
1

A Learning Exercise
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THE CHEMISTRY  
OF CONFIDENCE
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INTRODUCTION
Talent management research has suggested that confidence is more important than competence 
in measuring career success. Other studies indicate that men are often more naturally confident 
than women, and that lack of confidence may be the primary barrier for women who may have the 
capability for broader levels of influence.

Why do some people seem to have plenty of confidence, while others struggle with it? How do we 
build confidence? In this self-discovery learning exercise, we will uncover some of the secrets that 
create or inhibit confidence, and learn some techniques to build stronger “core” confidence that we 
can access whenever we need it.

LET’S GET STARTED
We begin with the story of MY CONFIDENCE QUAKE:

A few years ago, I invited a group of women to 
join me in a business review/retreat. Our business 
was at a crossroads; we needed to grow, but I 
was uncertain which direction to take. Fourteen 
“stakeholders”—founders, facilitators, supporters, 
and advisors—came to Salt Lake City for three days 
to work with me on a growth strategy.

We planned a full agenda: There was dedicated 
time for review and discussion of our business 
goals, strategies, impacts and possibilities. But we 
also included many of our traditional Villa-type 
activities: Hiking, spa time, dinners out, artistic expression, and Qigong/meditation. It was destined 
to be a nurturing and rejuvenating experience for all of us.

I was so excited to greet my friends and colleagues, and grateful that they had been willing to give up 
their time to join me in this exercise. Many of them had traveled from faraway places, and it was a 

Here is what we hope to accomplish  
on this journey together:

1. To explore the psychological, emotional, physical and spiritual components of 
confidence, and identify and understand the relationships between these components.

2. To “unpack” and de-mystify confidence to help us build and access our core confidence 
more easily.

3. To share practical, hands-on tips and techniques for “training confidence” to help us 
build and strengthen resilience when confidence is shaken. 
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little overwhelming to realize that they were coming, really, to support me! It was a huge boost to my 
self esteem and confidence, to feel that they not only believed in our mission and vision, but that they 
wanted to see me be successful.

The First Signs of Trouble
About halfway into the first day, however, I had the uneasy 
thought that I might have jumped into the deep end of the pool. 
I appreciated my colleagues’ honesty and open sharing of their 
views, opinions and ideas. Keep in mind, as well, that this was 
a diverse group of women who did not all know each other 
well prior to the retreat. I was the common denominator; I had 
invited each of them for a specific reason, but they did not know 
completely what those reasons were.

What I had not anticipated was my own reaction to their feedback—both positive and constructive. 
I had built this business from the beginning, and I didn’t expect that I would feel so protective and 
so vulnerable from their comments. What they were saying about the business felt personal to 
me. Since I had been a significant part of raising this “child”, I found myself reacting strangely to 
their various comments—objective or opinionated as they were. If you’re a parent and you’ve ever 
experienced criticism for your child’s behaviors, you’ll know what I mean. There was nothing unkind 
or harsh, but this diverse group of people had a wide variety of views and opinions about what 
was working and not working, and what could be improved. And their views and comments were 
bringing out the mama bear in me.

I’m sure they could see that there were times when it was difficult for me to hold back the tears. I 
had this image in my mind that I was in front of a panel of judges, and they were deciding my fate. 
In my mind, I kept asking myself, “What were you thinking?!” “Who thought this was a good idea?!”

The truth is, I don’t like feedback. I don’t particularly like to hear people’s criticisms, and I equally 
don’t love praise. I like acknowledgment, and appreciate expressions of gratitude or impact, but I 
don’t like evaluation or judgment. I’m sure there is some deep part of me that just wants everything 

to be fine, to keep moving forward, and to all live happily 
ever after. But I value feedback, and I seek it as often as I 
can, because I understand that it’s the only way to get better 
at things. So I knew that this would be, in the long run, a 
valuable exercise.

That was my rational brain speaking. My emotions, however, 
were under attack for the better part of the three days, 
and for about two weeks after. So as valuable as I hoped it 
would be in the long term, I wanted it to be over. I wanted 
to stop, clear away the tables, thank everyone for coming, 
and pretend that we had never done it. This feeling put me 
in conflict with myself as well: I loved and respected these 
women. They were the best of the best, and under any 
other circumstances, I would have spent unlimited amounts 
of time with them. But feeling so open, so vulnerable—like 
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I was standing buck naked on the podium—was deeply uncomfortable for me, and it shattered the 
self-confidence I had brought with me to the event.

