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			To all those

			who are brave enough

			to take on the toughest job of all—

			working on yourself

		

	
		
			Introduction

			When I landed my first job as a therapist, I was determined not to become one of the statistics. Most therapists burn out within seven years in the field. It’s a tough job—even among the professionals who are trained to help people manage stress and exhaustion. I told myself I would practice good self-care and would keep my stress under control. And in those early days, when my personal life was smooth sailing, staying optimistic was easy.

			But about a year into my career, everything changed. My mom passed away unexpectedly, and dealing with the overwhelming grief while simultaneously supporting my clients through their own struggles was harder than I imagined.

			Life wasn’t done testing me yet, though. Three years to the day after my mom died, my twenty-six-year-old husband, Lincoln, passed away from a heart attack. My life felt like it had flipped upside down. And the loss was so sudden and unexpected that it took a while to even wrap my head around what had just happened.

			I had lost the two people closest to me in a span of three years, but I had to keep working. Sure, I had a few days of bereavement time, but a few days wasn’t enough to plan a funeral, let alone even start grieving. Fortunately, my doctor diagnosed me with acute stress disorder. That allowed me to tap into some short-term disability benefits so I could take a few weeks to get some things in order, but taking time off to catch my breath didn’t feel like an option—I was the only breadwinner.

			Sitting in my therapy office, helping other people deal with their life problems, felt nearly impossible when my own life was in complete shambles. I was sad, but I had to figure out how to concentrate on my job. I was anxious about everything from paying the bills to finding time to shovel the snow out of my driveway, but I had to help solve other people’s problems. I was angry, but I had to stay calm in the office. I was exhausted, but I had to show up.

			Step by step I pushed forward. I managed to hold down my job while slowly rebuilding my personal life. It took years to find my footing again. And life, as it always does, continued to be a roller coaster of ups and downs.

			What kept me grounded during those dark times was the mental strength strategies I share in this book. These tools helped me cope when I didn’t want to be at work and gave me confidence even when I was filled with self-doubt. But I didn’t stop running these plays once life got better.

			After I was widowed, I started freelance writing to earn extra income. One of the articles I wrote, “13 Things Mentally Strong People Don’t Do,” went viral—over 50 million people read it. That article—written at one of my lowest points, after learning my father-in-law’s cancer was terminal—changed everything. It led to my first book deal and opened the door to spread the message on mental strength on a global scale.

			The fifty mental strength plays in this book have been instrumental in helping me create the dream career I have today as an international bestselling author, podcast host, professional speaker, and mental strength coach. I still work as a psychotherapist too—because I didn’t burn out from helping people. In fact, I now help more people than ever. And these days, I get to do it all from a sailboat in the Florida Keys (where I both live and work).

			This book isn’t about my journey, though. It’s about yours. Whether you’re going through a tough season that makes it difficult to work, striving to reach new career heights, or looking to improve your performance, the strategies in this playbook will help you succeed.

			What Is Mental Strength?

			When I first started writing about mental strength, I realized there were a lot of misconceptions about what it meant to be mentally strong. Some people thought mental strength was about suppressing emotions and insisting everything was fine, even when it wasn’t. This extreme view of “mental toughness” often leads people to avoid doing anything where they might fail or look “weak.”

			Others seemed to think mental strength was about showing off how much pain you can endure. People with this mindset glorify pain and insist suffering is evidence of progress. They push themselves to the limits and punish themselves for any perceived mistakes or shortcomings.

			But mental strength isn’t about denying feelings or pushing through pain at all costs. It’s about learning how to manage your thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in a way that helps you achieve your goals and live according to your values.

			Many people also think mental strength is synonymous with resilience. Resilience is about “bouncing back” after life knocks you down. And while resilience is important, who wants to go through life just bracing themselves for the next tragedy so they can bounce back? Mental strength is about more than just surviving tough times—it’s about thriving in all areas of your life. It’s about achieving your greatest potential during the good times too, so you can make the most out of your life.

			Why Mental Strength Is Essential at Work

			Work is often where we’re mentally and emotionally tested the most. The demands are constant, the stakes are high, and there’s no halftime break. Unlike your personal life, where you have more control over your time and who you spend it with, work often comes with rigid structures and limited choices. You don’t decide who your teammates are or what tasks you’re assigned, and the rules of the game are set by your organization.

			This means work is also one of the best places to build mental strength. There are endless opportunities to practice your skills. Even on the toughest days, you’re expected to collaborate with a difficult colleague, manage your stress, or battle self-doubt. And when life throws curveballs your way, like you’re going through a divorce, caring for a sick family member, or coping with your own health challenges, giving up work probably isn’t an option. In fact, that’s often when we need the income and the benefits the most.

