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Roman philosopher Cicero believed 
self-confidence was critical to one’s suc-

cess: “If you have no confidence in self, you 
are twice defeated in the race of life. With 
confidence, you have won even before you 
have started.” This key to success was reit-
erated by sports legends Vince Lombardi, 
“Confidence is contagious. So is lack of con-
fidence.”

In sports, business, politics, and life, the 
importance of self-confidence is repeated as 
one of the key components to success. Bos-
ton University School of Management Pro-
fessors George Hollenbeck and Tim Hall de-
fine self-confidence as “our judgment as to 
whether or not we can do something.” They 
highlight that judgment is the result of our 
thinking and is based on our perceptions. 
In addition, they emphasize that self-con-
fidence is task-specific. This aspect of 
self-confidence underscored by Paul Hersey 

and Ken Blanchard in their Situational Lead-
ership model, whereby a manager provides 
more direction to an employee with limited 
experience (and thus less confidence) for a 
specific task. In understanding self-confi-
dence, Hollenbeck and Hall also show the 
importance that it can be changed over time.

How do hospitality managers build their 
self-confidence? Boston University School 
of Hospitality Administration seniors take 
a capstone course in leadership. Each se-
mester, the seniors conduct field interviews 
to learn how these executives built their 
self-confidence. The following discussion re-
ports findings from the student surveys col-
lected since 2005. Students met with a wide 
range of hospitality leaders in operational 
and corporate positions, from hotel depart-
ment heads and executive committee mem-
bers, to restaurant general managers, upscale 
and luxury hotel property general managers, 
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entrepreneurs, restaurant owners, contract 
food service companies, and senior-level 
hotel and hospitality corporation leaders. 
Participants ran the gamut of experience, 
including managers near the beginning of 
their careers and seasoned veterans with de-
cades of experience and success. Over eight 
years, graduating hospitality seniors con-
ducted more than 450 interviews. When-
ever possible, interviews were conducted in 
person, at the interviewee’s place of business 
and the student did not have a close, person-
al connection to the manager. Although the 
student may work for the same company, 
the interviewee was someone he or she did 
not know well (e.g., not a family member, 
close family friend, or someone who worked 
directly with him/her). The majority of the 
hospitality managers interviewed were from 
the New England / New York area.

SELF-CONFIDENCE SOURCES

Several common themes developed from the 
industry interviews about the building of 
self-confidence. The top source for self-con-
fidence in hospitality: experience. Many 
felt “there is no substitute for experience.” 
World-class salesman Dale Carnegie agreed 
in the value of gaining experience—Inaction 
breeds doubt and fear. Action breeds confi-
dence and courage. If you want to conquer 
fear, do not sit home and think about it. Go 
out and get busy. By working in a job, be-
coming good at it, performing the functions 
well, and being successful, one can enhance 
one’s self-confidence in that particular role.

Often the experiences described by in-
terviewees involved making difficult deci-
sions or performing challenging tasks. Their 
success and confidence propelled them for-
ward to take on more challenging endeavors. 
One catering manager talked about success-
ful events and was able to increase his bud-
get from 60-thousand-dollar to five-mil-

lion-dollar events. An interviewee stressed 
that his successes from entry-level positions 
to department head, then to executive com-
mittee member and assistant GM gave him 
the confidence and skills to be an effective 
general manager. This research reinforces 
the findings by Ireland, Hitt, and Williams 
from the early 1990s, “Self-confident man-
agers set personal standards for excellence, 
which are established through a manger’s 
willingness to work long hours, his or her 
obvious commitment to excellence, and in 
the setting and reinforcement of high per-
formance standards.”

Second, in connection to experience, 
many managers attributed their confidence 
and success by building upon small wins. 
Stephen Covey, author of The Seven Hab-
its of Highly Effective People, calls this baby 
steps: “Start small, keep at it, and stay consis-
tent until you’re ready to pick up the pace.” 
This reason was particularly prevalent when 
managers reminisced about their experi-
ences shortly after graduating college. One 
restaurant manager, after discovering a poor 
corporate culture, implemented an employ-
ee “family meal” every night at 5. This sim-
ple action increased employee 
morale and enabled him to learn 
more about his staff. 

