask anyone for help because I was too embarrassed to tell people what was happening for fear that I would be blamed for what I had gone through.

Today I understand that those experiences weren’t my fault. I also realize that if I had had more confidence when I was younger, I probably would not have been such a sitting duck. At the very least, I wouldn’t have allowed the situations to reach the extremes that they did.

The nonconfidence stories go on. For example, as a young woman I often acceded to sales pressure to buy clothes that looked just terrible on me. Add to that years of buying things only when they were on sale, and I ended up with a closet full of clothing and shoes that were in odd colors, not quite the right sizes, and of dubious fit. I was probably forty years old before I could return a purchase that was defective (God forbid that I just didn’t like it) without feeling somehow that I was doing something wrong.

As I got older, married, and had children, low confidence issues still plagued me. I always put other people and their needs ahead of my own, and I ignored myself physically, emotionally, and in all other ways, especially when I was the mother of young children. On many days I would have given anything to have a doctor tell me that I needed a week of rest or some “alone time.” But I needed a doctor’s permission to justify my doing that. After all, taking time alone and getting sufficient rest seemed like selfish indulgences. A less-than-sympathetic statement, a questioning look, or a call for help was enough to turn me away from what I desperately needed and wanted to do. For years I dreamed of having a “room of my own.”

Throughout most of my life, I have been terribly uncomfortable about asking things of others. I found it almost impossible to delegate to employees, until I wrote the Superwoman book—which gave me an opportunity to get some perspective on how I was behaving. Up to that point, it had never occurred to me to think about what I wanted or liked, or how to get it.

I lived by the “good girl” standards of trying to meet other people’s expectations and trying to win their approval as a sign that I was okay. Whatever I wanted to do or have—attend an important meeting, write a book, garden, or even buy a wonderful reading chair—always felt less legitimate, less important than what my husband or children were doing or wanting. Like a secondhand rose, I expected that my needs, wants and desires would somehow get met along the way. And if they weren’t, oh well.

Today I am much more confident, and do you know why? Because I was determined to find out how to be more confident. Because I took hold of my life and decided not to feel unworthy or second class anymore. Because I made it happen for myself. As you read through the various chapters of this book, you will see how you can do it as well.

MY CONFIDENCE CREDENTIALS

As for my confidence credentials, since the early 1980s I have been writing books and giving talks about women and their lives. I have also been a practicing marriage and family therapist and executive coach to women (and some men) clients.

I have been chair of the national board of Stanford University’s Institute for Research on Women and Gender, as well as former chair of the California Commission on the Status of Women. I am one of the founding members of the board that advises the California Office of Women’s Health and one of two public members on the California Medical Association’s Foundation Board. Because of the expertise I have built, I have been asked to sit on national editorial boards for American Health for Women and Healthy Woman magazines, At Your Best health newsletter, and As We Change women’s health catalog. As my books and tapes have been published, I have also appeared on most of the national television and radio shows and have been interviewed for national magazines and newspapers.

I am also an inveterate list maker, avid reader, pursuer of humor and wit, and collector of quips and quotes. I love solutions, answers, good ideas, and great recipes—whatever “works”—and as you will see, all of those things are part of this book.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

I have tried to write this book so that it is informative and personal to you, useful, and at the same time, fun. In part I of the book I define what confidence is. Through a self-test I’ll help you to get a handle on how much confidence you have and in what areas. After all, you need to know where you are before you decide where you want to be.

Part II will help you to understand why so many women seem to be lacking confidence. I think you’ll find this interesting because the cause of our low confidence goes back many, many generations and is manifested in multitudinous ways. In part III, through various means—thought-provoking questions, simple exercises, and assorted other activities—I give you directions for developing self-knowledge. As you will see, self-knowledge is not an end in itself; rather it serves the purpose of helping you become more whole. This is important because whole people give to others, but not out of obligation, guilt, or fear. Whole people give from their overflow.

If you truly want more self-confidence

You need to stop looking to others

And search first within yourself.

