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BONNIE ERBE: Hello and welcome to To the Contrary. I'm Bonnie Erbe with a special edition with two 
women thought leaders. Acclaimed journalists Katty Kay and Claire Shipman. In addition to her work 
with ABC news Claire Shipman's credits include covering the white house for NBCand CNN. Katty Kay 
anchors the BBC world news America from Washington D.C. They join me to today to talk about their 
new book "The Confidence Code for Girls." Welcome. First, to write a book between everything you 
are doing and all the children you are raising.

KATTY KAY: It's a busy time at the moment , right? In Washington. In some ways having this project 
as well as all the politics that I usuallyspend my days covering is  really nice. It is a great break and it's 
so inspiring we hope that this will really benefit girls. I have two girls, I have two boys and two girls, so 
I can see directly the impact that this kind of work can have for them.

BONNIE ERBE: And you both have daughters?

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: We both have 12-year-olds,  Katty has an older daughter as well.

BONNIE ERBE: Did you raise your daughter the same with the tips that you give in the Confidence 
Code? Did you use that? Has it worked?

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: Once I learned them, I mean the first 10 years of her life I ruined. But now, we are 
on the right track. But really I didn't understand how important it is and this is really the centerpiece of 
our book, to encourage girls to take risks and to fail. And that it's a parent's job the best we can do to 
help them build confidence is stand back and let that process happen. Instead of running around and 
trying to manage emotions and fix problems, you can like suffer through the watching them struggle 
and know that they are going to be better off.

BONNIE ERBE: And how about you?

KATTY KAY: I have two girls who are very different in personality but it 's certainly true my oldest child 
who is 21, I think is a younger child had a tendency towards perfectionism. Towards trying to be a 
people pleaser. A lot of  the things we speak about in our book. And I think I encouraged that, you 
know, I was a stressed out working mom with four kids and  I would get home and say to Maya. Look 
Maya could lay the table. And May would lay the table,  make a dessert,  bath her younger brother. 
and organize the rest of the household. And I would say, Maya is such a good girl and she took away 
from that if she behaved in that way that was kind of perfect and people pleasing and really good, she 
got praise. And every child wants praise. I think I set in motion a cycle of behavior that she had a 
natural tendency towards and I exacerbated. Maya is doing great now and she contributed something 
to the book for us on this issue of responsibility and --

BONNIE ERBE: Tell us what she said. 

KATTY KAY: She wrote a bit for the book about how, exactly this, when she was a child  she had 
taken on a ton of responsibility looking after her younger siblings, and it actually got very stressful for 
her trying to balance homework, athletics,  looking after her siblings. And she didn't feel at that age 
she could say look this is too much. And her message to younger girls today is you can say that is 
enough. You can advocate for yourself. That is the way she has advocated. But I think the over 
arching message of what May was trying to say is you can speak up and if it means rocking the boat a 
bit, it doesn't matter, it's okay. 

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: Boys will speak up anyway. I mean trying to get my son to do anything like that is 
just impossible. Naturally are able to just say what? Me?

KATTY KAY: I made the table last month.



CLAIRE SHIPMAN: Right. I don't need to do that and then other people step in and fill the void.

BONNIE ERBE: But did you test your children that way at all? Did you ask your boys to do what you 
asked your daughter to do?

KATTY KAY: Of course. 

BONNIE ERBE: And did they do it?

KATTY KAY: The situation was  is you'd come home from work and you're tired and you've got all 
these kids and you got a long day at the office and I say to my sons, you know, can you lay the table. 
And they 'd be like Eh I've got x, y and z, I did it last week. And they just make it so much harder. So 
the default and I think we see this in classrooms, too, the default is to go to the child that makes it 
easy. And because you have a girl then who is wanting to be people please and likes the idea of being 
a perfectly good girl and we see teachers doing this, too. I sympathize if you are a teacher and  you 
have 24 kids in your classroom and half of them are misbehaving and half of them are behaving 
perfectly the tendency is to reward that perfect behavior. You are trying to run a classroom. Of course 
it's nice to have girls who will speak carefully and only speak when they have been asked a question 
or raise their hand when they know exactly the answer. But the problem is we are setting in motion a 
pattern of behavior that doesn't actually help our girls once they get into adulthood and into the 
professional sphere.

