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The Confidence Gap

While driving home, I recalled all the past jobs I had 
wanted and not applied for after not getting the first couple 

of jobs from interviews. I saw a recurring theme in my approach. 
I realized how my lack of ability to communicate my value had 
contributed to my current pain. With my head shaking side to 
side, I spoke to myself in the rearview mirror: “Carole, you’ve 
never answered the most important questions!”

My mind wandered back to the following memories. When 
asked, “Can you share an example of how you perform at work?” 

“Can you clearly identify where your talent has been of value?” “Do 
you know how you are perceived positively by others?” I would 
simply list the successes I had achieved, note the rewards accepted, 
or recite performance-review results. This is what I came to learn 
is simply providing side information or no information at all. In 
truth, I wasn’t prepared to answer them correctly.

Looking back and culminating all my time in human 
resources interviewing others for job openings, I can now deci-
pher how I, and many others, were making the same mistake. The 
following questions are only examples, but these questions are at 
the crux of your self-awareness and knowledge of how well you 
can communicate your performance and your influence.

The Three Questions

1. “Can you share an example of how well you perform at work?”
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When asked, I would fumble around in my head. You know 
that feeling. You’re literally reaching through cobwebs up there to 
recall any facts you’ve been given from compliments, prior perfor-
mance reviews, or praise from a client. You are searching for other 
people’s words.

I would come up with an example of a project I worked on 
and explain the details, as if the interviewer would pull out of that 
what I did well. When I was still met with wanting expressions 
from the interviewer, they would ask follow-up questions to pull 
it out of me.

What they really needed to hear was my understanding of 
which skills and talents I specifically offered and how that experi-
ence allowed me to bring more skills and talents to the new role.

Basically, I wasn’t answering the question. Even when I would 
regurgitate any compliments, reviews, and praise, I wasn’t speaking 
in first person—I was offering words of other people.

How did I know how well I performed at work? I know 
I worked hard and delivered results. I knew I got praise. I knew 
I helped the clients get the results they wanted, but I didn’t know 
specifics. And specifics are what helps our confidence hold on to 
the positives about ourselves. Without specifics, it’s hard to hear 
the great things we do. And specifics are individual.

Take Sean.
Sean sat dejected. He came and slumped down on the chair 

facing my desk. The desk I used when I was on site, hired as 
the HR consultant. He had just finished a meeting regarding his 
performance, which was solid. I didn’t understand his mood.

“Sean, what gives? You seem confused by the results you 
received. What questions do you have?”

“I don’t get it. I’ve been busting my butt, and I can’t figure out 
why I keep getting a rating of four out of five when I know I’m 
worthy of top ratings. And”—he paused—“I was hoping for a raise.”

“Sean, what questions did you ask to find out how to get up 
to the rating of the five you want?”
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After several moments replied, “After I looked at the ratings 
on the report they handed me, I think I froze. My mind just started 
to go back over all I do and what they expected. I just couldn’t 
comprehend what wasn’t good enough to get the highest marks. 
I mean, I feel like I kill myself and go above and beyond all the 
time. What are they expecting for me to move the needle from a 
four to a five if I’m not already doing it?”

I asked again if he had thought to ask them about this during 
the review, and he shook his head. “I actually thought they would 
tell me, but all they did was tell me how well my work was received 
and how much they appreciated me.”

I looked at him. “Do you remember what they said about 
what you do well and what they appreciate about you?”

He shrugged. “Seemed to be the same stuff that I know I do 
well—but now I don’t believe them, because it doesn’t seem to be 
good enough to get the highest marks, so I don’t even know why 
to keep trying or what to do better. With the four rating, I didn’t 
even bother to ask for a raise. I’m not sure what to do.”

I recognized Sean’s plight.
He had become deaf to what he did well. He wanted to know 

how to be the best at what he did, and the gap between the ratings 
he received and what was said didn’t line up. At least not enough 
for him to be inspired to hear them. He was discouraged, and 
when this happens, great talent like Sean start to look elsewhere 
for growth and success.

now let’s contrast this with another type of experience. 
Meet John.