			Today’s fast-paced world hasn’t made work easier. In many ways, work has become more challenging. Technology blurs the boundaries between work and personal life, and the challenges of disconnecting are impacting our mental health. Add in rapid changes to the workplace, uncertainties about the future of work, and the lingering burnout created by the pandemic, and earning a living becomes more complex than in past generations.

			That’s where mental strength becomes your competitive edge. It helps you persevere, adapt, and thrive under pressure, no matter what you’re going through.

			This playbook is your game-time companion, filled with strategies to adapt to the unique challenges of the workplace. Whether it’s resolving conflicts, developing creative solutions, or maintaining focus when distractions pile up, the strategies in this book will help you feel better and do better.

			Why a Playbook?

			When I first began writing about mental strength, I focused on what not to do. My books in the 13 Things Mentally Strong People Don’t Do series focus on giving up the counterproductive bad habits that hold you back in life. It’s designed to help you build a sturdy foundation through consistent effort and lifestyle changes.

			This book is different. The Mental Strength Playbook introduces strategies you can use in the moment, specifically when you’re at work. Think of it like this: The 13 Things Mentally Strong People Don’t Do series focuses on preventative care, and this book is more like urgent care. It’s about what to do right now when you’re facing a challenge at work.

			For example, do you struggle with anxiety before making an important call? This book will show you how to turn your anxious feelings into an asset that helps you perform better. Do you overthink obstacles? You’ll learn how to solve even the toughest problems in less time. Do you lack the confidence you need to take risks? This book will help you run the plays that give you a boost in self-assurance right when you need it the most.

			When you need immediate pain relief, taking a vitamin doesn’t help. You need a fast-acting solution. So while I stand by all the strategies I’ve shared about what not to do, I wanted to create a guide that explains exactly what to do instead. Whether it’s reducing dread before a meeting, staying composed during a challenging conversation, or staying on task during a boring project, this book equips you with plays to handle those challenges as they arise.

			

			—

			As a therapist, I’ve spent years helping people discover skills and strategies that work for them. Over time, the opportunities I’ve had to teach people about mental strength have expanded from one-on-one therapy sessions to a variety of other mediums. I write articles for major publications, consult with business leaders, deliver corporate trainings and keynote speeches, and conduct mental strength coaching with individuals across the globe. I also worked as the editor in chief for one of the biggest mental health publications in the world and I spent a few years as an adjunct psychology professor too. The more people I’ve worked with, the more I’ve realized that no single strategy works for everyone all the time.

			One person might use a simple gratitude practice to shift their entire mindset for the whole day. Someone else might find that gratitude just doesn’t set the tone for them, but a well-timed breathing exercise puts them in just the right mindset to crush their goals.

			Choosing which play to run is part art, part science. We all have different biology, life experiences, and personalities—let alone different workplace situations. I don’t know your boss, your workplace culture, or the tasks you are expected to do. But you do. So with a playbook full of science-backed plays, the art comes in when you develop your game plan.

			Whether you’re facing a tight deadline, collaborating with a difficult colleague, or struggling to get yourself moving on a boring task, you need to address each situation strategically. Just like an athlete needs a plan to deal with challenges they face during a game, you need plays to do your best at work. When the pressure is on, the clock is ticking, and the stakes are high, a well-timed mental strength play will help you succeed.

			With practice, you’ll learn which plays work best for you in various situations. Some of them will likely become your go-to offensive strategies that you run regularly to help you thrive. Others will be the defensive plays that you call when you’re faced with specific challenges. And of course, there may be a few plays reserved for those “Hail Mary” situations when the odds are not in your favor. Ultimately, this playbook will help you stay mentally strong no matter what challenges you face in the workplace.

			How This Playbook Works

			You don’t have to read this book cover to cover to start seeing results. Instead, you can start putting the plays into action right away—or if you’re eager to tackle a specific challenge right now, it’s okay to flip to that section first. You’ll find actionable plays designed to tackle the obstacles you face. Each play is powerful enough to combat issues like anxiety or low self-esteem, but also practical enough to elevate your performance if you want to take your success to the next level. Every strategy is crafted specifically for the workplace and can be used by anyone, from entrepreneurs who work from home to corporate leaders who manage a team.

