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HOW TO Self-Talk

OVERVIEW
No matter who you are, the words you use matter. Your words can move others to tears or inspire them 
to set a personal record. Your words can encourage a teammate to keep pushing through hardship, or 
help them walk away from a harmful situation. Words can have power on a grand scale— think speeches, 
books, ground-breaking papers— and words can have an impact on what you want to have for lunch. 
Your words also shape how you understand the situations around you. Your thoughts form a narrative, 
or story, about your life and the world, and that shapes how you act. For example, two people can see 
the same events and come away with completely different perceptions of what occurred and different 
ideas about what it all meant. Not because different things happened, but because they told themselves 
different stories about what happened. The facts are the same, but the context of each individual’s 
experience leads to different perspectives. 
This is even more true as a leader— how we talk to ourselves about the situations in and around us shape 
how we will lead, and the experience of those we lead. A leader needs to understand how to self-talk 
positively, and accurately, so that they can lead positively and accurately. 

The Stories We Tell Ourselves

Self-affirmation
You’ve likely said incredibly cruel and hurtful things to yourself in the past—things you would never even 
consider saying to another person, especially someone that you care about. 
That’s a problem. Not because we want to say cruel things to those we dislike, but because the cruel things 
you say to yourself cause self-doubt and uncertainty. They prevent you from seeing the best in yourself. And 
when you can’t see the best in you, it’s hard to see the best in others. 
In 2009, researchers at the University of California at Santa Barbara conducted an experiment to determine 
the benefit of self-affirmations in helping to reduce exam anxiety among university undergraduates. A self-
affirmation is nothing more than a positive statement that reinforces a truth. 

The study found that students who completed just two value-related self-affirmations during the two weeks 
leading up to the exam were less stressed than students from a control group. Our words change how we 
perform! Imagine how much better you could lead if you spoke positive, truth statements to yourself, instead 
of negative, false statements! So how do we do it?

Writing self-affirmations can be a little daunting at first, so here are a few tips to help:
1. Start with “I” or “My.” Affirmations are statements you make about you. You’re not talking about 

someone else, or something else, acting in your life. You’re talking about your choice to focus on the 
positive aspects of at the core of your life. For example, if your negative thought is “I’m not as good of a 
captain as her...” the affirmation could be “I will do my best to lead my teammates today.”

2. Avoid negatives. Make sure you aren’t using words like: “don’t”, “won’t”, “can’t”. These words will 
weaken your affirmation because it still puts your brain focusing on the negatives that you want to 
overcome instead of the positives that you are looking towards. Instead of, “I won’t oversleep and be 
behind on my day.” Say, “I will wake up at 6:15am to prepare for my day.”
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3. Keep it short and simple. You want something that you can remember easily enough to repeat 
often without having to refer to the written version. Affirmations work best when they’re spoken as 
a daily assertion of intent. The repetition of your intention makes your mind give it more weight and 
consideration. 

Self-affirmations make it easier to turn negative thoughts to positive statements whenever you encounter 
them in the future.  

Throw away trash-thoughts
You would never let your trash can overflow into your bedroom—sleeping in a big pile of three week old 
pizza boxes. Yet, so often we live and lead with old, gross, trashy thoughts. Another way to affirm positive 
truth in your life is to trash your trash-thoughts.

Throw away negative thoughts. Whenever you have a negative thought, jot it down on a small slip of 
paper. Then, on a second slip of paper, write a positive statement contradicting or amending the negative 
thought you just had. Then, make a choice: do you want to keep and carry around a negative, trashy 
thought? Or the true, affirming thought? When you trash the trashy-thought, you physically refute, destroy, 
and dispose of the negative thought. 

Save positive thoughts for a rainy day. For that positive statement you held onto, keep a container at 
home to store positive thoughts and statements. A glass jar or plastic container would work well. Whenever 
you are feeling down or struggling to remain positive, look back through the positive statements you have 
gathered. This helps you keep the positives front and center. 

This exercise will help you let go of the negative or hurtful things you say to yourself and turn them into 
positives that can help encourage you long after the negative that sparked it has been forgotten.

**Another variation of this exercise could be to text yourself, or to use sticky notes on your mirror.

Questions
1. What cruel or hurtful things have you said to yourself? How would you respond if you heard another 

person say that to a close friend or family member?

