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The purpose of heuristic research is to investigate a personal experience. It starts with a question or issue that the writer is drawn to within themselves. It is a process of self-exploration into the experience of the person, how they fit in with the world around them and what it is to be human (Moustakas, 1990). It is a subjective inquiry with a humanistic background, with an exploration into how the topic is sensed, felt and what the significance is to the person (Sultan, 2018). My chosen subject will be to explore my feelings around my self-confidence including past experiences and current and future thoughts.
Heuristic research involves six stages, including initial engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, explication and creative synthesis (Moustakas, 1990). The initial engagement and subject of my confidence was an obvious choice from the start, a light that always seems to be on, it is something that I cannot ignore. When first told about the assignment, I remember thinking “I’ll obviously talk about my confidence”. Now reflecting back, I am almost jealous that I did not have to really sit and think about what theme I could go with, what was this big deal I had about my lacking confidence? 
This piece of qualitative research will be an exploration into my process and experience with my own self-confidence. I am both researcher and participant and will present my findings about past experiences, current feelings and future thoughts that were all part of my heuristic journey. Although I have a structure in mind, the writing will be free flowing, and I will look at not only how I experience my issues with my confidence, but I will also look at how this writing process feels for me. I will start with a small review of findings about how others perceive lacking confidence and then move onto my research involving the case-study on myself. Finally, I will look into my current feelings about my confidence and how my experiences will affect me as a trainee psychotherapist. My research included reflecting on pervious experiences that shaped my views on my confidence, and more recent events such as personal therapy which has been extremely influential on my chosen topic. The writing will almost reflect my life timeline as it has been, starting with early events contributing to the structure of my ideas surrounding my confidence, leading onto the development of my confidence throughout studying for my Masters in Psychotherapeutic Practice and personal therapy, and finally how I feel about my confidence now, with a thought onto how this could relate to my position as a trainee therapist and future therapist. The end goal of this research paper will be to understand the journey of my confidence and how it feels now. How have my past experiences influenced my ideas? How does it feel now? What does it look like? I am starting out with these questions with the hope of gaining an answer at the end.
Looking at the NHS website, they describe low confidence and low self-esteem as one, and look at teachers, friends, family, media and so on as being some influential factors, with the idea of not being good enough becoming stuck with an individual. The website then goes on to give advice on how to improve confidence and self-esteem by doing things such as being kind to yourself, acknowledging positive aspects of yourself and learning to say “no” (NHS, 2020). I can relate to these causes partly, mainly to the theme of school; however, this will be discussed in more depth later. I also recognise the advice as important to empower yourself, yet the one thing that I truly found to help me was self-acceptance in personal therapy, again something I will discuss in more depth.  Moreover, Orth et al. (2018) conducted a meta-analysis that found self-esteem grows in early to middle childhood, stays steady in adolescence, majorly increases in early adulthood and then continues to increase into middle adulthood, with a decrease at late adulthood. Although the study revolves around self-esteem, it seems that the research uses the words confidence and self-esteem interchangeably. I would describe my theme around my confidence more than my self-esteem as self-esteem to me seems like a description word for your own thoughts about yourself, whereas confidence seems more about how much belief I have about myself. That being said, the study seems applicable to how I have felt as I have seen my confidence grow in the same timescales as the study. Additionally, there has been a probability link between people with low self-esteem also having critical self-doubt (Schubert and Bowker, 2017). Again, I would say my confidence seems like a more fitting issue rather than my self-esteem, however I do understand and relate to a link between my confidence and critical self-doubt. As I imagine with a lot of people, I am my own worst critic. Furthermore, research has also found that participants of an Australian study wished to be more extroverted than they were, and extroverts were more comfortable being labelled as extroverts (Lawn et al., 2019). There seems to be a stance, where introverts long to be on the side of extroverts, something I was also guilty of. However, this emphasises the importance of self-acceptance as an introvert, something which can be difficult but can also bring peace.
