
Yellow Freaking Fear

I'm one of the seven or so people who has watched it, I think -- but a movie that's
on my "best" list is "Defending Your Life."

"Defending your Life" is one of those movies that makes you sit back and think --
and what it makes you think about is how you deal with fear. In fact, that's what
the movie is all about -- fear.

Most of us have fears of some sort or another. I used to date a woman who was
afraid of dogs -- deathly afraid of them. I suspect she still is.  Other people are
afraid of heights, water, lightning, being in enclosed spaces -- the list of fears
goes on and on. Whatever there is in the world, it's likely there will be at least one
person who's got a deathly fear of that little item.

In a meeting the other day, we were discussing our fears, and two of the six
people in the room were afraid of clowns!

For the purpose of our little discussion here, though, we'd like to focus on three of
the "business biggies" -- fear of success, fear of failure, and fear of rejection.

I'm going to take this list in reverse order from how I just wrote it -- I think it's
more likely to be the correct order for most of us.

A couple of weeks ago, a reader searched for "fear of rejection" on the website. I
took note of it, like I usually do. It keeps surfacing time and time again -- and I
never seem to write about it.

Why is that? Well, it's a fear that I deal with over and over again.

True courage is being able to act despite our fears, and while I don't claim to
be courageous, I deal with my fear of rejection -- at least to some extent. Of
course, I still have a way to go.

It's a natural sort of fear -- the kind of fear that dates back so far in our lives that
we don't usually remember what started it in the first place. I don't want to get too
clinical here -- this is a website, not a psychiatrist's couch -- but usually I think it
stems from some experience we've had growing up.

As a somewhat strange-but-true example, my wife and I were talking the other
day about bicycles. She noted that the "banana seat" Stingray bikes were being
re-marketed. I think she was surprised to find that it hit a raw nerve with me --
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and so starts my sad tale of woe. My friends all had Schwinn Stingrays -- I had
an AMF bike, repaired often, and too small for me. Pretty soon, they started
hanging around together, and I felt out of the loop. They rode through the streets
of our little town, playing cards in their spokes and streamers flying from their
handlebars. I was rejected. I was already a loner, and crawled deeper into my
shell.

Now, I doubt they ever thought they were rejecting me -- but as a 11-year-old
boy, I felt that way. I'd forgotten all about it until it came up again last week.

Nowadays, we're more likely to be rejected when cold-calling someone on the
phone, or at a job interview, or when submitting something to be published, or
when asking someone on a date. Few of us are ever going to feel rejected
because we don't have a Schwinn Stingray -- but sometime, somewhere, we're
going to be shut down by someone -- and those old feelings of rejection may
surface again. If we react in the wrong way, we may wind up shutting ourselves
down.

It's that way with a lot of "gut level" emotions -- we take them personally, even
when nothing personal was ever meant by it. (Sometimes something personal
*was* meant by it, but it doesn't really matter.)

How do you overcome this gut level feeling? From personal experience, let me
give some pointers. I don't claim this list is exhaustive, but it works for me when I
use it.

1. Treat this part of life like a game.

Herb Cohen, in his books and tapes on negotiation, is famous for using this
concept in his training. Of course, he deals with treating negotiation like a game -
- caring, but not that much.

Although we would be short-sighted to treat all of life like a game, to be won and
lost, some parts of it cry out to be treated in this manner. Situations where we run
into rejection are one of those.

You have incredible worth. It doesn't matter if you have succeeded or failed in
your life -- your worth is immeasurable. Nobody else in the world has your set of
likes, dislikes, experiences, and genetic programming. Even identical genetic
twins are marketedly different individuals -- because they never have the same
experiences at the same time.

Knowing your worth helps, because once you have a solid grounding of
how much you have to offer, *no* rejection -- even that from boys with
Schwinn Stingrays -- is that important. When you have a reasonable view



of your own self-worth, you realize that the little bumps on life's highway are
just that -- little bumps -- to be cruised over and forgotten.