Part IV is a road map for gaining confidence—a series of ideas, directions, solutions, and even words to use both in building your confidence and in dealing with the most common confidence-busting situations. Here you will be able to use a lot of the information you gained from the earlier chapters. When you have found where your confidence is lacking and where pieces of information about yourself are missing, I’ll show you how to choose the thoughts and actions that will make a real difference in your life. Finally, in the epilogue I’ll leave you with some ideas about how you can be a positive influence in young women’s lives.

Please approach The Confident Woman as an adventure, an odyssey, a search, a personal exploration, because it is all about you. This book is an opportunity right now to begin reinventing yourself and your world. I’d like it to be a vehicle for your finding your own authentic voice, acting on your own behalf, treating yourself as well as you treat others. I want to help you become a more confident woman.

Most of what I have written is one part “good common sense” and other parts of things told to me by women who are probably very much like you. I hope to offer you a smorgasbord of thoughts and ideas. As you will see, I’m always looking for people and resources to add quality to life. If I hear about something that seems promising, I’ll try it out. It if works, I’ll keep it; if it doesn’t, then I’ll look for something else. I hope you’ll do the same. Most important, please, please, don’t think that anything I suggest in The Confident Woman is another in a long line of shoulds, musts, or have-tos. No doubt you have plenty of those in your life already. Take all the time you need to read this book, because there is no hurry, no deadline, no schedule for you to follow.

Are you ready? To borrow words from one of my favorite books, Bill Richardson’s Bachelor Brothers’ Bed and Breakfast:

Now is the time for all good women to find a cozy place to sit, relax and enjoy a cup of wonderful hot tea.

And while you’re doing that, please be my guest and continue reading this book, my personal letter to you.

Let me now introduce you to the first of a continuing feature in this book: the Break. At the end of each chapter I will offer an assortment of ideas about how to enjoy yourself, take better care of yourself, or add something pleasant to your life. Since I have just invited you to have a cup of tea, it only seems appropriate to start the breaks with a suggestion for your choice of tea.

TEA BREAK


Have you ever tried one of The Republic of Tea’s delicious combinations, such as Cinnamon Plum, Ginger Peach, or Mango Ceylon?




The tea-hour is the hour of peace.…

Strife is lost in the hissing of the kettle—

a tranquilizing sound,

second only to the purring of a cat.

Agnes Repplier
To Think of Tea




CHAPTER 1

How Confident Are You?

CONFIDENCE QUIZ

Take a few minutes to respond to the following twenty items in order to determine your current level of confidence. This is not a test. Think of it as a state-of-the-person confidence inventory, the purpose of which is to help you to better understand yourself.

As you read each item, determine the degree to which it describes how you think or feel or behave, then circle the appropriate number. Don’t leave any item unanswered. Make sure that you circle one number for each statement. When in doubt, give it your best guess. Taking this inventory can be the first step toward becoming a more confident woman.

(Having self-knowledge)

1. I HAVE A STRONG SENSE OF MY SELF: THAT IS, I KNOW WHO I AM, WHAT I LIKE, AND WHAT I WANT OUT OF LIFE. I AM MY OWN PERSON.

[image: ]

(Being self-responsible)

2. I TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR GETTING WHAT I NEED AND WANT RATHER THAN DEPENDING ON OTHERS TO GIVE IT TO ME, OR GET IT FOR ME, OR DO IT FOR ME.

[image: ]

(Prioritizing actions)

3. I SPEND MY TIME ON WHO AND WHAT IS IMPORTANT TO ME.

[image: ]

(Choosing quality people)

4. I SPEND TIME WITH POSITIVE PEOPLE ABOUT WHOM I CARE AND WHO ARE CARING, SUPPORTIVE, AND RESPECTFUL OF ME.

[image: ]

(Choosing quality work)

5. I LOVE THE WORK I DO: IT’S INTERESTING, CHALLENGING, AND MEANINGFUL.

[image: ]

(Choosing quality activities)

6. I ENGAGE IN ACTIVITIES, HOBBIES, SPORTS, AND EVENTS THAT I LOVE.

[image: ]

(Choosing quality environments)

7. I MAKE SURE THAT THE ENVIRONMENTS IN WHICH I LIVE AND WORK ARE POSITIVE, HEALTHY, AND PLEASING TO ME.

[image: ]

(Having life balance)

8. MY LIFE IS WELL BALANCED BETWEEN WORK AND PLAY.

[image: ]

(Choosing a positive attitude)

9. I AM A POSITIVE PERSON; THAT IS, I AM ABLE TO FOCUS ON THE POSITIVE ASPECTS OF MY LIFE AND ELIMINATE OR EFFECTIVELY DEAL WITH THE NEGATIVE.