This heuristic study on myself started at the end of January and has continued up until this writing process. My chosen topic came to me instantly as it was something that I was (and still continue to do so) working through in personal therapy. The immersion periods came naturally as my confidence often creeps up in my thoughts, so I welcomed periods of incubation in order to take a break. As I was the subject of the study, I realised the importance of applying myself to the BACP ethical framework guidelines as you naturally would for external participants. The principle for self-respect seems particularly applicable as the topic is emotive, therefore I wanted to ensure that I was safe and did not experience burn out or emotional harm (BACP, 2018). As noted, I have been in personal therapy and still am so if anything during the study was brought up, then I had the opportunity to take this to therapy, which I have been having fortnightly. I would also practice in self-care activities where I would shut off from work completely, go for walks to clear my mind or have days off to relax. 
As well as working through my topic in personal therapy, I journaled my emotions. To help me understand my process and start writing this heuristic research, I wrote continuously, with no path in mind, just free flowing writing, reflecting on my past experiences, present feelings and future thoughts of my confidence. Once I had written this, I read through and highlighted any themes I noticed. My main theme was obvious – I knew this research would be on my confidence. I then noticed smaller sub emotions of mainly frustration, anger, relief, acceptance and peace and these were all relating to different stages that I had experienced with my confidence.
There are previous experiences which I feel have contributed to these feelings I have about my confidence. One of my earlier school memories that came up during personal therapy was a time when I would take home my reports in Primary school. I would always work hard as a child and always wanted to do my best, I was well-behaved, stayed out of troubled, listened to the teacher and always completed work. When it came to reading these school reports, without fail, there would always be a comment on how I was shy or quiet and “should interact more during lessons” or “should speak up more”. I had tried my best with work, had a good group of friends (of whom I am still friends with now) so why was this not enough? What was this emphasis on me needing to be louder in class like some of the other children? This was not easy for me to do, so how could I overcome this? Reflecting on this experience in personal therapy made me feel angry, something which is still there now, and I feel empathic for my younger self. I almost feel protective of six-year-old me, being quiet is not wrong yet it certainly felt like that for a long time.
Moving on to my teenage years, my first job when I was seventeen as a waitress in a local restaurant. A moment that is still vivid now was when the owner jokingly said, “you’re so quiet, what will you do in life?”. His measure on success was clearly the ability to be authoritative and a strong character, something that I was not, and I remember feeling deflated, not giving a response. Although my confidence had significantly improved since Primary school age, I was still not the most confident seventeen-year-old and again reflecting back I feel protective, like I am in the nurturing parent state of my ego (Anand, 2018). This reinforcement that being quiet was bad and would hold me back in my life was present again and something that is still vivid and almost a checkpoint when I reflect on my experiences with my confidence.
I originally started personal therapy in March 2020, however the Covid-19 Pandemic meant that I delayed it and restarted at the end of 2020, going into 2021. My confidence was something that would take up a lot of my thinking when faced with shadow sides in my Master’s course, so I knew I needed and wanted to take this to personal therapy. I was desperate to be able to stop crying every time I would discuss my confidence and realised it was something that was clearly important to me.  Moreover, I had never thought about therapy before and I started with the view that it would change me into a confident person, I would soon be the loud and bubbly person I thought I needed to be in order to be fully happy. Prior to starting therapy, I thought I needed to do things out of my comfort zone that I typically perceived confident people would do – things like taking group activities or talking in front of larger groups. I thought this would eventually help me to get used to doing these things and not feel so self-conscious or not have the physical nervous reactions such as my hands shaking, or my voice being strained and I thought that taking this to therapy would help me along the way. Although I understand how practising activities such as group speaking can help improve my confidence by getting more comfortable or used to it, I found another answer through therapy.
I brought up my feelings of low confidence and my want to be someone who was louder and more comfortable, instead of being self-conscious around larger groups, and my therapist responded with information on the differences between introvert’s and extrovert’s brain structure. Although we had established that I was not a complete introvert, as I enjoyed socialising with friends and I am confident around family, friends and people I am comfortable with, we discussed how I also enjoy my own company and did not feel comfortable with other aspects like having attention directed at me, especially in large and unfamiliar groups. Over-stimulation on introvert’s brains can be exhausting, overwhelming and there is often a need to recharge quicker than extrovert’s brains. Introverts are more sensitive to dopamine and can become tired of an activity quicker than an extrovert would. For example, the rush of dopamine when talking in front of a large group may spur an extrovert on, however it can cause an introvert to become anxious and even annoyed. Moreover, introverts can also become tired when trying to be more extroverted (McCulloch, 2020). This may be why I was feeling frustrated when I was not drastically improving my confidence by doing activities such as group speaking, as I could not understand why this was not working and I would get irritated and tired with myself. I now had a different answer to what I was searching for. Whilst being an introvert and shy are two separate things, I would say that I am and always will be more of an introvert, however I am not shy – something that I was when I was a young child. 
