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What is Confidence? 
When we think about confidence, we usually think about it as a feeling – the feeling 

that we can accomplish something successfully or how it feels when we do. But 

another side to confidence is being able to take action even when the outcome is 

uncertain, and the action involves taking risks with the possibility of failure. 

 

Self-confidence has also been defined as the sense that you can master something 

or make something happen.  

 

There are two aspects to confidence: 

• Objective: the ‘calculation process’ whereby you weigh up the chances of 

creating a successful outcome through your action and you decide to go for 

it 

• Subjective: feeling – confidence experienced as a feeling of possibility or 

power 

 

JOURNAL QUESTIONS: 

1. What is confidence for you?  

2. How do you know when you feel confident? 

3. When was the last time you felt confident about doing something? Did you 

do it? What was the outcome? 
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Blocks to Confidence 

 

In the workshop we looked at the issues women face and how we can undermine 

our confidence with our behaviour and thought patterns. 

 

It is important to realise that most of these issues are the result of our biology and 

conditioning. Evolution has equipped women with brains and chemistry that 

focuses on being part of a tribal group that cares for children and grows food. Back 

in tribal days our very existence depended on the goodwill of others pulling 

together as a team. As a result, we are ‘wired’ to be concerned about relationships, 

fitting in and not rocking the boat. We are also sensitive to our environment, always 

on alert for danger (especially important with lots of small kids running around), 

and we think more than men because our brains are ‘denser’ than theirs.  

 

Recognising this, there is no need to berate ourselves for doing what comes 

naturally. Our responsibility now is to recognise and distinguish the thought 

patterns and behaviours that are no longer serving us in the 21st century. 



4 
© BreakthroughwithGabrielle.com (Not to be distributed without permission) 

 

 

Here are some of the main issues we face: 

 

Dwelling on failure 

When something goes wrong, we dwell on it for days, even weeks. We tend to 

go over and over what happened and often apply a liberal dose of self-beating. 

We just can’t seem to let it go – despite wanting to. 

Perfectionism 

This is one of the real toxins that destroys confidence – if it ever allows for it to 

be built in the first place. The need to get everything completely right and have 

it be perfect in every respect stops us in our tracks. We become paralysed and 

are unable to take action because if perfection is your standard, you will never 

be confident. 

People pleasing 

This is something that is conditioned into us from a very young age. Girls are 

rewarded for being ‘good’ and doing the right thing. We learn to get approval 

from our parents, teachers and friends by being nice. This means we’d rather be 

liked than respected. 

Overthinking 

This is where we try and minimise what we feel will be poor outcomes by 

working through absolutely every possibility and option. It often looks like over-

preparing for things, spending hours and hours weighing up scenarios and 

thinking about what our response will be. Second guessing everything is 

exhausting and it never works anyway! We think far too much about the wrong 

things. 

Ruminating  

This is where overthinking goes down the rabbit hole. It’s where we turn 

negative thoughts over and over in our minds and beat ourselves up about what 

we should have done better. Regretting every word spoken or not spoken and 

every decision made or not made really is stewing yourself in your own juices. 

Imposter syndrome 

This is where we feel like a fraud and that our successes and accomplishments 

are down to luck or the kindness of strangers. It’s linked to feeling that we can’t 

possibly deserve to get where we’ve got and that anything we’ve achieved is by 

pure luck. At it’s worst, Imposter Syndrome has us in a state of constant anxiety 

with the feeling that that any minute now we’ll be found out and horrible 

consequences will follow. 
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Other people have it easier 

We assume that everyone else is ‘acing’ it and that it’s only us who are 

struggling. This can be fatal when we decide to drop out of things because we 

assume we are way behind everyone else and we just don’t want to put 

ourselves through the shame of coming last.   

Focus on what we can’t do 

This can often feel like a good thing – focusing on our weaknesses and fixing 

those. Actually, doing this is a confidence killer. Far better to focus on our 

strengths. There can also be a ‘get out of jail free card’ with focusing on what we 

can’t do – it means we don’t have to even try. 

Being thin skinned 

Perhaps this is the one that men find most perplexing. It’s like we’re an upset 

waiting to happen. Taking things very personally is not just a female trait – men 

do it too – however we tend to hang on to the hurt not just for hours, but often 

days, weeks and even months. We seem to have a real difficulty in just letting 

things go. 