A director of sales & market-
ing found out that he was going 
to miss his sales quota by a huge number. In-
stead of trying to fix everything at once (an 
impossibility), he set small sales goals for 
each month and by the end of the year only 
missed his target by a small amount. A hotel 
manager for a five-diamond hotel identified 
building small wins with his first job as a bell 
person. Being responsible for making guests 
feel welcome, he had to learn how to make 
small talk with famous people, politicians, 
and presidents of corporations as he carried 
their luggage and provided an overview of 
the hotel operations and services.

Confidence is contagious. 
So is lack of confidence. 
—Vince Lombardi
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A third component of building self-confi-
dence comes from goal setting. Repeating 
the findings by Ireland, Hitt, and Williams: 
“Self-confident managers…often establish 
more challenging goals and persist in the 
pursuit of these goals.” One purchasing man-
ager set a goal of reducing the hotel’s exorbi-
tant food costs to one of the lowest for the 
chain. A sales & catering manager persuaded 
the general manager and the hotel’s owner to 
renovate the ballroom, which would set new 
sales levels for the property. By focusing on 
the goal of owning his own restaurant, one of 
Boston’s premier chef/owners survived years 

of working in chal-
lenging situations for 
less-than-favorable 
characters. One ho-
tel manager hosts the 
same annual charity 
event; although it is 
always successful and 
the client is very satis-

fied, she makes a list of improvements—even 
if they are only small changes or tweaks—to 
ensure the function is better the next year.

Fourth, many of the managers recog-
nized the importance of others who helped 
build their self-confidence. The three 
main sources of support came from boss-
es, family members, and mentors (who 

may or may not have been their direct  
supervisor). Most interviewees highlight at 
least one of these people, and many identi-
fied two or all three sources as helping them 
to gain confidence. Often the supervisor 
provided moral support—a belief that the 
manager could accomplish the task, trust-
ed them, and gave them the opportunity for 
success. For example, a relatively new restau-
rant chain manager’s boss told her he be-
lieved in her and let her handle a large event. 
That belief boosted her confidence that she 
could take on the new challenge successfully.

Several managers reiterated that their 
boss’s emotional support and confidence  
in their ability to succeed helped raise their 
self-confidence. A director of housekeep-
ing relied on support and advice from the  
director of operations when dealing with 
an upset guest for the first time. The direc-
tor of operation’s explanations and expecta-
tions gave her a clear understanding, giving 
her much more self-confidence when deal-
ing with unhappy customers in the future. 
A general manager of a luxury hotel feeds 
off the high level of success and confidence 
from his senior corporate managers, boost-
ing his own confidence since they believe in 
him. President Theodore Roosevelt reiterat-
ed this attribute: believe you can and you’re 
halfway there.

I had the chance to make every pos-
sible mistake and figure out a way 
to recover from it. Once you realize 
there is life after mistakes, you gain 
a self-confidence that never goes 
away. —Bob Schieffer, This Just 
In: What I Couldn’t Tell You On TV
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The fifth pattern that emerged from the 
research is that learning from failure  
developed self-confidence. James Burke, 
former CEO of Johnson & Johnson, fierce-
ly believes you can’t build a business with-
out making mistakes. Earlier in his career,  
he was once congratulated by the Chairman 
of the Board for the failure of a business line. 
Burke recalled the advice from Mr. John-
son, “Business is all about making decisions.  
You don’t make decisions without making 
mistakes. I just want to congratulate for  
that mistake. Don’t ever make that mis-
take again, but please make sure you make  
other mistakes.” Burke took that lesson  
to heart and taught it to those who worked 
for him.

Many of the hospitality professionals  
interviewed openly discussed their mis-
takes and how they learned from their  
failures. This factor was specifically men-
tioned by almost two-thirds of the inter-
viewees. Learning from their mistakes and 
overcoming their failures were important 
building blocks for increasing self-confi-
dence and enabling future successes. An 
entrepreneur learned to carefully check in-
voices and pay attention to details, after he 
was once fired for not balancing invoices. A 
restaurant GM’s career accelerated when he 
learned to own his mistakes instead of fear-
ing them; in the process he also lost his arro-
gance. One room’s division manager talked 
about how second-guessing his decisions 
caused his employees to not follow him. By 
following Burke’s mantra of making deci-
sions, right or wrong, and moving forward, 
he would learn from the results and become 
a better leader.