As a result of this new understanding of why I was quiet and why I had struggled to push myself to be louder and more confident around things I was not comfortable with, I felt a new acceptance for myself. It felt like a relief almost that there was nothing wrong with me, it was just in fact how my brain worked and therefore it took the pressure away of me trying to change myself. Instead of change, I had acceptance and understanding, a clarity on how I was as a person and why I felt and reacted to situations the way I did. The part of me that was struggling to be something I was not, now felt more familiar and I felt at peace with something that I had struggled with for so long. I no longer cry when I discuss or think about my confidence, which is something that has brought me so much peace. I do understand that I am not “cured” as such, I still get nervous sometimes and I am still self-conscious in situations, however it is not as big as a deal to me as it used to be. I still get points where I am low in confidence and I feel myself revert back to my younger self and feel six again, however when these moments have risen, I have taken them to therapy, to understand why different situations are more difficult than others. I am more accepting of myself; I know I will never be the most confident and loud person, but I now understand why I react the way I do and feel the way I do (my shaking hands for example and nervous voice in group presentations). Moreover, I may not like the physical reactions I have when lacking in confidence, but I am learning to be more accepting and understanding that it is something that I do not need to, or even can change. It is part of me and always has been, yet with this new learning, it seems like a part of me that is not as embarrassing or shameful as I once thought, it is just me. Knowing this about myself has given me a feeling of relief and peace. It has made me realise that I do not need to change, which in turn has helped build on my confidence. In times where I would be lacking in confidence or when my physical reactions around public speaking for example would show, I remind myself why I am feeling that way and why my body reacts in the way it does, which in turn helps me to relax. Previously, my nerves would have gone around in circles in an event that caused me to question my confidence, however I am now able to understand my reactions and feelings more clearly which then calm my physical symptoms and I become more comfortable and confident within myself. I am still quiet in many situations; however, I do not see it as such a negative trait as I did before. It is not something that holds me back, and I am still able to take risks or do things out of my comfort zone and I now have an understanding as to why it seems so hard for me now, compared to how other people manage similar situations. It is part of my makeup and having an acceptance and understanding helps give me the confidence to try new things, or maybe speak in front of groups and not be surprised or upset when I get overwhelmed, nervous or shaky hands.
As well as understanding myself and how my brain works, my therapist and myself discussed other things that introverts are good at and we focused on the positives of this. This was comforting to look at the positives in this way, as introverts can sometimes be shown in such a negative light. For example, the synonyms on Microsoft Word for “introvert” include “recluse, loners and shrinking violet” whereas “extrovert” synonyms include “sociable, friendly and outgoing”. This makes me feel angry and frustrated as they are such negative words to use for introverts when both types have positive and negative aspects to them. Where is the focus on introverts having good listening abilities, being calm and reflective? (Kahnweiler, 2018). Those are the type of descriptive words I would like to be associated with my part of being more of an introvert. I dislike having attention in group settings and do not come across as confident as other people however, I am still “sociable” and “friendly”.
Along with this awareness I have, I do feel that as I age, my confidence is improving. I believe that I no longer feel a pressure to fast track this and change myself, it will happen naturally and more comfortably now I have more of an understanding of myself. I feel like this is transferable to my counselling skills and something I can relate to with client’s who are maybe feeling similar vulnerabilities, it is something that I can emphasise with at a deeper level. Furthermore, I can feel my confidence growing with my clients. I still have nerves before support sessions with real clients, however I am beginning to own my skills and feel confident in using them. I am pushing past my previous thoughts of feeling out of my depth or questioning whether I would be taken seriously, and I am starting to feel more comfortable and confident in myself as a trainee psychotherapist. The last few weeks and months have been especially useful as I have taken my confidence issues to not only personal therapy but to supervision. I am working on my confidence and self-belief, with the phrase “I am good enough” being prominent in both therapy and supervision. These types of affirming statements are helping me along my way to build on and work on my confidence and transferring this belief into myself as a trainee therapist. Writing this now, I feel hopeful for my future as a psychotherapist and individual growing in their confidence. I feel at peace with myself, knowing that my confidence will continue to grow as it has done, but without the added pressure I was placing on myself to get there instantly. I understand it is a process and will take as long as it needs to, for which I am happy.
