
Looking Past Self-doubt 
[Adapted from a speech by Jennifer Lee] 

 

People talk about the dangers of rose-colored glasses, but let me tell you, the lenses of 
self-doubt are far worse. They are nasty. Thick and filthy. And they’re nearly impossible 
to see past. 

In film school, the first thing you study is character. And you learn that insecure 
characters, characters that don’t think much of themselves, are not very interesting. 
They aren’t inspirational, or hopeful and no one wants to watch them. Ouch. But the 
only characters worse than insecure characters are perfect characters. They are 
lifeless, boring, generic, they never feel authentic. The best characters, the ones we 
love, who inspire us, who we want to remember forever, are flawed, and one-of-a-kind. 
The only characters not good enough are ones who aren’t complex, or messy, or 
vulnerable, the ones who aren’t real. 

While in film school, I met a man named Phil Johnston. He was in my opinion the most 
talented person in the program. And one day he made me promise to do something that 
would change my life forever. He said: “you can be as insecure as you want in your life, 
but just promise me you’ll leave that insecurity out of your work. Just know, you’re good 
enough.” And I did. 

Six months later, I had two film options and I got my first paycheck as a screenwriter. 
One year later, Phil I were writing Wreck-it Ralph together. And then…and then 
came…FROZEN. 

And if I’ve learned one thing, it’s that self-doubt is one of the most destructive forces. It 
makes you defensive instead of open, reactive instead of active. Self-doubt is 
consuming and cruel and my hope is today that we can all collectively agree to ban it. 

Think about it: how many hours do you spend analyzing yourself? Your looks, your hair, 
too thin, too straight, too curly; how much time do you spend being disgusted by 
yourself, cringing over the dumb thing you said, worrying you won’t get a date because 
while you’re hilarious in your head, when you speak it sounds like you’re explaining tax 
code. Think about all the crazy ways you feel different from everyone else…and now 
take the judgment out of it…what you’re left with is such a holy dynamic, original 
character, the kind that could lead an epic story. 



And now think to the moments in your life when you forgot to doubt yourself. When you 
were so inspired that you were just living and creating, and working. Pay attention to 
those moments, they’re trying to reach you through those lenses of doubt and trying to 
show you your potential. 

One side note: being good enough doesn’t let you off the hook to be lazy. It’s not an 
excuse to spend your twenties on your parents’ couch admiring your enough-ness. 

It’s not like a free pass to get out of changing and growing and maturing. No, it’s just 
that when you are free from self-doubt, you fail better, because you don’t have your 
defenses up. You can accept the criticism. You don’t become so preoccupied with that 
failure that you forget how to learn from it or you forget how to grow. When you believe 
in yourself, you succeed better. Hours spent questioning, doubting, fearing, can be 
given over to working, exploring, living. 

You will still fail a lot. In fact, people to your face will say, “that is not good enough.” But 
just don’t make it about yourself. If you can learn to not take it personally, you will be 
able to listen to the constructive criticism and find it inspiring. And it might motivate you 
and show you that you are capable of far more than you ever imagined. 
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