BONNIE ERBE: Right. But also I thought that part of raising girls was with confidence is making boys 
do the same, you know everybody does chores equally. So as a successful journalist, as a woman in 
the forefront of being a successful female journalist, you didn't feel that you could push beyond tell 
your sons I'm sorry, your sister has been doing it and you have to do it, it's your turn now?

KATTY KAY: Oh yeah, of course and you know and everyone in my households have chores they 
have to do. And they can complain about it but they still have to do them. But there is something in the 
reward cycle of that phrase good girl, that sets girls up for an expectation of perfection.

BONNIE ERBE: Tell me what comes out, what tips do you give to parents particularly of girls, to raise 
them so they are confident?

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: Well, I think the most important thing for parents to understand is that the formula 
for building confidence in our lives is doing things, taking risks, failing, doing some struggling, failing 
and then ultimately persevering and mastering something. It is a cycle. Confidence is what helps us 
turn our thoughts into action and by taking that action you build more confidence. So it really does 
become a virtuous circle. Girls often don't even get on that circle because they are busy thinking. And 
then the risks loom too large for them. Especially when they are perfectionists and they don't want to 
do anything wrong you don't want to take risks. The most important thing we want parents to 
understand and girls to understand is that girls need to take more risks and they need to do some 
failing. This is going to be very counter intuitive for all the reasons we've been talking about, but you 
can start small and identify how to get them out of their comfort zone in ways that don't feel terrifying, 
that just feels a little frightening and for every girl it is different. So we can't say here's the formula, tell 
them to go raise their hand in class. That is not always a problem for every girl. For some girls it's 
gonna be a risk to write a paper a certain way and for other girls it will be a risk to talk to a whole 
group of people. For other girls it's a risk to try a new sport. Identify what it is your daughter might be a 
little bit interested in, but is worried about, and really encourage her to do it and then help her through 
the process. How do you evaluate what's happened? How do you applaud the struggle in that 
process? The way we live today it's really hard to even remember what happened yesterday rather 
than a month ago. And sometimes I have to force myself, remember when this happened three 
months ago? And look at you now? Right you have to try to be deliberate about looking at that whole 



chunk of time. But I think that is the most important thing for parents to understand.

BONNIE ERBE: And you think that is the most important element too from the book? Or other things 
that you think that they should pay attention to?

KATTY KAY: Our girls are doing incredibly well, academically, right. This is the conundrum. They are 
doing better than boys in school, they're getting more degrees, they're getting more post graduate 
degrees and are eve getting more phd's than men at the moment. So why is it we have this gap in 
confidence? That is what so many mothers but also fathers have said look I have a daughter and she 
is so talented but she does not believe she is as talented  as she is and she holds herself back from 
trying thing.. The poll that we conducted n conjunction with the book shows that between the ages of 
8-14 girls lose confidence by about 30%. Boys don't have that drop off. And we never really regain it 
again. So what is it that is stopping girls from believing that they can achieve in the same way that 
anything that they want to do in the same way the boys can? And how can we get over that hump? 
And all of the research that we've done on confidence shows you get confidence not by doing the 
things you know you can do. You gain confidence by trying things that are hard for you. That are new. 
That are difficult. That push you outside of your comfort zone. I like to say I read the news  to millions 
of people around the world every evening. It doesn't test my confidence anymore. I know I can do it. 
Give me the job of an accountant or a lawyer or a doctor, you know, or a teacher, I would be terrified. 
The only way I'd ever know if I could do that would be to try it. And that's what we're trying to get our 
girls to say. You have to try it. And with that trying process  inevitable will come some failure. But all of 
the research that we've done on the issue of confidence and girls shows  that for girls the whole 
process of failing looms really large. It's something between the ages of about 12 and 14 becomes a 
real problem  for them. They feel that they are not allowed to fail and they become afraid of failure. 
And that's going to make them less likely to take risks. Less likely to try those  hard things.

BONNIE ERBE: In that drop off period between 8-14 when they start to lose confidence, what other 
triggers besides not having – and why doesn't it happen to boys?