2. How do these negative, trashy thoughts affect your ability to perform and lead?

3. Why do you say cruel or hurtful things to yourself? Or, what reasoning do you give yourself to justify the 
negative self-talk?

4. What negative, or trashy thoughts are pervasive on your team or in your locker room

5. For one of the cruel things you’ve said about yourself or your teammates feel, write two positive self-
affirmations.
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The Stories We Tell Others
Even leaders aren’t immune to the temptation to wear masks around other people. You really want to fit in, 
or you fear the real you will be rejected and so you put up a front. It’s not an easy task to put yourself, your 
real self, out there for the world to see and judge. There is an urge to tell others false stories to make yourself 
look better or to impress them. But the truth is, the best you to put forward, and the best you to lead with, is 
the real you. 

The “Best You” or a “Copy of You”
Carbon copy slips were the quickest way to make a copy of a document back in ye olden days. The copies 
were helpful, but never as helpful as the original. They were always faded, smudged, and you knew they 
were just a copy. Don’t try to be a second-rate copy of someone else. Be the best you.

The best you doesn’t need to pretend. Energy spent pretending to be someone you are is energy double-
wasted. 1) It wastes your teammates’ energy because they see through your mask; 2) it wastes your time 
and energy because that is time and energy not spent fine tuning your gifts. The best you doesn’t need 
to pretend to be who you are aren’t, or being a fanci-field version of you. The best you is authentic, true, 
flawed, and comfortable with it. 

The best you is becoming. Okay, maybe you aren’t sure who you are or where you should look to figure it 
out. Good news! Who you are is already there inside of you. And everything you’ve experienced, done, and 
learned, as well as the things you want to experience, do, and learn help to reveal it. The process of growth 
and life helps reveal who you are and who you are becoming. 

The best you is OK giving people a chance. Maybe you know exactly who you are, but you don’t believe 
the world will accept it. Let people surprise you. The best you is willing to give people a chance. If you open 
up, you allow yourself the opportunity to see that people are more accepting than you might be giving them 
credit for. You don’t have to hide who you are. And, you just might inspire someone else to live out their best 
selves, too! 
 
How to Become the Best You
There are lots of steps we can take to make sure the story we are telling others is the story of our best selves, 
but here are three that maybe you haven’t considered:

• Letting your inner child out. As you age, the world will frequently and emphatically tell you to grow up, 
stop acting like a child, and get it together. But there are traits little kids have that you might want to hold 
onto, such as: being authentic, saying what you mean, asking questions, and playing (or dancing) like no 
one’s watching.

• Giving yourself permission to be bad at something. There is something incredibly freeing about just 
throwing your hands up and saying “Let’s go stink at this!” You spend so much time focusing on being 
the best in class, on the field, and at home, that sometimes you just need to do something poorly. For 
example, if stick figures are your GOAT drawings, spend some time with a pen and paper just sketching 
randomness. Have fun, don’t take it seriously, and feel free to recycle the paper at the end.

• Moving beyond fear. Letting others see the real you can be scary, but it gets easier with practice. On 
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the other side of your fear of being ridiculed, rejected, or cast out, you’ll find a new sense of freedom 
and happiness. So don’t let fear keep you from showing the world the real you. The world needs your 
authenticity.

The ultimate goal is to lead as the best version of you, and the best version of yourself is found by living 
authentically. Don’t fall into the temptation of projecting yourself as someone you aren’t, or pretending to 
be better (or worse) than you really are. People will always follow authentic people further than they will 
flashy resumes. 

Questions
1. How does being yourself benefit others? What can only you bring that can help others or brighten 

someone’s day?

2. What holds you back from being yourself? What is one small step you can take today to overcome that 
obstacle?

3. How does it make you feel when you know someone is pretending to be who they are not?

4. How is pretending to be someone you aren’t detrimental to yourself and your team?

The Stories Others Tell Themselves 
You never know what someone is saying to himself in his head. Part of a leader’s role is helping others to see 
their potential and to see the best in themselves. Ofcourse, each person is responsible for controlling their own 
narrative, but there are steps you can take to help a teammate get a handle on switching the story from negative 
to positive. For example, you can help them recognize and alter the narrative in their head, and you can give 
genuine compliments that point out the best in them.