[image: ]

(Having a solutions orientation)

10. WHEN LIFE’S PROBLEMS AND CHALLENGES ARRIVE, I ACT ON THEM RATHER THAN THINK OR WORRY ABOUT THEM.

[image: ]

(Accepting of body and appearance)

11. ASIDE FROM AN OCCASIONAL “BAD HAIR DAY,” I AM COMFORTABLE WITH HOW I LOOK, INCLUDING MY FACE, MY BODY, AND MY CHOICE OF CLOTHING.

[image: ]

(Effectively using feelings)

12. I AM AWARE OF AND CAN IDENTIFY MY FEELINGS.

[image: ]

(Having a sense of humor)

13. I SEEK OUT AND ENJOY THE HUMOROUS ASPECTS OF LIFE.

[image: ]

(Choosing to have other people do it)

14. I ASK THINGS OF OTHERS, DELEGATE WHEN APPROPRIATE, BUY WHAT I NEED TO ACCOMPLISH WHAT I WANT, AND EMPLOY OTHERS AS NEEDED.

[image: ]

I Take the Time to Care for Myself

15. PHYSICALLY

(Caring for my body including eating right, exercising, resting, relaxing, getting enough sleep, and seeing health care professionals when appropriate)

[image: ]

16. EMOTIONALLY

(Caring for my emotional side including carving out time to renourish and reenergize myself, having fun, seeking peace and calm in my life)

[image: ]

17. SOCIALLY

(Caring for myself by spending most of my time with people who are good for me, and eliminating or limiting the time with those who are not good for me)

[image: ]

18. INTELLECTUALLY

(Caring for my mind by making the most of my intelligence, reading, becoming as educated as I can, keeping intellectually alive)

[image: ]

19. FINANCIALLY

(Caring for myself by being financially aware, accountable, and responsible)

[image: ]

20. SPIRITUALLY

(Caring for my spiritual side by attending religious services or spending time alone to reflect, meditate, or pray, or seeking spiritual insight through reading, study, or other experiences)

[image: ]

Interpreting the Confidence Quiz

Now that you have completed the inventory, add up the scores you have circled for each of the twenty questions.


Your score: _____



Since the highest score you can give yourself on each question is 10, the highest possible score for the entire test would be 200. (This means that you would have circled 10 on all of the twenty questions.) Since the lowest score for each question is 1, the lowest possible score for the test would be 20. (This means that you would have circled 1 on all of the twenty questions.)

The following table will help you to evaluate your confidence level as of right now.


INTERPRETING YOUR CONFIDENCE SCORE



	Total Score
	Confidence Level



	180–200
	HIGHLY CONFIDENT



	140–180
	MOSTLY CONFIDENT



	100–140
	SOMETIMES CONFIDENT



	60–100
	NOT OFTEN CONFIDENT



	20–60
	RARELY CONFIDENT






Please do not despair if your score is not in the Highly Confident or Mostly Confident range. Most women who use this inventory actually score in the Sometimes Confident range. When you read the next few chapters, you will understand why.

Also know that if you scored lower than 7 on any item in the inventory, in no way should you think of yourself as a failure. Your score is merely an indication of where you think you are now and, therefore, an opportunity to positively change some part of your life. That is the point of and purpose of The Confident Woman. Every item on the above inventory represents a topic that is covered in the book. You can increase your scores by reading about the issues that are problematic for you and by following the suggestions for changing how you think and act. As you will soon see, becoming more confident really is in your hands.

