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For Mum and Dad – the original nervous Purvises.
I love you.
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Introduction

You’re on a boat with Emma Watson, Beyoncé, Michelle Obama and Meryl Streep. Imagine! Is this a P&O celebrity cruise special? No! This is HMS Insecurity – and we’re all riding it together. Some of us hop off at different ports, but if ‘we’re all in the same boat’ ever applies, ladies, I’m pretty sure it’s right about now. Because yes, they’ve felt like this too.



‘I, as a twenty-one-year-old, was riddled with insecurity and self-critiquing. Some of my friends still are. I realised that I didn’t like friends taking photos of me when I wasn’t working and I actually got in a fight about this issue. And I wondered, why is this bothering me? Why does this make me so insecure? And I realised it’s because I can’t even reconcile myself with my own image on the front of these magazines.’1

EMMA WATSON, feminist, activist and actor extraordinaire

‘After the birth of my first child, I believed in the things society said about how my body should look. I put pressure on myself to lose all the baby weight in three months, and scheduled a small tour to assure I would do it. Looking back, that was crazy.’2

BEYONCÉ, so successful she doesn’t use a surname

‘At this point, I’d been First Lady for just over two months. In different moments, I’d felt overwhelmed by the pace, unworthy of the glamour, anxious about our children, and uncertain of my purpose.’3

MICHELLE OBAMA, no introduction needed

‘Oh, I’m sure that my career has been wonderful, and people talk about accolades and such, but somehow that doesn’t register with me. My mother used to say to me, “Why don’t you enjoy it more? Some people would give an arm and a leg to walk down the red carpet at a movie premiere, why can’t you enjoy it?” But I just don’t get into it, I’m afraid. I have my own doubts, worries and insecurities, and that’s what I fixate on.’4

MERYL STREEP, often described as the best actor of her generation



If I were going to add in my own quote (for a minor Beyoncé moment) it would probably be something like:



‘Throughout my career, it’s always seemed that if you have followers (one type of “success currency” with a terrible exchange rate) then you can’t be insecure. As if a series of likes and well-curated photographs could be cashed in for unflappable confidence.’

LIV PURVIS, blog writer, podcast host and author, who would probably introduce herself nervously as ‘a jack-of-all-trades’ instead



And, if I’m being honest, the thought of writing a book about insecurity made me feel insecure. In fact, whenever I approach a new project I’m always riddled with self-doubt: Am I good enough? What if people don’t like it? Do people care about what I have to say? How did I manage this? But feeling insecure and uncertain is unfortunately commonplace in the lives of modern women and men everywhere; a national report on the state of self-esteem (commissioned by the Dove Self-Esteem Fund) discovered that 62 per cent of girls feel insecure or not sure of themselves, and seven out of ten believe they aren’t good enough or ‘don’t measure up’ in some way.5 It’s much bigger than just a word – it’s something that is stirred by new experiences; old experiences; new relationships; unpredictable everyday challenges; and sometimes by the simple belief that someone else could be doing it a lot better. Insecurity comes when you both least and most expect it – sometimes it feels like it never gets easier to manage, and it can be one of the most crippling and overwhelming feelings to overcome. Insecurity can make everyone – you, the woman next to you on the train, the girl who served you your coffee this morning, and the woman you had a meeting with this afternoon – doubt their capabilities.


At what age did you start feeling insecure?

Under 13: 43% | 13–17: 46% | 18–24: 9% | 25–34: 2% | Don’t know: <1%*



The reality is, no matter who you are – no matter how rich, beautiful, successful or happy – insecurity is a universal experience. Whether it’s attacks of self-doubt, worries over what people think of you, or a general lack of confidence, the truth is we’ve all been part of The Insecure Girls’ Club at one point or another. When I started The Insecure Girls’ Club on Instagram in 2018, my insecurities were at their prime. As a twenty-five-year-old woman shrouded in self-doubt, I’d had endless conversations with friends about the insecurities and worries we shared, and we seemed to pass them off so casually that I wondered if feeling wobbly was just a natural course that we all had to take. But I knew it wasn’t just me and my direct circle feeling like this. The conversation had the potential to be a lot bigger and more impactful than a few women around a table with some lemonade and wine – which is when I started the page @TheInsecureGirlsClub. Since then, I’ve learnt that no matter how uncertain or insecure you’re feeling, you’re never alone. Some of the most confident, able and successful women I know have spoken to me about the complex edifices of insecurity. It doesn’t matter how high-achieving they appear (and are) from the outside; they’ve all questioned at one point or another where they are in life and whether they’re good enough.



‘I remember looking in the mirror and being completely disappointed by the way I looked. I never saw anyone in the media who looked like me. They all represented an ideal that was completely unobtainable.’

STEPHANIE, Chelmsford



It never fails to surprise me when I’m reminded just how common this emotion is. And isn’t that pretty much what it is – an emotion? Just like anger, sadness and joy, insecurity is something we all feel. If Queen Bey can feel insecure about her next performance (whilst winning endless awards), and a certain Ms Chung can feel out of her depth and worried about people pleasing (which she has spoken about openly),6 then surely we can acknowledge that self-doubt is something women everywhere are battling.