			This book is split into three sections to help you manage your thoughts, emotions, and behaviors. When you encounter a challenge at work, pause and ask yourself which angle you want to tackle it from. Are your thoughts holding you back? If so, turn to part 1, where you’ll find plays that address your mindset. Are your emotions creating problems for you? If that’s the case, part 2 is for you, where you’ll find the plays to help you cope with uncomfortable feelings. Are you struggling to take productive action? If so, check out part 3 to find the plays that help you take steps forward. Each part contains several chapters, and each of the ten chapters contains five plays—so you can experiment to find the best one to work for you in your moment of need.

			Quite often, you’ll find that you can tackle the same problem from different angles. Think of it like a Choose Your Own Adventure book where you get to decide which play you want to run and when you want to run it. It’s up to you to experiment and decide which plays work best in your situations. Here’s the breakdown of the plays in this book:

			Part 1. Plays for Strategic Thinking. Deal with unhelpful thoughts, solve problems better, and develop a mindset that becomes a powerful asset.

			
					
					Chapter 1. Confidence Catalysts. Manage your self-doubt and take bold action.

				

					
					Chapter 2. Attitude Adjusters. Shift your perspective and stay optimistic.

				

					
					Chapter 3. Insight Igniters. Spark creativity and solve problems effectively.

				

			

			Part 2. Plays for Emotional Strength. Shift or adjust your emotions so you can use them to your advantage.

			
					
					Chapter 4. Happiness Hacks. Boost your happiness right when you need it most.

				

					
					Chapter 5. Relaxation Remedies. Calm your brain and your body.

				

					
					Chapter 6. Anxiety Alleviators. Reduce anxiety and turn it into a competitive advantage.

				

					
					Chapter 7. Dread Defusers. Reduce dread so you can stay focused and productive.

				

			

			Part 3. Plays for Productive Action. Take decisive steps, persist in difficult tasks, and prepare to perform at your peak.

			
					
					Chapter 8. Performance Primers. Get in the right state of mind.

				

					
					Chapter 9. Tenacity Tricks. Persist even when you don’t feel like it.

				

					
					Chapter 10. Interaction Improvers. Establish and maintain professional relationships.

				

			

			Staying mentally strong at work is about equipping yourself with the plays and tools you need to face challenges, make choices that align with your values, and find ways to thrive even when the odds feel stacked against you. This book is your ally in that mission. These strategies not only helped me during my toughest times, but they also helped me create a career beyond my wildest dreams. I’m confident they can do the same for you.

			Please note that the names and identifying characteristics of the clients whose case studies are presented in this book have been changed to protect their privacy and preserve the confidences of those individuals.

			This book is intended for educational and informational purposes only. It is not a substitute for medical treatment or professional therapy. If you are experiencing mental health challenges or significant distress, please seek help from a licensed mental health professional.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			 

			Plays for 
Strategic Thinking

		

	
		
			
			Imagine you’re about to share an idea during a brainstorming session. As you consider speaking up, your inner voice whispers, You’re going to embarrass yourself, or Your ideas aren’t good enough.

			Now imagine a different script. This time your brain tells you, You’ve got a creative idea here. Just take a deep breath and communicate what you know. Feel the difference?

			Your inner dialogue influences your confidence, your performance, and even your enjoyment at work. The good news is you have the power to reframe unconstructive scripts once you have the strategies to do so.

			Too often, people label themselves as “overthinkers” or say things like “I’m just a pessimist.” But you don’t have to be stuck with those thinking patterns. With the right game plan, you can develop new thinking patterns and a perspective that helps you thrive.

			All you need are some plays that help you respond to unhelpful thoughts. Not only do these plays change your thinking in the moment, but when you run them consistently, you rewire how your brain operates. Practicing them over time builds a stronger, more flexible mindset. And that’s crucial.

			Why Your Thoughts Matter

			Your mindset isn’t just about the personal conversations that go on inside your head. It can be either a professional asset that helps you rise to new challenges or a liability that holds you back from success. Your thought patterns affect:

			
					
					Your ability to solve problems. This is impossible will prevent you from finding solutions. But reframing obstacles as puzzles sparks creative solutions.

				

					
					Your openness to change. My manager has no idea what she’s talking about! will keep you on the defensive. Reframing your thoughts to see feedback as a learning opportunity can inspire positive change.

				

					
					Your focus under stress. I have way too much to do will fuel your feelings of overwhelm. Choosing to break a task into smaller, strategic steps can create the momentum you need to get things done.

				

					
					Your professional growth. I’ll mess this up stops you from taking risks. Reframing those thoughts to I can learn as I go helps you rise to new challenges.

				

					
					Your motivation to get work done. I’ll never get this done well enough may lead to procrastination. Thinking about how capable you are can inspire you to get to work, even when it’s difficult.