Are you ready? Find yourself a comfortable spot and start reading. You’re about to become a more confident woman.

QUOTE BREAK


How many cares one loses when one decides not to be something, but to be someone.

COCO CHANEL

I do not want to die … until I have faithfully made the most of my talent and cultivated the seed that was placed in me until the last small twig has grown.

KÄTHE KOLLWITZ

There is not as much wilderness out there as I wish there were. There is more inside than you think.

DAVID BROWER

When you affirm your own rightness in the universe, then you cooperate with others easily and automatically as part of your own nature.

You, being yourself, helps others be themselves.

Because you recognize your own uniqueness you will not need to dominate others, nor cringe before them.

JANE ROBERTS


We don’t see things as they are.

We see things as we are.

ANAÏS NIN



Unless I am what I am and feel what I feel—as hard as I can and as honestly and truly as I can—then I am nothing. Let me feel guilty … don’t try to educate me … don’t protect me.

ELIZABETH JANEWAY


You’ll win in the long run … because you’ll be the prize.

JENNIFER JAMES






CHAPTER 2


Confidence Is Just Around the Corner


 … we ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant,
gorgeous, talented, fabulous?
Actually, who are you not to be?
You are a child of God. Your playing small
does not serve the World.
There is nothing enlightened about shrinking
so that other people won’t feel insecure
around you.

 … and as we let our own Light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.

As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.

Marianne Williamson
“Our Deepest Fear”
Return to Love



One of the things that I worried about when I first began writing The Confident Woman was whether I—as a white, Danish-American heterosexual woman—could say things that would be meaningful to all women, especially those from backgrounds different from mine—women of color, lesbian women, women from different cultural and religious backgrounds. I asked a variety of people about these concerns. One in particular, Ayofemi Folayan, an African American performance artist from Los Angeles, gave me some discerning advice. Ayofemi said, “It’s all about plumbing the depths of your experience, Marjorie, and telling the truth. If you tell the truth—your truth as you know it—then that’s universally relevant.” As you read through this book, I hope that you will sense that I have tried to make it a truthful one. Together, let’s see what truths we can uncover.

SELF-CONFIDENCE COMES IN TWO FLAVORS

Global self-confidence

Self-confidence comes in two flavors: global and specific. Global self-confidence reflects how well you do in the world as a whole. Having a high level of global confidence means that because you truly know yourself—your needs, wants, feelings, capacities (including strengths and weaknesses), and values—you are responsible for your own choices and actions. Consequently, you control and direct your own life, as well as work to preserve a sense of yourself as an individual. Having global self-confidence also means, more often than not, that you’re able to resist social pressure or criticism or manipulation (subtle and overt) by others. In other words, when other people and situations challenge you, you’re able to think and act effectively, not fall back into obsequious, nonassertive, or even passive-aggressive patterns of behaviors. You don’t acquiesce. You can trust yourself “to do the right thing.” Finally, having global self-confidence means that while you care deeply about others, you are also faithful to and care for yourself.

Of course, it goes without saying that nobody’s perfect about any of the above.

Before moving onto specific self-confidence, let me assure you that having global confidence doesn’t mean that you’re free of self-doubts. Not even the most confident woman is doubt-free. But having global self-confidence does mean that when self-doubts appear (as they inevitably do), you’re not devastated by them. You deal with them and recover.

Specific self-confidence

Specific self-confidence relates to how well you do in particular situations, contexts, or personal capacities. Needless to say, there are an infinite variety of specific self-confidence possibilities. To lack confidence in one situation or even a few situations is not necessarily a serious problem. Frankly, it’s human.

For example, you may enjoy a fair amount of global self-confidence but lack specific confidence when you get into conflict with your spouse (situation). Or maybe you lack specific self-confidence when you find yourself at a cocktail party and suddenly discover that you don’t know a soul there (context). Or perhaps cooking a gourmet dinner for your boss or getting up to speak before a crowd is where you lack specific self-confidence (capacity). There isn’t a person alive who doesn’t sometimes doubt herself in some specific situation.

