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>>> respect.” The more we build ourselves, 
the less these people come around  
us,’ says Ashdown.

I talk through a few unpleasant 
experiences from my past: a colleague 
who repeatedly cut me down with 
disparaging comments in meetings; 
and a manager who, when I made a tiny 
mistake, sent me a disproportionately 
unpleasant email, which left me  
in terror of doing my job, for fear  
of getting anything wrong again.

‘It is 100 per cent not OK to do  
those things in that way,’ Ashdown 
reassures me. ‘Remember that the 
people who behave like this are much 
more insecure than you are. They’re 
terrified.’ She speculates that the  
first colleague was projecting her  
own insecurities onto me – and, it  
is true, her cutting remarks related  
to shortcomings that were more  
hers than mine. And the manager? 
‘Very insecure. I feel sorry for him.’ 

I read Ashdown’s book on building 
confidence and, before too long, I am 
putting my new skills to the test with 
a difficult client. I need to ask her 
some details about a project, and she 
is snappy, clearly irritated by my 
questions. My shame-dread response 
kicks in and I feel stupid, but I pull 
myself up. Why am I giving myself  
a hard time? I need to speak to this 
woman to do the job that she has hired 
me to do. I swallow my instinct to 
placate her or apologise and say,  
‘Why not call me when you have time 
to discuss this?’ She backs down.

Ashdown gives me some parting 
advice: ‘Don’t let another person’s 
thoughts and actions define you.  
In the morning, wrap yourself in 
imaginary Teflon. Remind yourself 
that, whatever you come across, 
nothing is going to stick to you.’
Annie Ashdown is a keynote speaker, hypnotherapist 
and coach specialising in success, and is author 
of the bestselling ‘The Confidence Factor’  
(Crimson Publishing, £12.99). annieashdown.com

Ellen Tout, Psychologies’ 
editorial assistant,  
was scared to speak  
up in meetings
For as long as I can remember, I’ve 
been ‘the quiet one’ – at school my 
reports would say, ‘Ellen should 
speak up more’. I loved to write but, 
when it came to contributing ideas 
out loud, my fear of getting it wrong 
meant I’d sit in silence. My first  
job didn’t involve speaking up and  
I became comfortable typing away 
behind my screen.

When I joined Psychologies, my 
work dynamic changed. It was a 
dream job and I felt overwhelmed 
– surrounded by confident and 
successful women. I’d sit quietly, 
overshadowed in meetings. 

So, having never spoken to a  
coach before, I contacted Kay White.  
In my first session, we talk about  
my frame of mind and what I believe 
will happen if I do speak up. I feel 
confident on a one-to-one basis, but 

talk myself out of contributing  
in meetings; questioning that  
my ideas are not good enough. 

White suggests that I imagine 
everyone has an ‘invisible sign’ 
around their neck which says ‘make 
me feel important’. She points out 
that people are more interested in 
themselves than in spotting my 
errors. This helps me to understand 
that, if my idea isn’t taken up, it isn’t 
personal, and I find myself able to 
start thinking of meetings as a 
discussion, rather than a room full 
of people waiting to trip me up.

Often, I am so busy listening to  
my internal chatter that I miss the 
chance to take part. White says:  
‘A great tip to use in meetings is to 
repeat, in your head, everything 
that people say. That way you’re 
present in the conversation and can 
react. Listening is a powerful tool 
for speaking up.’ I find this allows me 
to focus and respond more naturally. 

I explain to White how I struggle 

“I’ve always been the quiet one”
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