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In Part 1, I discussed a general approach to assertiveness, an attitude that can help you successfully negotiate many situations, both everyday and more problematic. In Part 2, I laid out a formula that can help you establish and maintain boundaries, and I also talked about some of the fears that might stand in the way of your acting. Here in Part 3, I will discuss the act of courage, which will be necessary to overcome your fears of adopting and practicing an assertive approach to life. 

Confidence and Courage
To begin with, I want to differentiate between confidence and courage. Confidence and courage are not only not the same, they are, in fact, antitheses. Confidence is defined as a conviction that your efforts will be effective, so it is characterized by a lack of fear. By contrast, courage, or the need for it, arises from situations in which the outcome is far from certain, and the risks are often great. It is defined, therefore, not as fearlessness, but as action in the face of fear.
Confidence emerges primarily from experience. Generally, you develop the conviction that you can do something due to your having successfully done similar things in the past. Think, for instance, about driving a car. When you first got in one, you were probably nervous. Maybe your father was there with you, and you didn’t want to screw up. Even if you were in the largest parking lot around, you were still afraid of hitting a lamppost or another car or the side of a building. Now, years later, you drive your car, talk on the phone, drink a cup of coffee, admire the girl on the street corner, and shake your head at the other bad drivers, all at the same time. You have confidence in your driving ability. 
If we go back to that very first driving experience, however, when you were so anxious, we have to ask: what allowed you to overcome your fears and step on the gas? You had zero confidence at that point, so the answer is courage, which leads to the observation that confidence and courage are opposing but balancing phenomena. The more confidence you have, the less courage you need; the less confidence you have, the more courage you need. 
Now I want to talk about what courage is and isn’t, and how you can help yourself to be more courageous. First, and I said this before, courage is not fearlessness, it is action in the face of fear. In fact, if you don’t feel fear, you don’t need courage at all. 
Second, since courage is action, it is not a quality of someone’s character, like, say, introversion or amiability. It is a function of an individual in context, and therefore it can happen that someone who is generally quite fearful and often acts in cowardly ways can exhibit great courage in specific situations. The opposite is true as well: a normally courageous person can run from his fears if the circumstances overwhelm him.
Third, unlike confidence, which can be faked, but not willed, courage cannot be faked, but it can be summoned and aided. That is, you can try to appear confident, but not courageous. Courage is defined by what you do, not how you feel or appear, so you don’t need to be confident to act. In fact, you can (and often are) scared shitless, and you can still will your feet forward. To quote the title of a well-known self-help book, “Feel the fear and do it anyway.”
As a rule, it would be helpful, and we would feel better about ourselves, if we were a bit more courageous. So, what makes it easier to act courageously? To my mind, there are two categories of helpful processes: those that increase the motivation to act and those that decrease the barriers to action; that is, they either facilitate courage or reduce the level of fear. Let me describe these one at a time.

Reducing Fear
To decrease the level of fear you feel and thereby lessen obstacles to action, there are several approaches you might consider. These are a few, although there are doubtless many more. 
Lower the bar. To reduce fear, try dropping the goal level, at least the initial one. For instance, if you want to learn to approach women, rather than pushing yourself to ask out a supermodel in front of all her friends, go talk to a woman with a dog sitting on a park bench. You will still be anxious, but maybe not frozen with fear. Eventually, of course, you want to be able to approach that supermodel, but as a first step, a lower goal makes things easier, and less courage will be needed. In addition, the reduced emotional stakes entailed will allow you to tolerate rejection, should it come your way, and try again, rather than sinking into the kind of self-loathing and despair that is often the price of high-stakes failure.  
Take things in stages. Related to the above, breaking the goal into pieces, or graduated steps, can help reduce fear. Again, using the example of approaching a beautiful woman, don’t require that you do so your first time out. Find a club or a bar or a coffee shop that seems like a reasonably target-rich environment and go there more than once. Don’t make yourself do anything. Just get used to the place. That’s step one. After you find yourself comfortable there, go to step two: walk around and say hello to people. Don’t try to hit on anyone. Just be friendly and get accustomed to talking to strangers. For step three, you might focus on women, chatting with them without any attempt to get phone numbers or dates. Finally, step four, you ask a woman for her number. Obviously, this process takes more time than moving immediately into pickup action, but it allows for a graduated habituation and breaks the need for courage into smaller, more manageable increments. 
Process orientation. Rather than focusing on the ultimate goal (which might not, after all, deliver what it appears to promise,) put your attention on the process. Shift from “Will I get that girl (or job, or house, or car?”) to “How well am I going about doing this?” In any case, you can only do your best, and working on improving your skills in any area will make your best better over time. It will also move you away from the focus on the stakes entailed in failure, since you will experience your actions as part of a learning process, rather than tied to a life-or-death outcome.
Redefine success. Don’t imagine you’re going to have a beautiful woman hanging all over you just because you worked up the courage to approach her. Many results are possible, from outright rejection to full frontal engagement, because the other person has something to say about what will occur. So, consider it a success ahead of time just to make the approach, or jump off the diving board, or apply for the job. By redefining success in terms of what you can actually do, rather than by what you hope to win, you will succeed much more than you fail. 
The three second rule. This approach was developed, I believe, as part of The Mystery Method and is based on the psychological truth that people feel more fear when they think about a frightening action than when they are actively engaged in it. If you see a beautiful woman you want to approach, or if you are confronted with anything else you fear to do, say, jumping off a bungee platform, do it within the first three seconds of facing the goal. That way, you will be moving into action before you become fully aware of how dangerous it is, and before you fully feel the petrifying fear that nails your feet to the floor.  
Turn the tables. When facing a frightening interpersonal goal, we can’t help wondering “What will she (or he) think of me?” and as often as not, we get the answer from our inner critic, “Not much, Pal.” If possible, shift outwards, rather than inwards. Ask yourself, “What do I think of her? What does she have besides beauty?” Or, if it is a job interview, “What can this company offer me? Why should I work here, rather than somewhere else?” Taking this approach keeps fear at a lower level by distracting you from self-evaluation and enhancing your healthy skepticism, which grounds you in the moment and makes you appear far less desperate and needy. 
Worst case scenario. When going into scary situations, we all have catastrophic notions about what might happen to us. We try to push these images out of our head, but for many of us, they just keep coming back. In that case, a paradoxical approach can sometimes help. Focus on the worst-case scenario. Bring it out into the open. Take it to its extreme. For example: “If I approach that woman, and she shoots me down, everyone in the club will see what a loser I really am. Then, after word gets around about my essential defectiveness and unlovability, no one will want anything to do with me. I won’t get a woman, I’ll lose my job, and I’ll wind up dying cold and lonely in a refrigerator box under a freeway overpass; or sleeping forever on my parents’ sofa.” You get the idea. Once you’ve gone as far as you can go, shrug and accept your fate. Say to yourself, “OK, if that’s what’s going to happen, let’s get it over with,” and move into action. If you’re truly prepared for the worst, it can only go better than that.