Early in his military career, John walked in for his perfor-
mance review with his boss. A prepared stay-on-top-of-it kind 
of guy, John was proactive, aware, and looking for growth. The 
military has a formal progression system of promotion, yet if one 
is not careful, time can run out to obtain all the steps required to 
be ready for advancement. not John. He was methodical, careful, 
and open and eager to learn how to move forward with leadership 
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skills. He had also been to many other performance reviews and 
was anticipating more of the same. He received a surprise! His boss 
had taken the typical 0 to 10 rating scale used for performance 
reviews, marked out the 0, and put in a 9.

Recognizing John’s surprise, his boss offered, “John, you are 
already doing everything to a hard nine of excellence, so I wanted 
to use this time to identify the small nuances we can implement 
for you to get from a nine to a ten every time, every day, and with 
every person you lead.”

John was so impressed with how helpful this method of 
review was that he put the same technique into practice for every 
performance review he gave to those on his own team.

From that day forward, John marked out the 0 to establish 
the excellence baseline and work on tweaking the right things. 
Like John, who came out of that review able to appreciate what 
he already was doing well and have new information to use, the 
people he led from that day forward were rewarded with the same 
experience.

Unlike Sean, John was given specific information verbally. 
Where Sean’s confidence took a hit, John’s was elevated. John didn’t 
need to implement the approach and formula I’m offering in this 
book—he was provided the information he needed and could use 
it so well that he was able to do the same for others.

In contrast, Sean’s situation highlights what can happen when 
one is not prepared to ask for the information needed. Sean felt 
personally shunned when he saw his ratings. He resigned shortly 
after his performance review to work with a competitor, still unpre-
pared to step into the conversations around performance. After 
Sean’s departure, I was able to sit down and discuss aspects of the 
performance review with his supervisor. (Confidentiality of Sean’s 
conversation prevented me from being direct with his manager at 
the time, yet I urged them to have a deeper conversation on what 
Sean’s performance added to the team. I may never know if that 
conversation happened, but upon Sean’s departure, I did sit down 
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and discuss aspects of the performance review that potentially led 
to this outcome.)

The supervisor had been surprised at Sean’s departure yet 
respected his desire to move on to new challenges. He never realized 
that Sean’s departure had been provoked due to the performance 
review or that the lack of information about rating numbers would 
have such a profound effect on someone as high performing as 
Sean. And yes, Sean’s boss was one of those leaders who believed 
that if you gave anyone the top mark on any aspect of their job, 
they would become complacent and unmotivated.

I was able to explain that most employees, once they’ve hit 
the top mark, are expecting the goal post to move—meaning that 
the next top mark to hit presents more challenge. This provides a 
win-win for both employee and supervisor. He hadn’t ever looked 
at it that way.

If Sean had been prepared to answer any of the questions 
in this chapter, before his review, he might have been able to ask 
better questions to identify if the employer felt the same way. 
Without the specifics he was looking for to support his idea of 
his success, his shaken confidence made him feel as if he needed 
to move on.

I imagine this happens often to many of us. At least I hear 
about it often. When the desire exists to help people communicate 
their value, clarifying the specifics that resonate with them matters.

2. “Can you clearly identify where your talent has been of value?”
I dreaded this question. Mainly because it would stump me 

when asked. OK, not entirely. I knew which projects my efforts 
and skills had helped produce great results for, and I could answer 
that part of the question. But if a follow-up question pushed me 
to express the value of my talent, I was at a loss. Even the most 
benign question like “Which skill do you feel was valued the 
most in the project?” left me fumbling for an answer. I was still 
dependent upon words other people had offered.
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Like the first question’s dilemma, I was still dependent upon 
whatever praise was still floating around in my head. I hadn’t inten-
tionally paid attention to how other people valued my talent—at 
least not enough to recognize it as that. I also didn’t know how to 
ask for that type of information. I would defer back to thinking 
about what I had been paid and why. That’s not useful. Why? 
Because your value is not always the price tag.

