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T 
he human brain was designed 

to keep us safe, to calculate 

our odds against potential 

adversaries and then to fight or 

flee. Puffing out our chests with 

bravado and running gung ho 

towards danger was never part 

of the plan. In evolutionary terms, while 

a lack of confidence can be frustrating, 

over-confidence can be fatal. 

Today, getting too big for your boots 

is more likely to result in embarrassment 

or, worse, cause you to lose your focus 

and competitive edge. We all have our 

own cringe-worthy examples, but one 

of the best I’ve seen in sport occurred 

during the women’s snowboarding 

final at the 2006 Winter Olympics. 

The favourite, Lindsey Jacobellis, had 

carved her way effortlessly to a huge 

three-second lead, but in a moment of 

irrational exuberance 30 metres from 

the finish line, she swung out to the side 

of the course to complete a ‘showboat’ 

trick. She tumbled to the floor in a 

powder of snow and had to watch as her 

closest opponent took 'her' gold medal.  

Of course we want to enjoy our 

moments of success, but at what point 

does that confidence start to tip over 

into complacency or become something 

that risks harming our performance? 

And how can we spot the early signs of 

over-confidence in our team-members 

and stop it before it bubbles over?

SPOT THE TRAP

First, we must acknowledge that when 

we or team-members get excited and 

confident in our abilities it is helpful; 

it gets us into the performance state 

necessary to execute our skills and 

brings the team together around a 

common goal. These positive emotions 

focus the brain on the challenge and 

on the importance of being in the right 

state of mind. 

There is a perfect balance to be 

struck - excitement means that we are 

focused on the moment, on executing 

“Excessive emotion 
affects risk taking 
and decision making to 
the point of failure”

Confidence is so important to 

performance that we tend to focus only 

on ensuring we have enough. But too 

much confidence can also be a hindrance, 

reports Jeremy Snape.

“We want to enjoy our moments  
of success, but at what point  

does that confidence start to  
tip over into complacency”

the task in hand, but excessive emotion 

affects risk taking and decision making to 

the point of failure. 

During my former career as a 

professional cricketer, it always 

fascinated me how many players were 

dismissed shortly after a batting 

milestone of 50 or a century. It was 

almost like, having reached what they 

considered a point of success, they 

believed they had earned the right to play 

differently - a crazy mental trap.  

John Coates, a former Wall Street 

trader and now senior research fellow 

in neuroscience and finance at the 

University of Cambridge, is an expert 

in decision making and risk taking and 

suggests that this behaviour follows a 

well-established pattern in the animal 

kingdom. “The Winner Effect shows that 

when an animal has won a competition 

or a fight it leaves with elevated levels 

of anabolic hormones, encouraging it to 

take on more territory and bigger rivals. 

It becomes so cocky and euphoric that 

it ends up taking on poor risk reward 

trade-offs,” he says.

It’s easy to see how entrepreneurs, 

traders or professional athletes might 

follow this same biological curve, making 

ill-considered decisions in the heady 

cocktail of success. So the key is to be 

aware of the trap that lies ahead and to 

feel the signals your body is sending out. 

LET IT OUT

Trying to suppress your emotions 

isn’t the solution. Studies in 2014 by 

Christopher Wagstaff at Portsmouth 

University found that when athletes 

contain their excitement it can actually 

impact negatively on them, mentally, 

physiologically and socially. When 

cyclists were forced to suppress their 

emotions before a time trial test 

they were slower, generated lower 

power outputs and reported greater 

perceived physical exertion. 
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Instead, we need to develop 

proactive strategies that change our 

mindsets and environments to help us to 

stabilise ourselves after success. Here 

are five to try: 

1. DEFINING SUCCESS 

We live in a quick-fix world, where one 

act of brilliance can catapult us to 

stardom. Although immensely enticing, 

this can distract us from striving for 

long-term success. The All Blacks have 

sustained their success for decades and 

to do this they go beyond the successes 

of the last match. The All Blacks link 

back to an ancient Maori philosophy 

that speaks of their legacy being handed 

down through generations; it is the 

responsibility of the current players 

to leave the team culture better than 

they found it. When this deep sense 

of collective purpose permeates all 

decisions made, people think more about 

how they can invest in the team over 

their lifetimes, rather than taking the 

short-term glory from a recent success. 

2. SETTING THE RIGHT PROCESS GOALS

When we leave our emotions exposed 

solely to the expectations of others 

or to the binary outcome of the result, 

we can expect huge emotional swings. 

Setting short-term process goals 

based around our own performance 

can keep us focused beyond the 

adulation of winning and insulate us 

from these emotional extremes of 

winning or losing. For example, setting 

a series of KPIs for someone is a more 

emotionally balanced approach than 

chasing down the touchline with them 

because they scored. 

3. PLAYING THE PERCENTAGES 

One of the key attributes that 

experienced individuals develop is the 

understanding of when to take risks 

and when to play safe. Having open 

conversations about the good and 

bad options that people choose under 

pressure helps to share this wisdom and 

increase self-awareness in the group.  

4. CULTURE IT 

No matter who you are, success and 

emotion can derail you from your best 

game, so make sure that your team 

culture is one that will help keep your 

feet on the floor during the dizzy days 

of success and bolster your confidence 

when times get tough.  

5. PEOPLE NOT JUST PERFORMERS

Managers need to understand what 

else is going on in their team-members' 

lives. A turbulent life outside the training 

ground or office can easily spill into the 

workplace. Make sure that you are there 

as a mentor as well as a manager and 

look for ways to smooth out any issues 

so that they approach challenges in a 

calm and rational state. 

Explaining that our confidence needs 

to stay in balance to perform at our 

best might sound like common sense, 

but in a world that craves celebrity and 

success it is a challenge for every high 

performer and high-performing team.

Jeremy Snape is a former England 

cricketer and non-executive  

director of the LMA. For more 

information on Jeremy’s  

work at Sporting Edge visit  

www.sportingedge.com or follow 

Jeremy @thesportingedge
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Calculated Risk Irrational Exuberance

“Make sure that your team culture is one that 
will help keep your feet on the floor during 
the dizzy days of success and bolster your 
confidence when times get tough”
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