Realize, then, that life's downturns are a temporary affair, but ones
that usually stem from some sort of circumstances that can provide a
learning environment for each of us.

The rejection you get must be treated like moves in a sport. You make a
move, your opponent may counter it. You learn from his movement, and
make a different move.

Rejection only hurts if you let it hurt. It only bothers us when we let
it. It only affects our lives when we let such effects linger.

No matter what kind of rejection it may be, learn from the "play," put
it behind you, and move on.

Have you ever tried to find your way around a maze? Well, most mazes
can be solved with a simple rule -- don't take your right hand off of
the wall. It may take a while to learn your way around the maze, but
for ordinary mazes, it will always work -- as long as you remember the
rule. It's that way in the maze of dealing with rejection, as well.
Remember the rule: Learn from the rejection.

2. Don't take it personally.

This is a difficult thing to practice, but it's essential. People reject you for a
number of reasons. My sister-in-law, who's in the HR department of a public
company, has told me that often people are hired and fired for somewhat
arbitrary reasons.

I remember a tape program of some years back where the speaker said he hired
a particular candidate over another one because the one candidate had long
sleeves under his suit coat, where the other one was wearing short sleeves!  

Did you know that research suggests that people make an unconscious hiring
decision within 14 seconds after they first lay eyes upon you, often before you
even get a chance to speak? If that's not arbitrary, I don't know what is.

With such odds, you're lucky to have had the *chance* to be rejected.

3. Try, try again.

Some years ago, an author told a story about a friend of his. The man
would go up to every woman he met, and ask them out (actually, his



question was deeper than that, but this is a family website). Many of them
slapped him. Almost all of them turned him down; but occasionally one of them
would go for it. (You just can't explain the sense of some people.)

As silly as the example was, the concept behind it is valid. No matter how often
you may greet rejection, you're only defeated when you give up.

The second fear -- fear of failure.

Many people have this fear, to one extent or another, and it paralyzes
them. Why? Because all people fail at one time or another, in one
activity or another.

Learning to deal with this fear is an acquired trait -- and it's largely a matter of
learning to get back up when you fall.

I've oft said that when you were learning how to walk as a child, you didn't have
the "good sense" to stay on the ground when you fell down -- you got back up
and tried again. Most adults have forgotten this all-important truth -- that we
rarely become good at anything right off the bat, and it takes work, some
failure, and a lot of effort to put it behind us and get back up after we fall,
turning our failures into successes.

Most people will tell you that they "don't repeat their mistakes," but they're not
telling you all of the truth.

Most of the time, they don't repeat their mistakes because they never try again.
They let the first failure condemn them forever.

In order to conquer this fear, it's a matter of realizing that we all fail -- the key is
to get up, learn from your mistakes, and try again until you get it right.

Do you remember the first time you rode a bike? Did you fail? Can you ride a
bike now, even if it's not a Schwinn Stingray? Why? Because you didn't give
up.

The third fear -- fear of success.

To tell you the truth, I don't really understand this one -- but it's there in many of
us. If you're afraid of success, I think it's more likely you're afraid of not reaching
success. I think it's more than likely you're scared of working hard to reach the
pinnacle of success, only to have it fall down around your ears at the last
moment.



To you -- and me -- I say this: What are you thinking? Let it go! Take a chance!
Succeed!

So it may fall down around your ears -- or somewhere a bit lower down -- but
think of all the growth you've gone through to get to that point. Think of all the
learning you've done, the people you've met, the changes you've made.

Truth be told, this is the strangest fear of all -- because it suggests we really don't
believe in ourselves, even when all around us would suggest otherwise.

To you, I'd suggest you buy, rent, or watch "Defending Your Life," or my other
favorite "fear movie," "Joe vs. the Volcano."  Then go out there, martial your
forces, and decide to succeed.

Fears are things that can be put behind us -- whether it is fear of rejection, fear of
failure, or fear of success. To quote a phrase from the Bible, "be believing."
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