Horror of being criticised 

Most of us would probably prefer to walk a mile barefoot over broken glass than 

to be criticised in public. The sense of shame can be deep and debilitating. 

Being ‘shown up’ in front of others is possibly number one on most women’s 

lists. 

Think it’s about competence  

One of the myths we have about confidence is that it will come when we are 

totally competent at what we are doing. Not so. No amount of ‘smarts’ makes us 

feel confident, because confidence isn’t about that. . It turns out that people get 

promoted based on their confidence rather than their competence. Confident 

people can be less competent and still be promoted and it doesn’t even matter 

that they’re less competent. Sad but true. 

 

 

JOURNAL QUESTIONS 

 

1. Which of the issues do you most identify with? 

2. If you had to list your top five, what order would you put them in? 

3. Can you think of any incidents in your childhood or past that really had you 

develop or reinforce one (or more) of these issues? 
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The Big Issue 
Research and countless studies show that the biggest issue facing women and their 

confidence is the choice not to try. 

The hurdle that we place in our own ways is a skewed perception of our abilities. As 

part of our ‘wiring’ is to be collaborative and social, it also seems there is something 

there that has us not want to alienate others by standing out. Perhaps our horror of 

criticism means that unless we are certain of success, we won’t put ourselves at risk 

of failure. 

Also focusing on what we can’t do rather than what we can do stops us taking 

action. And as we’ve said before, taking ACTION is key to building confidence. As a 

consequence, we don’t take on the challenges that we could easily handle and 

learn from. 

The result is that we are not doing the basic things that would help us automatically 

create and grow our confidence. We have stopped ourselves in our tracks. 

So what do we do?  
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JOURNAL QUESTIONS 

 

1. What risks are you afraid to take? 

2. What do you fear will happen if you take those risks? 

3. Is there a way to mitigate those fears? 

4. Is it worth staying stuck because of those fears? 

The Golden Rule is ‘when in doubt – ACT’. 

Nothing builds confidence faster than acting, especially if it involves risk and failure. 

Sadly, taking actions that we feel ‘safe’ with is not going to do the job.  

Risk can take many forms: 

• Allowing yourself to be imperfect and to do things to the ‘good enough’ 

standard rather than absolutely perfect 

• Braving the displeasure of authority figures (e.g. bosses, parents, teachers 

and others that we want to think well of us) 

• Learning to be comfortable being the centre of attention (this includes 

doing social media videos etc.) 

• Challenging a colleague’s opinion and not backing down as the first hint of 

resistance 

• Taking on a job where you meet only 50% of the criteria rather than 95%! 

This includes taking on additional responsibility at work. 
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What Stops Us 
 

As humans we are designed for survival. This makes perfect sense from an 

evolutionary point of view. We have evolved certain ‘systems’ that are designed to 

keep us safe and ensure the survival of the species. 

 

The issue is that even though our minds and thinking have evolved dramatically 

since those early times, our basic biology hasn’t. Our biological (body) systems are 

fundamentally designed to keep us safe by constantly scanning the internal and 

external environment for threat and danger and responding as rapidly as possible. 

That response is communicated through hormones and chemicals that activate 

physical responses that prepare the body to fight or run away (fight or flight) and 

also ‘wire’ the brain to learn from what has happened so we can react even more 

quickly and effectively in the future. 

 

What is threat and danger? 
 

In the old days a rustling of leaves in the jungle, a half-recognised shadow, a certain 

smell could all indicate the presence of predators. Our brains became very very 

adept at taking the faintest of signals and filling in the blanks to see whether what 
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was there posed an imminent threat. Of course, it erred on the cautious side just to 

be sure and so had us react quickly, sometimes when the threat wasn’t real and it 

put our body on high alert – fight/flight readiness. This system has served us so well 

that we have lived to tell the tale thousands of years later and we can now post 

stories on Instagram! 

 

However, the issue is that we have programmed this finely tuned ‘threat seeking’ 

function to react to a range of signals and stimuli that are not a threat to our 

physical safety, but to our emotional and ‘ego’ safety.  

 

From early childhood the brain has built up a ‘database’ of how to react to things 

happening in the environment – both internal and external. This includes our own 

personal definitions of what we consider dangerous or threatening to our 

emotional wellbeing and our ego. This is our subconscious programming and we 

do not have any conscious control over it unless we set out to re-programme it.   