Rattles, Shakes, and Quakes
If we were to classify “hits” to our confidence on something like a Richter Scale that measures earth 
movements, we might have “confidence rattles,” “confidence shakes”, or “confidence quakes”. The 
worst part about an earthquake is that it hits at a time when you least expect it. It takes a few seconds 
to recognize what is happening, and the intensity of the quake is usually commensurate with the level 
of damage done to people, their homes, and the environment. 

Something that is a quake for me might be a rattle for someone else, or vice versa. In my experience, 
a confidence “rattle” would include something like getting turned down on a proposal, or having 
someone rudely cut me off or criticize me while I’m speaking, or receiving another rejection letter 
from a potential publisher. A “shake” might be a less-than-favorable performance review, a personal 
attack from someone I had previously respected, or wrestling through a three-day training with a 
hostile group of participants. A “quake” 
on the other hand, might be something 
big, like getting fired from a job or getting 
dumped from a long-term relationship. 
But it can also be something smaller 
and unexpectedly unnerving—like this 
business exercise was for me. 

What made this a “quake” for me was that 
it made me question everything about 
what I was doing, why I was doing it, 
who I thought I was to be doing it, what I 
would rather be doing, and what I would 
possibly do with all the feedback. It made 
me question the way I had been seeing 
and interpreting our previous successes, 
and whether or not we could continue to 
be successful in the same way, or if we 
really needed to change.

Which, in retrospect, was clearly the point of the exercise. In order to truly determine a forward path, 
we needed to literally shake things up and question everything. The “quake” was necessary; what I 
didn’t expect was the impact it would have on my confidence and self-esteem.

In the End...
To make a much longer story shorter, I’ll just say that we finished the three-day retreat on solid ground, 
and I went away with some excellent plans and designs for growing and evolving the business...in 
addition to my crumbled sense of self and confidence. Part of what pushed me down so far was 
seeing that I could so easily be grimly affected by other people’s opinions or feedback. I felt exhausted, 
emotional, and rattled to the core, and it took me about two weeks to let all of it process and sink 
in. During that time, I wanted to hibernate (except that it was August) and avoid self-reflection or 

Confidence Rattle

Confidence Shake

Confidence Quake
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discussion with anyone about what I had experienced in those three days. I wanted to turn the clock 
back and cancel the entire event, or pretend that it had gone differently and we had all summited a 
higher peak together.

But I did recover in a relatively short time. And I did recognize that it was, indeed, the most 
valuable thing I’ve ever done for the business. And I did take all the recommendations, designs, 
strategies and suggestions, and built them into a new business concept and plan, and shared 
them back with all of my supporters. And, as a result, we have had growth in our business, and 
we’ve developed new ways to show more tangible successes, and we’ve demonstrated clearer 
objectives and outcomes with the clients we serve.

NOW WHAT?
In the months that followed, I became very curious about the notion of confidence, and how these 
shakes, rattles and quakes affect confidence, and how we recover from them and become better and 
more confident in time. There is a great deal of writing in today’s press about confidence, and the 
importance of confidence with regard to success. 

If you consult Merriam Webster’s Dictionary, the simple definition of confidence includes:

confidence
noun | con•fi•dence | \’ kän-fә-dәn(t)s

Is Confidence a Feeling?
Confidence, in each of the above definitions, is considered “a feeling”. And if you ask people to describe 
confidence, you most often hear:

“Feeling like you can do it.”

“Feeling strong and capable.”

“Feeling that everything will be ok.”

“Knowing from your feelings that you’re right.”

“Not being afraid.”

“Having trust in yourself or someone else.”

Through my research, reading and analysis, I came to the conclusion that confidence may be the 
feeling result of a number of other factors that have psychological, cognitive, physical, emotional, or 
spiritual roots. So it is a “mix” of these factors that creates, builds, expands, diminishes or crushes 
confidence. And if we recognize this mix, and have ways to deconstruct and understand the various 
elements that combine to produce a feeling of confidence, then we can certainly learn ways to recover 
and rebuild our confidence when it has been shaken.