Acting Courageously
In addition to the approaches above that reduce the level of fear to be overcome, there are also things you can do that may help augment your capacity to act in the face of fear. 
Compare the costs. It is a commonplace observation that growth takes place when the cost of remaining the same is greater than the cost of changing. You can compare the costs yourself in any given situation. Will you pay a greater price by standing still and not taking that risk than you will by facing your fear and acting anyway? Chances are the answer is yes. You might have a few moments of pain if that hot model shoots you down, but you will almost certainly beat yourself up for days after chickening out. 
Admit your fear. Allow yourself to feel your fear and name it but recognize it for what it is: a feeling, not a fact. Normalize it: if you’re in a potentially dangerous situation (which can be physical and/or emotional,) it is only natural to be scared. Fear is a universal mechanism for letting us know to take care and watch out for potential threats to our well-being. However, it is only fear, and when it is named as such, and when the danger is named as well, it is often easier to overcome. 
Public pronouncements. By saying to others, “I am going to do this” (approach that woman, quit smoking, go out on that audition,) you have made a commitment to take that action, and your friends and colleagues are going to ask you about your success or failure. In fact, you might ask them to hold you accountable by asking you about it in the future. With their inevitable eyes upon you, it will be that much easier to grit your teeth and move into action. 
The wingman. Having a friend or ally in the battle with you can help you find the courage to act. He is on your side, and he can push you toward the object of your desire. He can listen to your fears and help you move past them. He can even take actions to remove obstacles that might otherwise stop you in your tracks. For instance, he might go talk to the group of women that contains the one you’d like to meet, and once he does, it will be far easier for you to go join him than it would have been for you to approach the group alone.  
Change the subject. Often, in frightening social situations, the voices in your head begin chattering non-stop. An inner critic tells you, “You can’t do it. She’d never go out with someone like you.” You try to respond, “Yes, I can,” and the critic responds, “OK, Big Shot, show me.” Then you wither: “No, I guess you were right. I can’t,” and you go home alone. To get out of this mortifying dialogue, switch the subject from “I” and “you” to “we” and “us.” This puts all the voices on the same team. “We can do it” is more activating than “I can do it.” You feel less alone, more supported, and unconflicted. Everyone is working together to achieve a common goal. 
Internal father. Many men grow up with fathers who are abusive, absent, passive, or subservient to their wives, or without fathers at all. Consequently, these men have no role models for how to be a good man; and without good role models, those young men cannot internalize a useful father voice, one that is strong, decisive, clear, honest, compassionate, wise, and kind, one that can help them when they feel afraid. You may be one of those men, but all hope is not lost. You can put together a good father voice. You can use role models from books, movies, TV shows, or the people you know in real life. You can even put together several role models, a process I call “building a Frankenfather.” You can also imagine you are your own father or the father to a frightened child. What would you say to that child? You would probably encourage him to buck up and act. You would say that he will live and learn and grow from the experience, and that whatever happens, you’ll be there with him. Always. 
The bullet holes go in the front. I once read the statement of a hero from World War II. His unit was pinned down in a field by a battery of German machine guns, and many men were get hit. Then he was hit as well, and he thought to himself, “I’m going to die here.” Then he thought, “Well, if I am going to die, when they find my body, I want the bullet holes to be in the front, not the back.” In other words, he wanted to die fighting, not running away. So, he moved forward and single-handedly took out three German machine gun emplacements and allowed his unit to advance. For that he won the Congressional Medal of Honor.
I am already dead. This is a tricky one. It comes from Bushido, the Way of the Warrior, a code of conduct developed and practiced by the Samurai of feudal Japan. It does not mean, “Since I’m (figuratively) dead, nothing matters, and I give up in despair.” It also does not mean, “Since I am (figuratively) dead, I can do anything I want, and nothing can harm me.” It means, “Since I am (figuratively) dead, my actual, physical death is of no consequence, so I need not fear it. I will go into battle, do my best for my Shogun, and whatever will come I accept.” These are words to live by. I try to live by them every day.
[bookmark: _GoBack]I hope that one or more of these ideas help you. Buck up. Take the plunge. You’ll survive, and you’ll doubtless be better for it.
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