 

A lot of therapy focuses on reprogramming our subconscious reactions to these 

threats be more helpful and resourceful in the moment.  
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A Simple Explanation of How it Works 
 
A very simple explanation of how it works is outlined in the diagram below. 

Remember that humans are a very complex set of interwoven ‘systems’ that work 

on the physical, mental and emotional level. How these systems interact is still the 

subject of research and it’s only fairly recently (the last thirty years or so) that 

science has started to recognise and explore the mind/body interface and how 

they work together. Up until then the mind and body were considered to be 

completely separate entities.  

 

Also, please note the whole thing is non-linear! What that means is, that whilst 

we’ve outlined a neat diagram where one thing follows another – in reality it’s not as 

simple as B follows A. There are an infinite number of loops with things going 

backwards as well as forwards.  

 

However, distinguishing this broad process, as imperfect as it is, has given many 

people access to understanding what is going on and to what it takes to change 

and heal. 
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1. Something happens 

An event occurs (either inside our bodies e.g. an ‘alien’ bacteria or virus) or 

in our external environment e.g. a teacher shouts at us. 

 

2. Our brain scans our ‘databases’ and triggers reactions 

We use the term ‘databases’ loosely here! Information is stored in our brains 

and bodies in a breathtakingly complex sets of ways that science does not 

fully understand. (You can read Bruce Lipton, Greg Braden and Joe 

Dispenza for much more information on this!). 

 

What we do know is that the brain physical wires ‘patterns’ in our brains that 

affect the way we think and how we react to stimuli and that we can affect 

these patterns. So, if we have a negative ‘automatic’ response to certain 

situations we can ‘re-wire’ our brains to respond more effectively e.g.  to give 

up a bad habit. The current thinking is it takes between 60 and 90 days to 

‘re-wire’ a pattern and change or introduce a new habit.  

 

The ‘Cascade’ 

There is a cascade of reactions that starts with the physical response of the 

nervous system which provides a two-way link between the brain and other 

organs such as the heart and gut. 

 

Information is coming ‘in’ to us all the time and is processed largely 

unconsciously. This information does not just come in through the senses 

(the brain) but also through things like the microbiome in our gut and the 

magnetic field generated by our heart. The heart and gut will send signals to 

the brain which in turn responds with signals to other parts of the body to 

release chemicals and hormones. All of this happens ‘beneath’ the 

awareness of our conscious mind which would be overwhelmed otherwise! 

 

What this also means, is that we react to things long before our conscious 

mind knows what is going on. The chemicals and hormones also trigger 

emotional responses which in turn can trigger mental (thought) responses.  

 

Of course, it’s really more complex that this (remember it’s non-linear), but 

the general idea is that much of what is going on is beneath the surface of 

our conscious awareness which is why we can’t often ‘think’ ourselves out of 

difficult reactions once they’ve got going. It is also why it’s important to calm 

the nervous system through activities such as slow breathing before 

attempting to deal with the ‘higher’ functions of emotion and thinking.  

 

It is possible to interrupt the ‘cascade’ at this physical level when we train 

ourselves to recognise the body sensations before they trigger the old 
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emotional and mental patterns. And, of course, it takes awareness and 

practice.  

 

3. We make it mean something 

This is the stage the conscious mind kicks in. At this point we become aware 

of physical reactions (heart beating faster, sweaty palms, blushing, rapid 

breathing) and our emotional response to those sensations. Emotional 

responses can also be wired through habitual reactions e.g. reacting to the 

heart beating faster with fear.  

 

The conscious mind then assesses/judges what is happening and makes a 

decision usually based on past experience/programming. We tell ourselves 

a ‘story’ as an explanation of what is happening that gives it personal 

significance and meaning. 

 

4. We react 

This is where take or do not take action according to what is going on. We 

alter our behaviour to meet the situation based on the information coming 

to us through our bodies, thoughts and feelings and the interpretation we 

have given it.  

 

5. Brain adds it to the database 

The whole range of thoughts, feelings and the action we took now become 

part of the programme. Our brain uses them to decide what to do next time 

a similar situation arises, and much of it becomes unconscious.  

  

An Example 
 

Sinead loved school and at the age of seven she was doing very well in class. She 

was chatty and popular, and nothing seemed to faze her. She always sat at the front 

of class and was the first to put her hand up. So, when the teacher asked a 

question, Sinead’s hand was the first up as usual. 

