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How to build confidence

OVERVIEW
There is a fine line between confidence and cockiness, between self-esteem and arrogance. The difference 
lies in the answer to this question: what does your team need? Does your team need you to bring the 
swagger and be bigger than life? Or do they need you to bring the humility and step to the side? 

A leader needs to be the right size for his team. Sometimes that means turning the swagger up to eleven 
and the willingness to pass the ball down to a five, such as when you’re being trusted with the game-
winning point. Sometimes that means turning the swagger down to a three and the humility up to an 
eleven, such as when you need to trust someone else with the game-winning point. 

You don’t have to be the biggest and the baddest all the time just because you’re a leader. When your 
team needs you to be that, be as big and bad as you can manage, but when they need you to be small 
and humble, be that instead. 

Learning how to be the right size leader for your team is going to require some surrender, some 
preparation, and some self-knowledge. If you want to be confident without being cocky, you’ll need to 
learn to surrender the outcome, get reps at confidence and humility, and know who you are. These three 
things will help you become the kind of confident that your team needs in a leader.

Surrender the Outcome
You can’t control events or their outcome, but you can control your response to both of those things. A 
confident leader responds to challenging events rather than reacting. That positive response stems from 
a win-or-learn mentality. With this mentality, you never lose because even when you fail to win, you still 
learn something from that failure.

The more that you can surrender the outcome, the more that your response to events will be focused on 
improving. The more that you improve, the greater your confidence becomes. As your confidence rises, 
it becomes easier to surrender the outcome because you know on a deeper level that trying is a win-or-
learn situation. It’s a virtuous circle that results in a more confident you. 

There are three keys to building confidence by surrendering the outcome:

1. Learn from failure. When you lose or make a mistake, that’s an opportunity for growth. Victory gives 
you much less information to go on so that you can improve. When you fail or make a mistake, 
pause and look closely at that failure. Study what happened, what you could have done differently, 
and how you can use that information in the future. This analysis helps you to shake off the loss while 
also benefiting from it through improved future performance.  

2. Practice humility. To learn from failure, you have to be humble. You can’t be arrogant about the 
failure by blaming others for the loss, or making excuses for why you failed. In that case, confidence 
has crossed the line to cockiness. Surrender requires humility. You practice humility by taking no 
more praise than you have earned and letting your actions speak for themselves. 
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3. Focus on the present. If you are worrying about the outcome while you’re still in the middle of the 
events, that’s going to affect your response to the situation, and not in a good way. If you focus on 
the outcome, it can trip you up as your mind conjures all the ways this could go wrong. Instead of 
future-tripping, focus on what you’re doing in the moment. Keep one eye on the prize, of course, 
but don’t let a focus on the outcome you want keep you from doing what needs to be done.

You can control your response to events and their outcomes, and that’s all that’s under your control. 
Respond with confidence by being willing to learn from failure, practicing humility, and focusing on the 
present moment. Work to cultivate a win-or-learn mentality rather than a win-or-lose mentality, so that 
regardless of the outcome, you’ll still win.

Questions
1. What helps you to surrender the outcome when you really want to win? 

2. Do you have a win-or-learn mentality or do you see a loss as a loss? How does your mentality affect 
your attachment to outcomes?

3. Who do you know that exhibits humility? What can you copy from their behavior to get reps at 
humility?

4. How do you balance between focusing on the present task and keeping an eye on the prize?

5. How do you avoid future-tripping about possible outcomes?

Get Reps
The more you do something, the better you get at it. When you first try something new, you aren’t going to 
be very good at it. It takes practice to get good at something. It takes day after day of reps to take you from 
newbie to expert. You don’t get to skip out on reps and still expect to become an expert. When you get reps 
at something, that naturally builds your confidence as you become better and better at it. 

Not all reps are created equal, though. Reps full of effort and intentionality will stack higher and faster than 
reps full of lethargy and inattention. The more you put into a rep, the more you will get out of it. And as your 
competence grows, your confidence grows. To build confidence steadily, make each next rep the best rep. 