Far from being a handicap, self-doubt may actually serve a good purpose. First of all, it provides you with some critical information: you’re getting a message from yourself that something is not quite right about a situation, context, or capacity that is important to you. This then provides you with the opportunity to figure out what’s going on and make a choice about what to do or not do, say or not say. One choice you always have is to decide to do nothing. To paraphrase poet Natasha Josefowitz:

Everything doesn’t have to be acted on;

And some things aren’t worth dealing with at all.

Sometimes self-doubt ends up being a gift your mind gives to you because it causes you to hold back from making mistakes. For example, on numerous occasions good friends have asked me to join them in taking aerobics dancing classes. And in spite of my doubts, I have. Let me tell you, while I do enjoy walking and running, I’m a terrible aerobics dancer. Others feel exhilarated and love it; I feel miserable and hate it. Aerobics dancing is clearly a case where I should abide by my self-doubt. And now I do.

On the other hand, sometimes self-doubt gives you a good reason to improve on something or to learn something new or to get help when you find yourself lacking. Learning to use a computer comes to mind. In spite of enormous self-doubt and lack of self-confidence about their ability to learn, many middle-aged women today are deciding that they don’t want to be left behind in the Internet dust. On their own with only … For Dummies manuals as their guides, or with the help of their kids, a spouse, or a computer tutor, slowly but surely these women are doing what they thought they’d never be able to do—e-mailing, surfing the Net, doing the household bookkeeping, and writing reports and even books. And they’re loving it. As someone once said,

If it is to be,

It’s up to me.

YOUR CONFIDENCE LEVEL AFFECTS EVERYTHING

Why are your global and specific self-confidence levels so important? Because how much confidence you have affects every aspect of your life, including:


• who your friends and mate are and how they treat you

• how healthy you are

• how you perform in school or at work

• what job/career choices you make and what success you experience in those choices

• what kind of parent, spouse, friend, boss, or employee you are

• how you handle money

• how balanced your life is

• how you handle life’s inevitable disappointments, difficulties, and crises

• how much you are able to give freely, happily, respectfully to others and receive back the same.



Any woman can raise her confidence level once she realizes that it is in her power to do so.

The trouble is that many women are sure that most or all other women have cornered the market on self-confidence and, therefore, enjoy happier, more satisfying lives. “They” (not me) have it and know it. (It must be easy for them.) Women also hunger for confirmation that their own insecurities are shared by others. It’s always nice to know that we’re not alone.

As I interviewed scores of women across the country (and the world) for this book, even the best-educated, most successful, stunningly beautiful women said things like:


I’d like to hear about other women and how they had their confidence threatened as I have, because sometimes I wonder if I’m not too sensitive or too analytical about things. I wonder if I’m making up stuff that sets me off into a tailspin.

Twenty-something learning specialist

What I’d like to see is what mistakes other women have made so that I can say, “Gee, maybe I wasn’t so bad after all.”

Forty-something attorney

If only there had been somebody there for me when I was a teenager or even forty-five to say that other people shared my feelings and thoughts. I don’t think I would have spent so much time feeling badly and thinking that I was different from everyone else.

Fifty-something city official

What I want are other women’s stories—the good, the bad, and the ugly. It’s so reassuring to find out “What, it isn’t just me? You mean they wing it too?”

Thirty-something film executive



As these comments demonstrate, it’s very human to want to know that what goes on inside your head is not crazy or selfish or completely out in left field. I can’t tell you how many women have told me that they feel “different” from others of their sex, as if they’re an outsider. They also speak of not feeling as attractive as other women. Think about it. How often have you heard a friend say that she holds back on doing what she wants. Even the most confident women I know are curious about other really confident women. They want to know what they do, why they’re confident, and especially what their “secrets and tricks” are for having such confidence.

Every day women are bombarded with extravagant claims about what various people, products, or experiences can do for them; in other words, how they can change themselves to become more like some media-created ideal. Ads and articles proclaim our need for …


[image: ] thinner thighs!