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: This is what's most interesting what is going on with girls that this plummet 
happens? As we dug into this we realized like everything else in life it is a mix of nature and nurture. 
There is some nature involved. Puberty we get a lot of different hormones boys and girls do at puberty 
and estrogen and the way our brains develop, suddenly at puberty we become our eq soars we 
become much more aware of the world around us. These are all great things actually. They're really 
big assets in terms of later life, management skills the way we conduct ourselves. But those things can 
also make us more cautious. They can make us a little bit more risk-adverse because we are so 
aware of everything going on and we have this ability to instantaneously think what is she thinking 
now? What are the five people over there going to think? And people pleasing sets in so you have all 
of that. And boys with testosterone are getting a big boost for risk taking. And then combine that 
biology with what Katty and I were talking about with parents and teachers just kind of inadvertently 
encouraging the good girl syndrome who doesn't like that? Again it's just somebody getting all the 
answers right, somebody who's diligent in getting all their work – 

KATTY KAY: and getting the a's in school.

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: We really reward that. And by the time girls are in high school they are full-blown 
perfectionists who don't want to fail. So this is the process that we see that – and boys essentially are 
naturally learning confidence because they just fail naturally.

BONNIE ERBE: What about the social influence of women, sometimes they start out but Beyonce, 
Taylor swift, Madonna who parade around half naked on stage, are all beautiful, what does that do to 
girls' confidence?



CLAIRE SHIPMAN: There is an enormous amount of pressure on girls today from media outlets, what 
they see in the media, and especially social media. One of the things we looked at is that girls 
ruminate something women do.

BONNIE ERBE: I remember there was a Harvard study years ago that said men get upset  about 
something and they go punch a wall or have a drink or whatever. Women just ruminate--

KATTY KAY: Carry it with us

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: Right, we just do it more than men do, and that habit starts at puberty. And you 
take that habit where suddenly 12, 13 year old girls are over thinking and over thinking, combine it with 
social media. It explodes. The power  of that explodes because girls can never escape. You have a 
bad day at school somebody says something mean you don't like the way you look. You don't get 
away from that it keeps going and keeps going. So your brain doesn't get a break. One of the – 

BONNIE ERBE: if this is caused by estrogen, isn't it going to be that much more difficult to teach 
especially girls to overcome something that is part of their body?

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: It is. But you can. This is what we're really – it's basically cognitive behavioral 
therapy, right. It's first recognizing. So the number one thing that will help girls and women understand 
how to stop the cycle of over thinking is recognizing that it's happening in the first place. So if we can 
help girls understand and we do this through scenarios and quizzes. It is not just here is how to build 
your confidence because we knew that would bore everybody but these are scenarios that help them 
understand. Am I a catastrophic thinker or am I a mind reader? And they start to see what these 
thinking patterns look like and what do you do about it? We have very simple tools that actually are 
incredibly effective. I am an over thinker and the tools we write about in out last book are really helpful.

KATTY KAY: And I think the other thing that is important for girls to realize partly that failure happens 
to everybody. And hurdles happen to everybody.

BONNIE ERBE: And right everybody who is successful has failed before.

KATTY KAY: J.K. Rowling, Beyonce, you can name them. And to show those girls that it happens in 
your own life, too. As a parent it's important that we think what is the role model we are giving our girls. 
Because if we project an image of confidence, if we only ever praise success and overpraise success 
or try and make everything perfect in our own lives we are setting up our girls  up to think that that is 
the standard  they have to reach.

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: We had incredible success recently with the campaign that we launched called  
capture confidence with Instagram. And one of the things we wanted to do is say “Look, social media 
is here to stay. You are not going to be able to avoid it but use it in a positive way. If you are finding a 
tribe that inspires you or you are looking at pictures are not negative but positive that can have a huge 
impact on our brains  too in a positive way. Big hit of oxytocin. I mean really positive stuff happens, so 
we asked girls on Instagram asked girls to post pictures of themselves not looking perfect not photo 
shopped but doing things that may them feel confident. The girls who launched the campaign there's 
one girl who dances. She is an incredible dancer. She does not have a standard dancer's body, right, 
the response has been incredible. A disabled girl, Ellie who is a protester, speaks up for things and 
that response has been amazing. Partly it's trying to direct them to authenticity on-line and not to 
some fake image but --

BONNIE ERBE: when she does that, the dancer with the non-dancer's body, doesn't she get criticism, 
too?