• a feeling or belief that you can do something well or succeed at something 

• a feeling or belief that someone or something is good or has the ability to succeed at something 

• the feeling of being certain that something will happen or that something is true 
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THE CHEMISTRY OF CONFIDENCE

Confidence in Four Domains
If we think about the various elements of confidence, we might break them down into four domains:

Psychological/Cognitive: Belief 
in my own ability to achieve a goal or 
act in a way that I have planned or 
intended. This includes having the 
knowledge, skills or expertise to believe 
or recognize that I am competent. This 
is also my ability to see clearly and 
objectively in a way that is considered 
rational and reasonable by others.

Emotional: Feeling the emotional 
energy of capability and trust in 
myself; feeling “above the line”—clear, 
focused, poised, balanced, courageous 
or enthusiastic.

Physical: Having the physical stance and projection of a confident state; sitting or standing with 
good posture, expressing confidence through voice, energy and assertiveness. Calm, and self-assured 
in a way that puts others at ease.

Spiritual: Recognition that many circumstances are beyond our control, but we can accept and 
respond to those circumstances with openness, resilience, and flexibility. Confidence in the spiritual 
domain does not deny the presence of fear, but enables us to “feel the fear and do it anyway.”

These four domains together make up “the chemistry of confidence”—the mix of components that 
create a state of confidence. Understanding how to mix these components, adding in a necessary 
element when confidence might be weakened, gives us the ability to call up our confidence 
whenever we need it.

Deconstructing Confidence
Let’s go back to my confidence quake story. In the table on the following page, I’ve taken apart 
my experiences, reactions and feelings to demonstrate how we might investigate the combination 
of factors that lead to the big shake up and loss of confidence. Remember, the point here is to 
remember and record, and not to judge your own (or someone else’s) response.

In the table, note how I’ve listed my self-talk (Psychological/Cognitive), my feelings (Emotional), 
my body reactions (Physical), and what I’m questioning about my purpose or passions (Spiritual). 
“Spiritual” can be different for each person. It may include religious or spiritual beliefs, or it may be 
simply “the long view” of our life.
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Examining My Confidence Quake

What was my self-talk?

“They don’t know what they’re talking about.”

“They’re wrong. It’s not like that at all.”

“What was I thinking? Why did I do this?”

“They think I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“They’re going to find out I’m a fraud.”

“They have no idea how hard it’s  
been to build this business.”

“I shouldn’t have started this.”

How is it showing up in my body?

Tears

Fatigue

Low drive

Lack of motivation

Anxiety

Difficulty sleeping/too much sleeping

Lethargy

Avoidance

What am I questioning about  
my purpose or passions?

“I’m not cut out for this.”

“I don’t know if I have it in me  
to make big changes.”

“Can I be successful in a bigger way?”

“Maybe I should give up.”

“I’m tired, and this will  
require of lot of work.”

What am I feeling?

Vulnerable
Uncomfortable

Attacked
Exposed
Defensive
Blamed

Incompetent
Fraudulent

Guilty
Fear

Write a short summary of a “Confidence Shake” or “Confidence Quake” that you’ve experienced. 
What was the situation? How did it affect you? Was it a rattle, a shake or a quake? Why?

Psychological

Physical

Emotional

Spiritual
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Record your reactions/responses to your Confidence Quake in each of the categories below.

Psychological

Physical

Emotional

Spiritual

What was my self-talk?

How is it showing up in my body? What am I questioning about  
my purpose or passions?

What am I feeling?

After completing the table, do you have any observations or insights about this? Do you see any 
patterns or opportunities that you weren’t aware of before? 

PRACTICE
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CONFIDENCE RECOVERY
The important thing to remember about confidence is that it’s not a static condition. That is, most 
people don’t have an equal level of confidence for all situations across time. Confidence goes up and 
down in response to the circumstances of our lives—both internal and external. What is critical to 
understand is that we can influence our confidence level and build confidence by taking proactive 
steps toward recovery. We might think of these actions as “antidotes” to the confidence shakes, 
rattles, and quakes.