[image: ] fabulous-looking, homemade (and yes, fat-free) feasts

[image: ] knock-’em-dead clothes

[image: ] sexier anything, especially the latest guy-getting gimmicks

[image: ] think-better, feel-better vitamins and herbs

[image: ] go-for-it hardware, software—Tupperware!

[image: ] time-saving hints

[image: ] power whatever



These exhortations make us feel that we are “less than,” and without our realizing it, they eat away at our confidence levels. As a result, many women end up with misplaced expectations about who they should be, how they should look, what they should do with their time, what happiness should feel or look like. The marketed “ideals” even set the model for how and when we should feel good about ourselves. Alas, eventually what we find is that none of the magic solutions really change our personalities; improve our looks; revolutionize our sex lives; or bring us lasting peace, balance, success, or the high that each promises. And they often lead to our having less rather than more self-confidence.

It’s important to know that no one can give you self-confidence; nor can you give it to someone else. You can’t inherit it or hand it on to your heirs. You can’t borrow or steal it; nor can anyone take it from you. Confidence is something that only you can give yourself.

If you want to grow as a person, learn more about yourself, become more effective, like yourself better, feel more centered or “whole,” discover new ways of dealing with difficult people or situations, and be of help to other women, then you will benefit from increased self-confidence.

The Confident Woman has been designed for those of you who want to make positive changes in your lives. My task is to provide you with the truth as a whole variety of experts and I see it, in addition to insight, information, and practical skills. Your task is to do something with these things. I will encourage you to move ahead, act, do, and be more of who you really are!

But beware, you will find little encouragement from me if you are not motivated to do something for yourself, if you wish things (or other people) would change, if you feel like you are a victim, or if you blame others. In those cases, my words won’t help you. While I understand why and how these attitudes, feelings, and behaviors occur—believe me, I’ve engaged in a few of them myself—the bottom line is that blame and excuses don’t get us anywhere.

You are a work in progress. Therefore I’d like to help you add to your life without fundamentally changing who you are. I’d like to help you develop, enhance, and appreciate yourself as a unique and one-of-a-kind person, not a woman who tries to be like someone else. I want you to be all that you can be, not what others want you to be. And along the way I want to teach and encourage you to be more tender with yourself.

I can’t offer you any quick fixes for major life problems, and my ideas and solutions are not panaceas for all. Everything in this book is mere suggestion for you to experiment with and decide if it works for you. Frankly, sometimes what I propose won’t be easy. After all, a lot of what I will be describing involves action and change on your part, and as you know, change is difficult for all of us. But without hesitation I can state this: each one of us can learn, each of us has the innate need and capacity to grow, and as far as your gaining more confidence goes, it is simply a matter of deciding that this is something you want to do for yourself. Having made that decision, confidence is not just a possibility, but an inevitability. I know, because that’s what I have done for myself.


It is never too late

to be what you might

have been.

George Eliot



SELF-CONFIDENCE DEFINED

Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary defines confidence as “… a consciousness of one’s powers or of reliance on one’s circumstances; faith or belief that one will act in a right, proper or effective way.” Webster’s adds, “Confidence stresses faith in oneself and one’s powers without any suggestion of conceit or arrogance.” I especially like that last statement.

In examining mountains of research on self-esteem and confidence, as well as some of the new thinking about female development, I have come up with a new definition of confidence for women.

Self-confidence is


[image: ] having a clear and distinct sense of self
(that is, knowing who you are, what qualities you have, what your priorities are, and what you like, need, prefer, and desire)

[image: ] having the competence to deal effectively with a broad array of people and circumstances (or find resources to do so)
(that is, knowing how to do things and learn new things, find solutions, and create opportunities, and knowing when and how to get help when you need it)

[image: ] trusting that you can, do, and will take good care of yourself
(that is, actively caring for yourself physically, emotionally, socially, intellectually, financially, and spiritually)



My definition supports a woman having and enjoying her own unique self—something that most health experts agree is critical. In addition, it allows that a woman can take care of herself and thrive within the context of having important relationships in her life — something to which the proponents of the new field of female or relational psychology adhere. In other words, a woman doesn’t have to lose her me in order to be a we.