Almost every industry professional of-
fered advice for the graduating seniors start-
ing their hospitality careers. Here is a sam-
pling of their advice:

•	 Trust in others—which is a large 
part of self-confidence since in this 

industry you cannot just pull off fab-
ulous events by yourself.

•	 Every mistake is an opportunity  
to learn.

•	 Set small goals and achieve them one 
at a time.

•	 No one is infallible, everyone makes 
mistakes, so keep taking chances, 
learning from your missteps.

•	 Self-confidence is something that  
is not given or taught, but some 
thing that you have to gain through 
experience.

•	 Don’t be afraid to ask for help 
when you don’t know how to do  
something, it’s better than not doing 
it at all.

•	 The important thing is to build your 
confidence by doing things you’re 
good at. From there, you can slowly 
build your way up to difficult tasks 
that you previously dreaded.

•	 You become successful when you 
make others successful.

•	 The first step to building someone’s 
self confidence is to give that person 
knowledge and respect.

•	 Remember, it’s the little chutes and 
ladders along the way that make the 
game fun.

•	 Confidence is a precursor to strong 
leadership, especially in a group. Be 
supportive of situational leadership. 
Have someone who understands 
your weaknesses to bring out the 
best in each other.

STUDENT REFLECTIONS

Many students were unsure 
of undertaking this task—
perhaps due to their lack of 
self-confidence in interviewing hospital-
ity leaders. However, the overwhelming  
response after the task was successfully com-

Remember, it’s the little 
chutes and ladders along 
the way that make the 
game fun.
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pleted was that it was a worthwhile exercise. 
Reflecting on the assignment and the lessons 
from meeting with their interviewees, ev-
ery student offered their own insights. Sev-
eral revealed a better understanding of the  
importance of self-confidence in the hos-
pitality industry. Even the illusion of self- 

confidence (“fake it ’til you make it”) is im-
portant for employees and customers to  
believe in you until you have real confidence 
to believe in yourself; the corollary to that is 
it is okay to have self-doubt as long as you 
keep trying new ventures. Working with  
others, setting goals and “level-five leader-
ship” (Jim Collins’ research illustrating the 
combination of humility and fierce resolve 
among effective leaders) were additional 
concepts that emerged. Making mistakes, 
admitting failure, and using those experi-
ences going forward were also themes many 
students highlighted. Although there were 
many more observations and personal re-
flections, a final important point students 
mentioned was that to be effective lead-
ers themselves, it was important to build 
self-confidence for their subordinates, pass-
ing on their own experience and lessons to 
their staff.

Further Reading
Readers interested in learning more should begin with the following 
readings, which were all used as theoretical constructs of this piece. 
George Hollenbeck and Douglas T. Hall’s “Self-Confidence and Lead-
er Performance” (Organizational Dynamics, Vol. 33, No. 3, pp. 254–269, 
2004), Ellen Van Velsor and Victoria A. Guthrie’s, “Enhancing the Ability 
to Learn from Experience,” chapter 15 in Business Leadership: A Jossey-
Bass Reader (2003), and R. Duane Ireland, Michael A. Hitt, and J. Clifton  
Williams’ article, “Self-Confidence and Decisiveness: Prerequisites for Ef-
fective Management in the 1990’s” published in Business Horizons (Jan–
Feb 1992). Marking its 25th year in print, Stephen Covey’s The Seven Hab-
its of Highly Effective People provides insight into personal leadership. 
Paul Hersey and Ken Blanchard’s Situational Leadership model can be 
found in a variety of sources, including Blanchard’s Leadership and the 
One Minute Manager. The site goodreads.com offers inspirational and 
thought-provoking quotations. Reviewing the bibliographies and citations 
of these readings will also provide ample material to further study self-con-
fidence and leadership.
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