Here are a few ideas for how to make your next rep the best rep.
• Create a ritual. When you set a new PR, there’s a ritual to things. You prepare a little differently, and 

there’s more hype around it. Instead of leaving all that energy for big record-setting moments, bring that 
energy to each rep. This doesn’t just apply to workouts and drills. Think about a class that you struggle 
with or a core value that you’re trying to live out daily. You can get reps for these things, too, and 
rituals can help you make the most of those reps. For example, each homework assignment, reading, 
and lecture is a rep for that class; so for your ritual, you could put on a song that gets you hype before 
starting.
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• Grab a buddy. Everybody needs a spotter and accountability partner. Find a buddy who will call you out 
for not giving 100% to each rep, and make sure you can do the same for them. Growing together is more 
fun than going it alone. And, the progress you make together will be greater because you will not push 
yourself as hard as someone who cares about you will push you. 

• Track your progress. When you have a way to see the incremental progress of each rep adding up to a 
large improvement, that gives you more motivation to keep putting in the practice to get ever better. 
You could make a chart or jot down progress in a notebook. Put it on a wall, in a book, on a dry erase 
board, or wherever you will see it and notate it frequently. It doesn’t have to be a complicated tracking 
system, just enough that you can look back and see how far you’ve come.

More reps equal more confidence. Don’t sleep on the practice because the practice is what will allow you to 
gain confidence. The more you practice something, the more confident you will become in your ability to do 
that thing under pressure. 

Questions
1. What is something you aren’t very good at but want to improve in? How can you get reps to improve?

2. When you are practicing something you aren’t good at, what keeps you from making the next rep the 
best rep? How can you counter that roadblock?

3. What rituals do you have for special events? How can you use part of that for each rep that you’re 
working on?

4. Who would you like to have as an accountability partner? Why that person?

5. How do you prefer to track your progress or how can you start tracking it? What benefits are there to 
tracking your progress besides seeing how far you’ve come?

Know Who You Are
Your character is who you are. And who you are defines what you do. When you know who you are, you 
don’t have to try to prove anything, you just live out your values because that’s who you are. When you know 
who you are, the wins don’t take you too high and the losses don’t take you too low. You stay even-keeled 
because your character, who you are, keeps you balanced on the side of confident rather than cocky.

As a team leader, you speak to team and personal values. Those values form the foundation of your 
character and come to life in your actions. Who you are cannot be hidden, at least not for long. The truth 
will always be revealed. 

A leader needs to know who they are and consistently live that identity. It can help to create “I am” 
statements that speak to who you are. These statements serve as a touchstone for those times when you 
aren’t certain of the right course of action. 

Here are three examples of “I am” statements, the meaning behind each, and how they might be 
demonstrated in daily life.

I am gritty. Your grit level is determined by your passion and perseverance in pursuit of your long-term 
goals. Grit is about being able to keep pushing forward even when it’s hard, even when you’re tired, and 
even when you just don’t feel like it. Grit helps you overcome roadblocks in the path to success. You 
demonstrate grit by finding solutions to obstacles, pushing through the hardest workouts, and simply not 
giving up.
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I am a hard worker. Hard work is the foundation of success. If you aren’t willing to put in the hard work 
required to control your response and get reps to get better, then you aren’t going to be very successful. 
You show your team how hard you work every day when you show up and give your all in practice and the 
game, as well as in the classroom. Hard work looks like making each rep the best rep and staying late or 
arriving early to get the most out of your practice.

I am reliable. When you are reliable, your team is able to count on you to get the job done both when 
it really counts and when there’s not much at stake. Being reliable is about being accountable to your 
teammates. A reliable leader shows up early, stays late, and never misses a practice. You also show your 
reliability by being present for your teammates. To be present, you have to let them know that you are 
available whenever they need you, and then actually be available when they need you.

Who you are defines what you do. When you know who you are, it shows in everything that you do. 
Knowing who you are gives you the confidence to live out your values for the world to see. At the same 
time, knowing who you are means that it doesn’t matter if the world is watching or not because you’re 
going to be the same person and live the same way anyway.

Exercise
In the space below, write five descriptors starting with “I am.” Like the traits listed above, break down the “I am” 
statement by writing what it means to you and how you live that in your daily life.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Conclusion
Confidence comes from letting go of the outcome because you know that all you can control is your response. 
Confidence comes from getting reps at things that you aren’t good at and seeing how much you improve over 
time. Finally, confidence comes from knowing who you are and living out that identity. 

A confident (but not cocky) leader is the right size for his team. When your level of confidence and humility 
match what your team needs, your effectiveness as a leader increases. 

As a leader, part of your role is determining what your team needs from you most and then finding a way to be 
that for them. If you want to be confident without being cocky, focus on what your team needs from you. If they 
need you to be bigger than life and full of swagger, then be that. But if they need you to be small and humble, 
be that instead. 