				

					
					Your workplace relationships. My colleague doesn’t respect me will affect how you interact and could fuel unnecessary conflict. Thinking about your ability to develop new relationship skills, however, could help you cooperate.

				

			

			The Role of Realistic and Constructive Thinking

			There’s often the assumption that positive thinking is the ultimate goal. But unrealistically positive thoughts can be just as harmful as unrealistically negative ones. A better goal is to develop realistic and constructive thoughts.

			For example, thinking This test is going to be hard isn’t necessarily harmful. It may be true—and thinking realistically about the challenge might motivate you to study harder.

			On the flip side, thinking This will be easy! sounds optimistic. But overconfidence might cause you to underprepare, and your performance might suffer.

			Building mental strength isn’t about being positive all the time. It’s about recognizing when your thoughts are helpful versus unhelpful. If your inner narrative is working against you, it’s time to call an audible and reframe the story (we’ll discuss how to do that later in this section).

			The Most Powerful Types of Thoughts You Can Change

			Your brain generates an endless stream of thoughts that review the past, make predictions about the future, and narrate what’s happening right now. Many of our thoughts aren’t accurate—yet we often treat them as facts, and doing so can affect how we approach tasks. Here are the types of thoughts that influence you:

			
					
					Stories about the past. Your mind might replay past mistakes and cause you to doubt yourself. On the flip side, it might rewrite past experiences as lessons that strengthen your confidence.

				

					
					Beliefs about yourself. Maybe a comment someone made to you as a child, like “You lack creativity,” still plays in your head. But you can learn to tell yourself, I’m resourceful when I need to be, so you feel empowered to solve problems.

				

					
					Expectations about the future. Thinking I’m going to fail will drain your motivation and potentially become a self-fulfilling prophecy. But replacing that thought with curiosity can help you see things from a different angle, which might increase your chances of success.

				

			

			Take Control of Your Thoughts

			Imagine rewiring your inner dialogue into one that empowers you to take action and solve problems. Not only can you learn to replace unhelpful thoughts with more helpful ones, but you can also become more deliberate about which thoughts you listen to. Taking control of your thoughts can transform how you show up every day.

			This section introduces three types of plays that will shift your thinking and strengthen your mental game:

			
					
					Confidence Catalysts. Run plays that help you tackle challenges with the self-assurance you need to do your best.

				

					
					Attitude Adjusters. These strategies reframe your perspective so you can enjoy your work more and perform better.

				

					
					Insight Igniters. Reach for these plays when you need to boost creativity and make the best decisions possible.

				

			

			The way you think affects how you feel and how you behave. So it’s important to recognize when your thoughts aren’t serving you well so you can shift your thinking. Running these plays will help you develop the mindset you need to excel, no matter what your brain is trying to convince you to believe.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			 

			Confidence Catalysts

			Do you ever feel unqualified or like you’re one mistake away from messing everything up? If so, you’re not alone.

			Confidence isn’t reserved for people who are fearless or flawless. Everyone experiences self-doubt and feels insecure from time to time. I’ve worked with countless high achievers who appear to have it all together, and I can tell you confidence struggles are universal. Fortunately, becoming confident isn’t about magically eliminating all self-doubt. It’s about knowing how to respond to that self-doubt in a helpful way and trusting you can figure things out as you go.

			We often talk about confidence as a feeling. But confidence isn’t a fleeting emotion, it’s a mindset. It’s the quiet belief that you can handle whatever life throws your way. And here’s why it’s a game changer—that belief impacts everything.

			Confidence directly influences the actions you take, how others perceive you, and how you shape your future. It’s the driving force behind every bold move, brave effort, and step forward in your career.

			Here’s the best part. Confidence isn’t something you either have or you don’t. It’s a skill. And just like any other skill, you can build it, sharpen it, and strengthen it once you have some confidence catalyst plays to run.

			The Impact of Your Confidence Level

			No one feels confident all the time or in every area of their lives. You might feel self-assured in certain areas (like writing a report) but have low confidence in others (like asking for a raise).

			Low confidence can lead to a variety of problems, like hesitating to speak up in a meeting or procrastinating on a project you’re afraid you can’t do. You might even overcompensate and work twice as hard as you need to, which puts you at risk of burnout. But perhaps worst of all, you might avoid opportunities that could help you feel more fulfilled or even those that could advance your career.

			On the flip side, building confidence can have a positive impact on how you approach everyday tasks and decisions, as well as help you during those big moments, like giving a presentation or negotiating a promotion. A confident mindset helps you take better risks, negotiate your worth, and learn from your mistakes. It can also help you set boundaries and ask for what you need so you can do your job better.