It is likely that you already have some skills and tools for recovery. Take a look at the table below for 
some ideas that might be effective antidotes in each of the four areas:

Building Psychological Confidence

• Gather evidence of past successes

• Use “The Frame” to see  
things accurately

• Build expertise or technical knowledge

• Master new skills

• Set and achieve challenging goals

• Invite feedback or consultation

• Practice not being “right” more often

• Tame your Lizard Brain

Building Physical Confidence

• Improve your posture

• Learn to speak more assertively

• Practice walking, standing, “power 
posing” with confidence

• Role-play potential conflict  
situations ahead of time

• Get enough exercise, rest and nutrition

• Learn “reset” techniques to rest or 
distract your brain under stress

• Dress your best. Wear something that  
makes you feel more professional

Building Emotional Confidence

• Increase emotional self-awareness;  
use “The Line”

• Allow time to let high-alert  
emotions fade

• Find ways to train your brain toward 
happiness and positive thinking

• Practice breathing or meditation

• Start a regular gratitude practice

• Build trust and connection with others

• Practice mindfulness

• Increase your comfort with vulnerability by 
reading or viewing inspiring stories

Building Spiritual Confidence

• Practice letting go of control in 
situations where outcomes are  

less important

• Meditate, pray, breathe, take a break

• “Step into the mystery”-get more 
comfortable with ambiguity

• Become less attached to material 
things, status, what other people think

• Focus on the present; stop worrying
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In the table below, list some ideas in each of the four boxes that would work for you. These might be 
things that have worked successfully for you in the past, or new ideas you can see yourself trying.

How Will You Do It?
Looking back at the ideas above, you should recognize that some will be easier than other for you, and 
choosing a starting place is largely personal. For example, I know that attempting to build psychological 
confidence for myself is just not possible if I have not allowed my emotions to settle and re-center. 
And it’s easier for me to practice physical antidotes like breathing, exercise, rest, etc., first, because 
these practices often enable clearer thinking and emotion management. You probably know yourself 
better than anyone else does, so think about what has worked best for you in the past.

How Could I Build  
Psychological Confidence?

How Could I Build  
Physical Confidence?

How Could I Build  
Emotional Confidence?

How Could I Build  
Spiritual Confidence?

PRACTICE
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Build Physical 
Confidence

Sleep 7 
hours per 

night
Maintain 

good 
posture

Power  
Pose 3  

min/day

Smile!

Sing in  
the car

DESIGNING A CONFIDENCE-BUILDING PLAN
Confidence, like any other success factor, is likely a combination of nature and nurture. Some peo-
ple seem to have a natural, easy-going approach to life that makes taking risks and showing up 
around others with confidence and poise seem like it takes little to no effort. Others may struggle 
more with self-doubt, social anxiety, or self-limiting beliefs, making a show of confidence into a 
monumental effort.

A good deal of how we approach or show con-
fidence has to do with both our biology (what 
we were born with) and how we were social-
ized (what influences and messages from our 
environments stuck with us). The good news is 
that confidence, like any skill, can be built and 
developed with practice and time. And like the 
muscles in our body, our core confidence can 
be built through exercises and practices even 
when we haven’t experienced a rattle, shake or 
quake. In fact, building confidence should be 
an everyday practice, because we never know 
when a shake will rock us, and having a strong 
base layer makes recovery so much easier.

In the blank circles on the following page, list what practices you will use to build a strong core 
of confidence. Use the example below as a guide:

PRACTICE
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Psychological Confidence

Physical Confidence

Emotional Confidence

Spiritual Confidence

MY CONFIDENCE BUILDING PLAN
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Villa Leadership is a Registered Trademark of Villa Leadership Group LLC

Villa Leadership Group is a consulting firm that fosters cultures of balance through 
strategic consulting, leadership and team development programs, and executive and 
career coaching in forward-thinking organizations. 

Our core program, Villa Leadership, is a women’s professional leadership and career 
development program that enables participants to discover their individual strengths 
and develop the confidence, clarity, and energy they need to pursue their “next”— 
position, promotion, or pursuit.

For more information and resources, visit our website at www.VillaLeadership.com

At Villa Leadership, we want everyone to  
have access to a community of inspiration where  

women are supporting other women. 

Please visit our blog at www.ourvillanetwork.com
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