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Self-efficacy can be summed up as the “faith in one's ability to handle situations.” A strong sense of self-efficacy enhances people's well-being in many ways.  People with high levels of self-efficacy approach life with a can-do attitude that allows them to see challenges as problems to be solved instead of threats that must be avoided.  They also set appropriately challenging goals for themselves and maintain a strong commitment to those goals.  When they face setbacks they see the resolution within their own locus of control.  They view the setback a result of their own lack of skills, effort, or knowledge which they can remedy with more effort, knowledge or skill development.  People with strong self-efficacy enjoy life because they are highly engaged.  When they encounter stressful situations their belief in their ability to manage situations to their benefit allows them to be self-confident.  As a result of their productivity and self-confidence they are less stressed and suffer less depression than people with lower levels of self-efficacy.

On the other hand, people with low levels of self-efficacy do not have the confidence that they can handle threatening or stressful situations.  As a result, they avoid difficult tasks which multiplies the stress because it creates an additional fear of the unknown.  People with low levels of self-efficacy typically view difficult tasks through the lens of fear.   Their fear revolves around possible negative outcomes, their own inadequacies, the difficulty of the task, and the obstacles that must be overcome. Low self-efficacy becomes a cycle:  lack of faith in ability produces lack of action.  Lack of action contributes to more self doubt.  They become doubtful of their own capabilities and are more easily stressed and more frequently depressed than people with high levels of self-efficacy.

How is self-efficacy developed?  A well-known Stanford University Professor, Albert Bandura, attributes the development of self-efficacy to four forces:  mastery, social learning, social persuasion, and emotional and physical states.  Of the four, the most powerful for producing self-efficacy is mastery and the most powerful in undermining self-efficacy is social persuasion.  

Mastery is easy to understand.  A person believes themselves to be capable when they “master” a task or demonstrate that they are capable.  Mastery of tasks is essential for all stages of the human lifespan.  In a child the words “mine do mine own” signify the belief in self-efficacy in terms of mastery.  As children develop it is essential for their self-efficacy that they are provided opportunities for mastery, without excessive failure.  In other words, some failure is good because it provides an opportunity to learn more or try harder; but if the task is too hard and provides too much failure, then mastery does not come and self-efficacy is not developed.  Parents, or other caregivers, who are in tune to this process one will frequently “bridge” some of the task for child.  Helping with the more difficult parts of the puzzle or walking alongside a bike are examples of  “bridging” the parts of the task that the child can complete with those they are not ready to complete.  The critical part of mastery is that it is legitimate.  In other words just telling someone that they are “great” at softball does not lead to self-efficacy – only the mastery.  Regardless, people with the highest levels of self-efficacy always compare themselves to themselves rather than other people.  

This is termed self-comparison versus social comparison.  So in the example of the softball player, the player does not have to be the best on the team to have high self-efficacy, but, the player must feel that – in comparison to themselves – they are doing well or have the resources to do well.  

In recent years there has been a noticeable increase in adults supporting children by telling them “good job” or a similar statement.  If the facts do not bear out these statements, then the adults are doing the children a great disservice.   Self-efficacy comes from the reality of accomplishing a task rather than from praise; further, empty praise raises all sorts of issues related to honesty, trust, and belief.

By the same token, constant negative feedback and criticism erode self-efficacy.  In fact, the most extreme example of negative social persuasion - domestic abuse - generally follows the path of demoralizing the person by undermining their accomplishments.  Over time, the level of self-efficacy plummets which allows for even more abuse unless the cycle is broken.  Even in less extreme examples, such as a boss who always criticizes and never acknowledges accomplishments can leave the worker doubting their own abilities.  Oddly enough, this decrease in self-efficacy often results in the worker continuing on with that job rather than leaving for a better job.  The lack of self-efficacy  makes the person feel more vulnerable and more doubtful of their own abilities.  The same can be when a person continues in a poor relationship because they do not see themselves as able to either live happily without some sort of relationship or they do not believe they are capable of a better relationship.

Having good social models with high self-efficacy also contribute to an individual's belief in them- selves.  “If they can do it, I can do it” is the sort of thinking that helps people.  Additionally, having an accurate barometer of physical and emotional feelings will help people believe in themselves.  People with high levels of self-efficacy interpret physical and emotional arousal as an energizer rather than as a vulnerability.  Knowing that social modeling and self-talk can help people get on the right track in terms of interpreting physical and emotional reactions in a positive, growth-enhancing fashion.  

While most of us muddle through with good level of self-efficacy is many areas, almost all of us have some vulnerabilities that test us.  There are a variety of ways to strengthen self-efficacy including providing ourselves with an environment rich in opportunities for mastery.  Making ourselves step out of our comfort zone, just a bit, is always helpful.  Programs that provide experiential activities are excellent opportunities to strengthen self-efficacy.  In one study of women who were on welfare, the researcher found that developing self-efficacy through a variety of job-related successes was positively related to success in leaving the welfare system.

Pegasus Leadership Consultants, LLC uses the horse-human connection to develop self-efficacy.  In their ongoing research study strong gains have been consistently observed.  Improvement is especially evident in participants who had lower self-efficacy scores at the pretest; however, even those participants with above average scores improved post seminar.  One participant in a Pegasus leadership program, a woman with very high self-efficacy, said “I will never forget the feeling I had pushing that horse out of my space.  It was empowering and liberating.”  Another participant whose life    circumstances resulted in a very low level of self-efficacy reported, “by the end of the seminar I felt drained, but the next day I was doing things I hadn't done in years.”  Further, these types of experiential activities seem to provide a deeper understanding as time goes on.  Nearly a year after her seminar, another participant reported “I keep learning more as I continue to reflect on my experiences.” 

People need positive mastery experiences to develop and maintain high levels of self-efficacy.  High levels of self-efficacy contribute to high levels of engagement and life satisfaction.  While mastery experiences are the major force behind self-efficacy, positive role models, accurate readings of physical and emotional feelings, and positive feedback all contribute to well-being.
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