			Running confidence catalyst plays won’t make you arrogant or dangerously overconfident. You won’t suddenly start viewing yourself as perfect. Instead, you’ll gain confidence in your ability to adapt, persevere, and cope with setbacks while also trusting you can handle mistakes and failure.

			Confidence Catalyst Plays

			A big myth about confidence is “I’ll feel confident when I achieve more.”

			But confidence doesn’t start with a giant promotion, a long list of accomplishments, or a glowing review. Those things might offer a momentary boost, but real confidence isn’t external. It comes from within. It’s about choosing to believe you can handle whatever challenges life throws your way. And while you might still doubt yourself, you’ll have the skills to recognize when that self-doubt is unnecessary or exaggerated.

			Building confidence doesn’t have to feel like climbing a mountain, and you don’t need to spend years in therapy working through childhood memories. The right plays can help you tackle self-doubt one move at a time. In this section, we’ll cover these five confidence catalyst plays:

			
					
					Act as If. Step into the role of the confident version of yourself.

				

					
					Name Your Inner Critic. Give a name to that inner narrator that tells you you’re not good enough.

				

					
					Channel Your Alter Ego. Borrow the mindset of a brave person you admire.

				

					
					Visit Your Victory Vault. Reflect on your past wins to remind yourself you’re capable.

				

					
					Give Yourself a Pep Talk. Speak to yourself like a coach who wants to win.

				

			

			Confidence Is Built, Not Born

			Confidence is built one play at a time, by challenging your thoughts, facing your fears, and taking the action that proves to yourself that you’re more capable and competent than you give yourself credit for.

			Even the smallest shifts can make a difference. A confidence catalyst will shift not only how you think, but also how you show up—in meetings, during tough conversations, and as you take on new challenges.

			Your self-doubt doesn’t have to sideline you. When it crops up, respond with a play to shift your mindset, push through uncertainty, and keep moving forward.

		

	
		
			Play No. 1

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Act As If

			The Objective: To become confident, act as if you already feel confident.

			 

			The Situation: You’ve been asked to present an idea to your leadership team during the next hour, and all you can think is I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m going to look like an idiot if anyone asks any questions. You consider saying no but realize that’d be a bad career move, so you nod your head and silently question how you’re going to pull this off.

			 

			The Play: You decide your best strategy is to act as if you feel confident. You begin imagining how you’d present this idea if you felt completely sure of yourself. You take a deep breath and walk into the meeting room with your head held high and look everyone right in the eye. You pitch your idea as if you believe in yourself. By the end of the presentation, it’s clear that the leadership team not only believes in the idea too but they believe in your ability to implement it.

			 

			Why This Play Works

			The act-as-if play rewires your brain to match your behaviors. This strategy leverages cognitive dissonance—a psychological principle in which your mind seeks to align the way you see yourself with the way you behave. If you start acting confident, your brain starts to see you as someone who must be confident.

			Acting as if also utilizes behavioral activation, a common strategy used in therapy. When you take action (like doing things confident people do), your behavior shifts how you feel. Change your behavior first and the feelings will follow.

			Researchers have found that acting confident reduces self-doubt, decreases anxiety, and improves performance. The more often you act confident, the smaller the gap between how you see yourself and who you aspire to become.

			The beauty of the act-as-if play is that it’s incredibly simple. You can take one small step to become a little more like the person you want to be. You don’t need to fake it in an over-the-top unnatural way that would cause you to cringe. Instead, look for opportunities to put the most confident version of you forward. The more often you run this play, the faster your mind will get in line with your behavior.

			When to Run This Play

			This play is your go-to when self-doubt tries to hold you back. Use it when:

			
				[image: ]You feel intimidated about a new challenge or role.

				[image: ]You need to appear confident during a presentation, meeting, or networking event.

				[image: ]You’re second-guessing your abilities before tackling an important task or project.

				[image: ]You’re feeling insecure as you’re about to walk into a room.

			

			How to Run This Play

			
					
					Visualize your confident self. Pause and ask yourself, If I were fully confident right now, what would I do? Picture how you’d behave. How would you stand? What would you say? What kind of energy would you bring to this situation? Maybe you’d stand up straight and introduce your idea like you believed it would change the company. This visualization creates a mental blueprint for what confidence looks like.

				

					
					Adopt those behaviors. Engage in the behaviors you imagine a confident person would engage in. Stand a little taller. Make eye contact and smile. Speak with clarity, even if your voice shakes. These small shifts can signal to both your brain and those around you that you’re stepping into the confident version of yourself.

				

					
					Practice regularly. This play works best when you use it often. Eventually, it will become second nature, and your brain will start to see you as a more self-assured person.