 

The teacher knowing her well, thought it might be a good idea to let someone else 

go first and she chose Anna and then Seamus.  By this time Sinead was bobbing up 

and down impatiently in her chair with her hand up. She just knew she had the best 

answer of all, and she wanted to show off. The teacher could see her excitement 

and finally said ‘Very well Sinead, tell us what you think.” Sinead started to speak 

but seeing a frown on the teachers face she faltered. It was the same frown she’d 

seen on her mother’s face last week when she accidentally stood on the cat and 

hurt her tail, which she felt bitterly sorry for. Her heart started to beat a bit faster, 

and she stumbled on, blushing a bit now. She came to a fumbling halt and the 
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teacher asked her if she’d finished. She nodded dumbly. The teacher smiled and 

said ‘Thank you Sinead. Now who else?”  

 

Sinead was mortified. She couldn’t believe she’d made such a mess of things and 

that the teacher hadn’t praised her the way she normally did. She went home that 

night and played the situation over and over in her head. ‘What had she done 

wrong?’ she wondered. Perhaps it was that she was too pushy? Or that she’s been 

too big headed? Or perhaps the teacher knew she was going to make a mess of it, 

so chose Anna first but she’d insisted on being chosen. If only she’d kept her hand 

down this would never have happened. How could she possibly think she knew the 

answers like that. She didn’t know anything.  She would never put her hand up 

again. She was now sure everyone in the class thought she was a fool and she 

quietly cried herself to sleep. 

 

The next day she made sure to sit at the back of the class, out of the way of prying 

eyes and she made sure she didn’t put her hand up. The teacher noticed for a 

moment but was too busy managing an unruly class of thirty to really think about it. 

And slowly, over time, Sinead faded into the background. Her work was still good, 

so nobody really noticed that the bubbly confident Sinead was gone. 

 

Twenty years later Sinead is asked to do a presentation to senior management of 

the company she is working for. She begrudgingly agrees although she usually 

avoids doing presentations and putting herself forward for things, she feels she just 

doesn’t have the confidence. But she believes it’s a good thing to do and has been 

told that her future advancement depends on it.  She spends hours and hours 

preparing. She’s super competent and knows her stuff backwards and forwards, so 

thinks she’ll be OK.  

 

When the time comes in the meeting she stands up, and before she knows it her 

heart is pounding, she’s blushing, and she finds herself stumbling over her words. 

She sees a frown on her boss’s face and before she knows it, she is rushing out of 

the room to the ladies in floods of tears. 

 

What happened? 

 

Sinead got ‘hijacked’ by her nervous system. Her programming, starting with that 

childhood incident and probably being compounded again and again over the 

years, is wired that it’s not safe to speak up in public. The frown of the boss 

resonated so strongly with the frown of the teacher all those years ago that it threw 

her completely. Her body and her emotions all reacted as if she were going 

through that first incident again – and the reaction happened before her conscious 

mind knew what was going on. Having avoided doing presentations until now 

(again because of the decision she made after that first incident), she has not given 
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herself the opportunity to get triggered in this way before and so it comes as a 

complete surprise. 
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Developing Confidence 
 

We can see from all of this, that it is vitally important to start re-programming our 

subconscious minds and ‘re-patterning’ our brains and nervous systems when we 

feel a loss of power in our lives, especially when we suffer from low confidence. 

 

There are many ways to do this, and therapy can provide a whole host of tools and 

practices to support you with this.  

 

Starting to ‘Re-Pattern 

 

We can start by developing our ‘power list’ of accomplishments and successes. As 

women we can often forget to acknowledge and celebrate what went well and how 

we overcame our fears and anxieties. 

 

Developing a ‘power list’ can be used in all sorts of ways, not least to psych 

ourselves up before a confidence challenging event.  

 

It is also highly effective to share the list (speaking out loud) with others and 

acknowledge ourselves. This is a confidence building activity on it’s own as it breaks 

the habitual pattern of The Imposter and the ‘I’m not good enough’ story that so 

debilitates us. 

 

 

 

  JOURNAL QUESTION 

 

Write down all the successes you discovered in the session and see if you 

can add to them. Get in touch with the feelings as well as the thoughts. 

Where in your body do you feel success? 

 

 

 