How to Help Others See the Best in Themselves
Leaders who are aware of their own stories and in control of the narrative of their lives are in a position to help 
others do the same. You can help your teammates overcome the negative stories they tell themselves, so that 
they can see the best in themselves the way that you do. Here are a few simple ways to accomplish this: 

Be available. Sometimes the only thing you need to do is be a warm body with an attention span longer than a 
snap. A willing ear and an encouraging word goes a long way when someone is stuck in self-doubt. Ensure your 
teammates know that they can trust you to listen without judgment. 

Challenge untrue beliefs and negative self-talk. When the voice in your head is telling you that you’re terrible, 
no good, and a waste of space, it’s hard to think positive. That’s when a little outside help comes in handy. 
Remind your friend why those statements are untrue, and help them find correct affirmations they can repeat to 
chase away the negative self-talk.

Remind them of their strengths. Your teammate might not think their “thing” is a big deal or is as cool as 
someone else’s talent, but everyone has something that makes them unique. Let them know that their skills, talents, 
and hobbies are a big deal to you. Encourage them to cultivate that talent and see where they can take it.
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When a teammate is fighting negative narratives, they may need an outside perspective to help them overcome 
self-doubt and see the amazing person they are, as you see them. 

How to Give Good Compliments
A sincere, well-delivered compliment makes people feel good. It also helps them recognize the good traits about 
themselves that make them special. Giving good compliments takes practice, but here are a few tips to help you 
get rolling:

• Be aware. Did your classmate crush it on the last exam? Did your mom have a big project at work that she 
just finished? Did your teammate set a new personal goal? Compliment the things that you notice. Noticing 
requires that you be aware of the people around you, the things they are doing, the way they behave, and 
even changes in their appearance.

• Be specific. A general comment may be appreciated, but it means more if you’re specific about what you 
admire. For example, instead of saying “you’re a good listener,” specify that you admired and appreciated 
how well the person listened when you were having a bad day.

• Consider the why. Motives are at the heart of a sincere compliment as compared to insincere flattery. Are 
you giving the compliment to make fun of the other person or to make yourself feel good? Are you hoping 
they will compliment you in turn? To give better compliments, you need to have a pure motive.

• Focus on the receiver. Sometimes people give compliments either expecting or hoping for one in return. 
That negates the purpose of giving compliments and cheapens the experience for both of you. Remember: 
complimenting someone is not about you or making yourself feel good. It’s about brightening someone 
else’s day.

Compliments are a simple way to show your appreciation for others and remind them of their best qualities. By 
giving good, genuine compliments, you help others see the good, valuable characteristics they possess, so they 
can see it, too.

Questions
1. Do you find it easier to see the untruth in stories you tell yourself when someone else points it out first? 

Why or why not?

2. Why is it important to be specific when pointing out the best in others and giving compliments? How 
does specificity make the statement more impactful?

3. Do you give compliments frequently? Why or why not? How do you feel when you give compliments?



2 W o r d s  C h a r a c t e r  D e v e l o p m e n t  •  L E A D  •  S e a s o n  2  •  M o n t h  4

L E A D  •  S E A S O N  2  •  M O N T H  4

HOW TO Self-Talk

Conclusion
Your self-talk is driven by the narratives that your brain tells itself to make sense of the world around you. 
The narratives can be positive or negative, and you have the power to control which it is. The stories you tell 
yourself and others determine how your life will play out. Doesn’t it make more sense to make the stories 
positive than negative?

In this workbook, you’ve learned how to rewrite your personal narrative, write self-affirmation statements, to be 
your best-self and to recognize that you are enough. You’ve also learned how to help others change the narrative 
they tell themselves and how to give better compliments. All of these aspects are important for the ultimate goal 
of teaching you how to self-talk. 

As a leader, you have a responsibility to help others see the best in themselves and reach their full potential. 
Before you can help others, you need to get a handle on your own narratives and recognize the best in yourself.  

Resource: “Psychological Vulnerability and Stress: The Effects of Self-Affirmation on Sympathetic Nervous 
System Responses to Naturalistic Stressors” by Sherman, Bunyan, Cresswell, and Jaremka, from the 
American Psychological Association (APA)

http://www.projectclose.com/documents/Sherman%20et%20al%202009.pdf
http://www.projectclose.com/documents/Sherman%20et%20al%202009.pdf