Your Value = Your Superhero powers
What are Superhero powers? If you considered all the super-

heroes, like the ones we’ve read about in comic strips, seen in 
movies and shows, or portrayed in real life, Superhero powers are 
used to help others. The opposite of superheroes are villains who 
use their powers to hurt others.

Since we are not functioning out of a comic strip or movie, 
we get to rely on our natural strengths. What you do naturally 
is considered a natural strength, fueled by how you think, what 
motivates you, and where you get your energy in all you do. 
Your strengths show up at work. When they are used to help 
others, you get credited for the value they bring to the team. 
That value becomes what you are known for—these become your 
Superhero powers.

For the record, the value that you and others regard as 
deserved, important, and useful can be anything you do that is 
valued by others. This value is often monetized within a work 
setting—a raise, a promotion, a bonus can often follow a job well 
done that helps the organization win new business or brilliantly 
succeed in any way. Yet how you know they value your talent isn’t 
always in the price tag. I say this because of the ongoing inequality 
of pay between genders, industries, and perceptions of supply and 
demand. Don’t estimate your value solely on what you’ve been 
paid or offered. It’s a false foundation.

So how do you find out this novel value superhero quality 
information? That’s what I wanted to know too!

So did Claire.
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Claire was up for a promotion and felt that she had answered 
the promotion board’s questions with clarity. She had been nervous, 
yes, but felt she had shared how she guided projects successfully 
to the finish line, and she’d recited the compliments received 
about exceeding client expectations. She offered how she had 
developed her team and the expectations she had placed on them 
that were met.

Claire didn’t receive the promotion.
When she was passed over for the promotion, she received 

insights from her mentor. The mentor, equally frustrated with her 
not getting the promotion, offered that the board felt she hadn’t 
been able to give them a good sense of her value and confidence 
as a leader. Clair was baffled. She pushed for more specifics. What 
she learned perplexed her.

The board had expected to hear what she could offer about 
what her team would say about her, her leadership, and what she 
felt were her shining qualities as their leader. Basically, what would 
her team brag about regarding her leadership? Or how would she 
brag about her leadership?

She fumed. And then paused. How was she supposed to offer 
this information when she didn’t have this information? How was 
she supposed to gain this information? Asking her team seemed so 
egotistical. She was stumped, confused, and disappointed. That’s 
when we started to work together.

If you are thinking that there were other ways for the board 
to gain this information from her employees, there were. That 
wasn’t the point. They were expecting her, as a leader, to be more 
confident in what she offered as a leader and to gain this informa-
tion from her team too, as a way of staying connected to her team 
and being ready to take on the additional leadership requirements 
being offered. This highlights an aspect of our work relationships 
we are not used to considering.

What do people brag about when asked, “What it’s like to 
work with us?”
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That’s a big question. And it’s one that we can’t entirely answer 
ourselves without input from others. Yes, we can brag, but it’s from 
our own perspective, which stems from our own inner ego. And 
our ego is normally aspirational in who we want to be.

It’s not like we go about our day bragging about each other 
either. no, we are normally in problem-solving mode and focused 
entirely on how to solve things—not who solved it.

The answer to the question “What is it like to work with 
you?” ultimately stems from needing to figure out how to answer 
the last question:

3. “Do you know how you are perceived positively by others?”
There is an important aspect to this question—the use of 

the word positively. And this stumps us all. Why? Because we 
don’t know how to ask for it. And when we do ask for informa-
tion about our performance, or any aspect of our work, we aren’t 
specific enough.

Sean was so discouraged during his review that he froze up 
and never asked anything. John was provided such specific infor-
mation that he never thought to ask for additional information. 
And then there was Claire being told what they needed her to offer, 
and lastly, me on that frustrating day when I didn’t know which 
questions to ask to drive the review conversation into anything 
meaningful.

When we aren’t prepared with what to ask or how to ask for 
it, we fall into the trap of letting other people tell us everything. 
I call this the “What do you think?” trap.
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Chapter 1 Questions

1. What is exciting about learning your Superhero powers?
2. If you knew your own unique superpowers, how would that 

shift your professional and personal experiences?