				

			

			See It in Action

			I’ve taught many therapy and coaching clients this play over the years, but it’s also a play that’s helped me get through some major challenges. One of those challenges involved my first big speaking engagement. I was a therapist in rural Maine and I’d never attended a large conference, let alone spoken at one. The biggest group I’d ever addressed was probably the twenty people in one of my college classes. But when my “13 Things Mentally Strong People Don’t Do” article went viral, I accepted an invitation to speak at a major conference without really knowing the extent of what I’d gotten myself into.

			When I arrived at the convention center the day before my talk, I immediately realized I was in over my head. Within twenty-four hours, I’d be speaking on a huge stage in front of thousands of people, alongside well-known speakers like Gary Vaynerchuk, the successful entrepreneur and author with tens of millions of social media followers.

			As I sat in the audience watching the opening-day speakers, I kept thinking, I have no business being here. No one is going to believe I’m a “real speaker.” To make matters worse, I was speaking about mental strength—so appearing terrified on stage was going to make me look like a joke. I briefly thought about faking an illness but decided a better plan would be to run the act-as-if play.

			So rather than spend the evening cramming my notes again, I spent it thinking about what the confident version of me would look like. How would I stand? How would I recover if I stumbled over my words? How would I walk out onto the stage?

			I had seen the other speakers step onto the stage looking like rock stars who owned the room. They walked with purpose, moving from one spot to another like they owned the place—not as if they were pacing because they were nervous. Their body language was big and bold but it looked natural in the spotlight. So I envisioned how I could do those same things so I, too, could appear like I was a confident speaker.

			Visualizing myself delivering my presentation with confidence helped me to step into the role of keynote speaker the next day. From the sound check to my stage exit, I told myself over and over again, Just act as if you feel confident right now. While my presentation was far from flawless, I got through it okay. I knew I had a lot to learn but my goal that day was to just do the best I could with what I had.

			After that conference, I hired a speaking coach so I could sharpen my skills and feel even more confident about speaking at future events. Within a few months, the conference organizers invited me to speak at another one of their events—and it solidified to me that my play had worked.

			Pro Tips to Master This Play

			
				[image: ]Really imagine your confident self. Before just diving in and acting confident, take a minute to really imagine what you’d be saying and doing and how you’d appear to other people. Getting a clearer picture of that can help you really step into the role of the confident version of yourself.

				[image: ]Focus on one behavior at a time. You don’t need to become the most confident person in the room. Start small. Whether that means you’ll speak to two more people than usual or you’ll practice speaking slowly when you ask questions in a meeting, you don’t have to overhaul everything at once.

				[image: ]Practice in front of a mirror. Although it feels awkward, practicing in front of a mirror can help you see how your facial expressions, gestures, and body language come across. Then, you can make adjustments as needed.

			

			Pitfalls to Avoid

			
				[image: ]Overacting or being fake. Acting as if doesn’t mean pretending to be someone you’re not. It’s not the same as the idea that you should “fake it until you make it.” If you’re usually quiet, you don’t need to become the loudest person in the room. Acting as if you are rich or extra successful will backfire. Focus on creating smaller behavior changes that feel authentic to you.

				[image: ]Mistaking confidence for arrogance. Confidence is about owning your strengths, not exaggerating them. If your focus becomes gaining admiration or impressing others, you’ve gone too far. You can be bold and humble at the same time.

				[image: ]Relying on huge leaps. Trying to become the most confident person in the room overnight can overwhelm you. Instead, take gradual steps.

			

			 

			Game Plan for Success

			The next time you face an intimidating situation, don’t wait for confidence to find you. Step into it. Run the act-as-if play to adopt the behaviors you’d exhibit if you felt self-assured. Soon, acting confident won’t just be a play you run, it will become second nature.

			 

		

	
		
			Play No. 2

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Name Your Inner Critic

			The Objective: Give your negative self-talk a name to separate your inner critic from yourself so you can be less reactive to that voice.

			 

			The Situation: You’re thinking about trying something new at work but whenever you entertain the idea, a familiar voice inside your head says, You know you’re not cut out to do such things. You don’t have to show everyone what a loser you are.

			 

			The Play: You remind yourself that the voice saying those mean things isn’t you, it’s your inner critic, Mean Marge. You decide not to listen to Mean Marge and send an email showing interest in that opportunity you want to learn more about.

			 

			Why This Play Works

			We all have an inner critic—that nagging voice that loves to point out all the ways we might fail or fall short. Your inner critic isn’t out to ruin your life, however. It’s trying to protect you. It wants to protect you from failure, rejection, or injury. It’s warning you that you’d better play it safe to avoid doing anything that might get you hurt.