SELF-CONFIDENCE AND SELF-ESTEEM ARE NOT THE SAME

Many people confuse self-confidence with self-esteem, even using the words interchangeably. They are not the same. Most experts would define self-esteem as:


A set of amorphous feelings about how much we like, value, and approve of ourselves.



As you are well aware, for decades now self-esteem has been a major pop culture cure-all for childrearing, education, and personal development. Pick up almost any issue of a popular women’s magazine, and you can find articles about how if you raise your self-esteem, you will lose weight, stop using drugs, age gracefully, find/keep/move ahead in jobs, attract men, be a better friend, make more money, and raise great kids.

Parents and teachers have been given the message that if they have their kids chant things such as “I am special,” this alone will help them to get good grades, avoid teen troubles, and become good citizens. Yes, having high self-esteem is a good thing, but what it is and how you get it is a source of much confusion. I’m going to take a couple of minutes to help you understand why focusing on self-esteem is pretty much a waste of time, while working on self-confidence can be highly productive.

At its core self-esteem is all about feelings. The word feelings is critical here because authorities on the subject say that feelings are spontaneous, uncensored emotional responses1 that are elusive. As you well know, because you experience them every day, feelings come and go. You feel happy, you feel depressed, you feel excited, you feel anxious, you feel worried, you feel calm. Sometimes you experience all these feelings at the same time. What’s most important to know is that feelings change only as a result of your thinking or doing something differently. By the way, just because feelings are elusive doesn’t mean that they aren’t important. On the contrary, the well-known author and psychiatrist Dr. Tom Rusk likes to say that “feelings are messages from our soul” and as such we need to pay very close attention to them. We’ll explore this subject further—see how important feelings are and how to use them — in chapter 12.

EXPERTS SAY YOU CAN’T DO MUCH ABOUT YOUR SELF-ESTEEM

So where does self-esteem come from? Experts on the subject such as Drs. William Swann and Martin Seligman have found that self-esteem is a byproduct emerging from: (1) what took place in our lives growing up in a particular family, community, and culture, (2) what we have experienced in life as adults—positive, negative, and neutral—and (3) recent thoughts and actions. With this information at hand, it becomes clear that self-esteem is derivative, not a source itself. Therefore, the implication cannot be ignored: self-esteem is something over which one has little or no direct control. And there is growing testimony to this position.

In his book Self-Traps, psychologist William Swann declares that in spite of a multimillion-dollar self-esteem industry involving thousands of books and just as many programs, research shows that self-esteem is astonishingly resistant to change. It seems that even wonder drugs such as Prozac cannot really elevate it.2 This may be at least one explanation for why so many people have been ineffective in raising their own and other people’s self-esteem.

On a completely different note is the work of psychologist Martin Seligman, past president of the American Psychological Association. Seligman says that he has “scoured the self-esteem literature … for any evidence that high self-esteem among youngsters causes better grades, more popularity, [or] less teenage pregnancy.”3 Guess what? He’s found none. Seligman’s conclusion is that self-esteem is a symptom of how well a person is doing in the world. He likens it to “a meter that reads out the state of the system.” He suggests that when children and adults do well in school or work, or do well with people they love, the meter will register high. When they do badly, the meter will register low.4

During the latter part of the 1990s, some researchers began to postulate that some kinds of high self-esteem might actually be bad. Brad Bushman of Iowa State University found that inflated self-esteem that comes not from actual achievement or positive behavior but from teachers’ and parents’ wanton, unjustified praise can actually backfire, causing a child to become hostile and aggressive. This is particularly true for children and adults who have narcissistic tendencies.5 When we value how people feel about themselves more highly than we value what they are doing in the world, we may be barking up the wrong self-esteem tree.

BUT YOU CAN DO A LOT ABOUT YOUR SELF-CONFIDENCE

That is why I have decided to focus on confidence and how you do in the world, something which you have unlimited potential to change and control. You see, unlike self-esteem levels, confidence levels can be changed by what you think and do. This book is all about why you may have engaged in confidence-busting thoughts and actions
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