How many times have you left a dinner, or a party with new friends, or a work meeting that’s pushed you out of your comfort zone, and switched into a self-critical mode of endless over-analysing? It happened to me last week after a beautiful press dinner with a handful of women I didn’t know particularly well. Finding something that could be wrong and creating a narrative to construct a problem to probe ourselves with is all too easy: ‘Did I come across as too loud and overbearing?’, ‘Did I not talk enough?’, ‘I wonder if that thing I said offended that girl?’, ‘Oh God, why did I laugh at my own jokes so much?’. Negative self-talk is just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to insecurity, and the time we spend second-guessing our own judgements and actions could really be spent doing something far more positive and productive. I left that work dinner last week and messaged one of my best friends saying: ‘Oh God, was I really annoying?’ She replied: ‘No – but so what if you were?’

I was at my most insecure when I’d just dropped out of university. I’d been studying English and communication studies, and although I loved the city I was in, I had about as much excitement and passion for the course as I did watching Sunday afternoon snooker on TV (very little). It wasn’t what I’d signed up for, and I felt overwhelmed about who I’d let down, who I’d disappointed and what I’d do next. If I wasn’t going to have ‘BA Hons’ next to my name, how would I define myself when people asked me what I was doing? Would I be known as a drop-out until I was eighty? Was my lack of UCAS kudos going to follow me around forever?

I frantically applied for courses at the London College of Fashion (the pinnacle of status in the industry, to yours truly), and after not getting in with a terrible nerve-fuelled essay, I felt so unconfident in my abilities. All the successful women in fashion I’d heard of had gone to university – suddenly I felt lost and out of my depth. But fast-forward to today, and it’s safe to say I made the right decision. Running two businesses, creating a team of wonderful women and co-hosting a podcast (The Fringe of It, with my pal Charlotte Jacklin) might never have happened had I not decided to go with my gut all those years ago. Yet this feeling is something that continues to rear its ugly head, time and time again – no matter how well on paper I appear to be doing. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve felt like I’m not working hard enough, just because I’m working differently from someone else. What I can say with total confidence, however, is that it’s 100 per cent possible to learn how to challenge these feelings and handle them better, so they don’t ruin your day.

I don’t believe there’s ever a point in life where we feel successful enough, that we’ve ‘made it’ – unless of course we make it for ourselves. It’s about creating personal measures of success that are attainable and realising that success doesn’t have an expiry date. Sharing and celebrating the small successes in life and realising it’s OK to be your own spokesperson can be the key to serious self-validation. It’s when we come together in a group and talk about these mutual concerns that we really start becoming easier on and kinder to ourselves, and realise that ultimately, we are all the same.

So, welcome to The Insecure Girls’ Club – we are so very happy to have you as part of the family, and a community that’s proved when one person is willing to talk about their insecurities, they open up an arena for thousands of women. This handbook will guide you through days when you don’t feel able, confident or good enough to step up and get things done – through those universal experiences of insecurity that we all feel.

In these pages, you’ll find tips, coping mechanisms and small pearls of wisdom, as well as peppy pick-me-up takeaways at the end of each chapter. I’ve included interviews with women who have a next-level understanding of different aspects of insecurity, and who share not only their first-hand experiences of some of the insecurities that touch us all, but also how they’ve faced these moments head-on, be it in their education, career or personal life. There are also plenty of wise, knowing words from other members of the club, showing that no matter how alone or silly you might feel voicing these concerns, you’re never the only person feeling like this. You should never have to apologise, and these ladies have seen it from both sides – because there’s always another side.

This book is a comforting hug, a reassuring smile and a pep talk, from one insecure girl to another, served in digestible chunks (when a two-for-one pizza offer just isn’t going to cut it). It’s a book you can come back to when you suddenly feel out of your depth or like you’re a tiny fish swimming in a very large pond. It’s a go-to support system filled with the voices of other insecure girls just like you, who also want to manage their anxiety better, stop imposter syndrome in its tracks, and halt the waves of self-doubt that unexpectedly flood their reality. Come back to these pages again and again when you need them. Make them dog-eared if you want to, and underline the things you’ll want to come back to as freely as you wish. This book is yours. (Unless it’s from your local library – then maybe hold off for the time being …)

So, here’s to treating ourselves like we treat others, putting ourselves first, and being the secure and thoughtful women that we know we can be. If this nervous Purvis can create a toolkit to combat those insecurities and clip that self-doubt, then you can too. Hopefully these pages will make you realise that we are all worthy of taking up space, and that we often need to trust our own judgement and leave the worrying until later. It’s for the girls just starting out in their careers (when ‘no worries if not!’ is our most used phrase), and the young women at the top of them too (when it’s still our most used phrase). The girls worrying about making the leap to put something out there, and the ones who have been doing it for a while but feel like they’ve lost their mojo along the way. It will stop you from feeling that you’re not doing things right on time on the unwritten road of life (which is as deep as I promise to get). As my sixteen-year-old self would have said after a High School Musical binge, ‘We’re All In This Together’! And even if it’s me telling you that instead of Zac Efron and Vanessa Hudgens, I promise you we can do this together.

 

 



* These percentages are taken from an online survey of 461 women we carried out specifically for this book. All percentages included in these boxes relate to this survey.
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