			Your inner critic is constantly looking out for danger. It alerts you to risk and if you do make a mistake or get rejected, it tells you that further emotional pain must be avoided at all costs. It also doesn’t want you to get blindsided, so it detects potential dangers that may not exist. If you don’t listen, it feels compelled to exaggerate.

			Giving your inner critic a name externalizes those unhelpful thoughts and separates them from your core identity. When you realize that harsh inner voice is just noise—not an accurate reflection of who you are—you’re less likely to take it personally.

			Not only can that help you feel more confident, but it can also help you perform better. Researchers found that scholarly writers who named their inner critic were able to better overcome impostor syndrome and writer’s block. They also became more productive and creative. It’s a simple strategy that might seem a little silly, but it can be quite effective.

			So whether you recognize Timid Tim is just trying to keep you small or you thank Cynical Simon for always pointing out the worst-case scenarios, naming your critic makes it a little easier to avoid listening to that voice.

			When to Run This Play

			This play is helpful whenever your inner narrator starts working overtime. Use it when:

			
				[image: ]You’re putting yourself down, thinking I’m not good enough or Why did I even try?

				[image: ]You notice perfectionism creeping in, making you overanalyze emails, presentations, or decisions.

				[image: ]Your insecurity is stopping you from pursuing opportunities or speaking up at work.

				[image: ]You find yourself spiraling into criticism after a mistake.

			

			How to Run This Play

			
					
					Notice the critic’s voice. Pay attention to when your inner critic shows up. Maybe it says, This sounds dumb when you draft an email, or Who do you think you are? whenever you attempt something bold. Recognizing its presence is the first step to challenging it.

				

					
					Give it a name. Choose a name for your inner critic that reflects its personality. It could be something playful, like “Worried Wanda,” or descriptive, like “Perfectionist Paul.” Humor, while optional, adds another layer of disconnection that makes it easier to laugh off the harsh words it gives you.

				

					
					Acknowledge without believing. When your inner critic weighs in, call it by its name and respond without getting defensive. For example, Thanks for your input, Mean Eileen, but no third-grade name-calling needed. When you acknowledge it without engaging, you take away the power those words can have on you.

				

					
					Practice self-compassion. After addressing your critic, give yourself some kind words. Speak to yourself the same way you’d speak to a good friend. Say things like You’re doing the best you can, or You’ve overcome challenges like this before, and you can do it again.

				

			

			See It in Action

			It’s a play that I’ve used with many of my clients over the years, including Riley. Riley originally sought help because she wasn’t as productive as she needed to be and she thought she needed extra motivation. But after she shared more about her experience, it was evident that the reason she struggled to get things done was because she wanted everything to be perfect.

			She rewrote emails several times before sending them because her inner critic convinced her they weren’t good enough. Her inner critic was always telling her she was messing things up or coming across as unintelligent.

			I encouraged her to name her inner critic. After some thought (and a good laugh), she chose “Critical Cathy” because this voice loved criticizing everything she did.

			Once Riley started dealing with Critical Cathy as a separate narrator, she felt a shift. Instead of arguing with those thoughts, she’d gently say, Thanks for your concern, Critical Cathy, but this email doesn’t need twenty more edits. She could continue to take action even when Critical Cathy was still trying to get her attention.

			The more she ran this play, the more aware she became of her thought patterns. She began to trust herself more, even when Critical Cathy showed up. Naming her critic helped Riley to take positive action even when Critical Cathy was trying to put her down, and she was thrilled to see her productivity skyrocket.

			Pro Tips to Master This Play

			
				[image: ]Spot patterns. Keep a journal of when your inner critic shows up. It may appear during certain situations—like presentations. Or it may occur more often when you feel a specific way—like days when you’re feeling sad. Identifying triggers helps you face them prepared.

				[image: ]Visualize your critic. Imagine what your critic looks like. Is it a cartoon villain or a stick figure with spiky hair? Visualizing your inner narrator as an external being creates even more space between you and that negative voice.

				[image: ]Write about your inner critic. Write down the things your inner critic wants you to do—like live a small life, hide in the background, avoid failure and criticism from others, and stay well within your comfort zone. Then, when it is speaking to you, you’ll get better at recognizing what it’s trying to do.

			

			Pitfalls to Avoid

			
				[image: ]Using cruel names. Avoid nicknames that are cruel or overly self-deprecating. Names like “Useless Ursula” or “Evil Eddy” can make your inner critic feel more powerful than they are. The goal is to reduce uncomfortable emotions, not amplify them.