“Googling” the answers as to why my confidence was low and how to make it better never occurred to me, so I never thought about “fixing” it until I started my Masters. I never thought it was something I needed to fix – in a sense of I was lacking self-awareness rather than it was not an issue, it was definitely an issue. I naively thought going to personal therapy and doing things out of my comfort zone would magically make me extremely confident and cure everything – how I was wrong. Going along this journey of my Masters has brought out this awareness in me that I can honestly say has changed my life. Going along this journey of heuristic research over the past 8+ weeks has shown me a process that I have been through, and continue to go through with my confidence and writing it out in this creative synthesis has made my journey clear to me. I would describe it as a lack of confidence, however I feel that I am starting to disconnect with this part now and feel as though it is an injustice to describe myself as lacking confidence in my current state. Although I am still learning, I would say I am far away from the Alice that “lacked confidence”, I am now Alice that is learning to accept and work with the aspects of confidence that I do have. 
I realised when engaging in the Masters course and going through personal therapy that my mindset had changed, yet I had not realised how much and how the process had happened until doing this heuristic research. A case-study on myself has given me a picture so clear that I can see every detail, a detailed timeline almost of how my acceptance for myself and my confidence has changed and progressed and is still doing so. Writing this now, I wonder whether I thought that as personal therapy had cured my inclination to cry every time I discussed my confidence then I must be okay now, surely? I realise now that my confidence is not “fixed”, I am just more at peace with myself. I know I will never be the most confident, lively and loud person in the room and I am okay with that. What I am, is confident in other things. I am confident in my abilities to learn and show compassion. I am confident that I am a caring person. I am confident that I have a fantastic support network of family and friends. I am not the loud and confident person I thought I needed to be in order to like myself, I am a different kind of confident. I am confident that I am good enough - a thought which now brings up emotion. There is an overwhelming sense of self-acceptance, the acceptance that maybe I was searching for from others, now in myself.
In conclusion, this heuristic research has been an emotive and insightful inquiry. Different life events can have some effect on an individual’s self-confidence and self-esteem, with different websites offering different answers and techniques to try and overcome this. It also appears that confidence grows with age, up until a certain point, something which I can identify with. This heuristic research into my confidence took place over the first few months of 2021 and included gathering data on my own experience of confidence. Processing this through personal therapy, journaling and at times, supervision. My research process involved a heavy amount of personal therapy, but I also used the therapy space to take any concerns that arose as a result of my research. Background experiences that I have linked to my problems with my confidence included comments in my younger school reports and then comments from employers in my later teenage years, with these events and attached emotions still clear in my mind. With an increasing want to not feel like those younger selves, I took these experiences and my thoughts surrounding my confidence to personal therapy, in the hope of becoming a louder person – something I had linked to being confident. Once I had started processing this in personal therapy, I was educated on the differences between introverts and extroverts. Together with my therapist we decided that these categories were not rigid and although I showed confidence around family, friends and others I was comfortable with, I enjoyed more of the introvert qualities and was comfortable with my own space and uncomfortable with public speaking, larger groups and so on. My new understanding gave me a new sense of self and an overwhelming peace that I did not need to change myself, I probably would not be able to even, it was just how I was and that was okay. It was a point where the pressure I had been placing on myself to change had been taken away and instead replaced with an acceptance and understanding of myself. I am aware of my good qualities and no longer feel an emphasis on changing into a loud and confident person who fills a room, I am accepting that I am confident in other ways. I realise that I am growing, and I am in a process and will probably always be in the process of building on my confidence. We are complex as humans and always evolving, and at this moment I am happy with myself.
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