				[image: ]Overidentifying with your critic. Remember, the critic isn’t you. It’s just one part of your mind—not the whole story. Avoid names that are tied to your identity or ones that reinforce your insecurities. Naming your inner critic after a mean name you were teased with as a child may blur the line between you and your inner critic.

				[image: ]Not pairing this practice with action. Naming your inner critic is a good first step. But the goal is to take the action your critic is trying to stop you from doing—like signing up for that opportunity or showing up even when it feels uncomfortable.

			

			 

			Game Plan for Success

			Your inner critic isn’t going away, but it doesn’t have to dictate your life. By running the name-your-inner-critic play, you shift from reacting to its negativity to managing and minimizing its influence.

			You don’t have to silence it completely, but you can show it who’s really in charge. The next time that voice speaks up, call it by name and keep going. A more confident version of you will emerge when you stop paying attention to your inner critic’s opinions.

			 

		

	
		
			Play No. 3

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Channel Your Alter Ego

			The Objective: Borrow the confidence of a persona you admire to tackle whatever challenge you face.

			 

			The Situation: You’ve been assigned to a project with a tight deadline. It’s a wonderful opportunity but there are a lot of moving parts. You start second-guessing yourself and you wonder if you’re really the best person for the job. Before long, you’re tempted to ask your boss to reassign it to someone else.

			 

			The Play: You decide your best hope is to channel your alter ego—your grandmother, who always stays calm under pressure. You step outside yourself and commit to tackling this project with the confidence of your grandmother. You take charge, delegate some tasks, and get to work, just as you’ve seen your grandmother do a hundred times.

			 

			Why This Play Works

			Impostor syndrome, self-doubt, and performance anxiety can keep you from taking risks and doing your best. Channeling an alter ego, however, allows you to step into a completely different mindset.

			This technique is backed by a psychological strategy called self-distancing, which reduces anxiety while increasing focus and resilience. It’s a play that some of the world’s most successful people have used to get to the top. Beyoncé credits her alter ego, “Sasha Fierce,” as the fearless, bold persona she channeled to overcome stage fright early in her career. Adele also says she adopted a persona to calm her nerves when facing giant audiences during her early performances.

			Channeling your alter ego allows you to set aside the traps that usually trip you up—like uncomfortable emotions or negative self-talk—because your alter ego wouldn’t fall prey to such tactics. Channeling an alter ego adopts the mindset of someone who believes in themself and helps you bypass your limiting beliefs, and that improves your performance. For example, research shows that kids who channel superheroes, like Batman, persist longer in tough tasks.

			Think of it as a step up from the act-as-if play because you aren’t just acting as if you feel confident, you’re acting like a familiar persona who exudes the confidence you want. It isn’t about pretending to be something you’re not, but instead it’s about amplifying the qualities you admire and need.

			So whether you channel Oprah Winfrey when you need to conduct an interview or you channel Rocky Balboa when you’re training for a tough challenge, channel someone who will give you strength right when you need it most. By stepping into this persona, you give yourself permission to act with confidence—even when you aren’t feeling it.

			When to Run This Play

			Bring out your alter ego during moments when you question if even the most confident version of you can pull off a major feat, such as when:

			
				[image: ]You’re presenting in front of a high-stakes audience and feel the nerves taking over.

				[image: ]You’re entering into a tough conversation, like negotiating or giving feedback, and you need to be more assertive than usual.

				[image: ]A new challenge pushes you beyond your comfort zone and you aren’t confident you can do it.

				[image: ]You’re stepping into a leadership role and want to appear self-assured.

			

			How to Run This Play

			
					
					Define your alter ego’s persona. Think of someone who exhibits the qualities you want to channel. Maybe it’s a real person you admire, like Serena Williams, who embodies resilience and strength. Or it could be a fictional character, like James Bond, who stays calm under intense pressure. You can even create your own persona, like Confidence Man, who helps you rise to the occasion.

				

					
					Dress the part. Clothes can have a powerful impact on your self-talk and confidence. If your alter ego is a bold leader, your favorite suit might help you step into the part. Or if your persona is calm and collected, a watch that helps you stay grounded might put you in the right mindset. Of course, you might want to skip the superhero cape but if your alter ego is a superhero, you can find subtle but creative ways to incorporate it into your wardrobe. For example, I have a pair of red boots that say “Wonder Woman” on the bottom, and I wear them when I need some extra confidence delivering an important keynote.

				

					
					Set the stage with a ritual. Create a simple ritual that signals it’s time to step into your alter ego. Put on the same jacket, listen to the same song, or give yourself the same affirmation each

				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			See It in Action
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