CLAIRE SHIPMAN: But I think what she's seen, at least in this recent campaign, the positive feedback 
has so outweighed any of the trolling that it's just affirming.

KATTY KAY: I think  there is a real desire we were really struck by the Instagram campaign and how 
quickly it took off for girls. Because there is a desire for them social media is part of their life to have 
that as a positive outlet rather than a source of stress is  very appealing for them.

BONNIE ERBE: And but I have heard young women over the last five or 10 years say that sex they 
are feminists but they see sex as a great power so they dress you know, with lots of cleavage showing 
and you name it, and they see that as a power they can use over men. What is your response to that?

KATTY KAY: That is an on-line issue, too.

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: It is an on-line issue. It is terrain that we didn't have to fully explore. We were 
lucky in the book because that next age jump would have gotten us into very different territory but 
there is a lot of interesting debate about this in terms of clothing standards and school. Because there 
are a lot of even girls aged 12 saying well it's not fair that boys can do this and I can't wear spaghetti 
straps and that doesn't feel empowering to me. And the mother wants to say I'm really glad you are 
not wearing spaghetti straps but I was trying to see it from both sides. And I hope everybody can have 
this debate.

KATTY KAY: One good thing that has come out of the whole #metoo movement and the timing of this 
book coincided with the discussion we're havingabout #metoo and time's up as we call it speak up as 
well. And we have a manifesto we touch on the issue of #metoo and sexual harassment in a way 
that's kind of subtle, we talk about a manifesto for girls of how they should be able to demand respect 
for their bodies and be able to speak up and become against any form of abuse of themselves. One 
issue I think that's been is the issue of power and sexuality and whose responsibility is abuse. And the 
message we always have to give to girls is whether you are wearing spaghetti straps or whether you 
are wearing the shortest of shorts, it is never a girl's responsibility if they are sexually harassed or 
sexually abused. That is always the onus of the adult who is perpetrating that. And I think that it's not 
something we talk about particularly in the book. But it's certainly a message coming out of this time 
that we are living.

BONNIE ERBE: That's really brilliant especially your part about not having to own, not owning blaming 
yourself for anything that happens.

KATTY KAY: That is something we've noticed a lot all the stories of girls and women who have been 
sexually abused is the level of guilt that they then have to live with. Why didn't I say no? Why did I let 
that happen to me? Why didn't I speak up?

BONNIE ERBE: Why did I go to his apartment?

KATTY KAY: Why did I go to his apartment? All of those becomes things then that somehow  the girl 
feels it is her responsibility when clearly she has not been the person that perpetrated the aggression.

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: And one things we have in the manifesto, which is we talked talked about earlier, 
it's not my job to please people. And I think that the earlier girls can understand that the better. 
Because --

BONNIE ERBE: But then you're going to have a daughter for example who is not going to say yes.

KATTY KAY: And I have one. My 12-year-old never said yes.



BONNIE ERBE: Did that change in your daughter as well?

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: Well, my daughter's never been much of a yes person. She worries about grades 
there is a lot of the classic girl tendencies, but she's also very tom boy, doesn't like to you know wash 
her hair, only wears certain things and I've had to really, this whole process helped me understand 
how powerful that is and I can help her celebrate that that she is willing to be so different and take a 
little bit of a harder road.

BONNIE ERBE: And I just was thinking of when I was growing up, quite frankly, I never had a 
confidence problem. But my role model was not my mother it was my father. He was out there in the 
real world. He was you know, he was a publisher in the 60s and 70s. And pretty well-known. And part 
of the New York literary movement of the time. So I was able to watch that as a role model and I don't 
think I ever thought there was ever anything I couldn't do. Explain how fathers can really help the girls 
feel self confidence?

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: Fathers are essential, and we've had a lot of women say that. It's really helpful to 
have one, at least one powerful role model and somebody who is often just giving you that sense that 
you can do anything and pushing you to try new things. Girls often do find it's the father who does 
more of that because they intuitively understand how to do that. They are less risk-averse often than 
the mothers. And one of the interesting things we found in the poll, in terms of the parents of these 
girls the fathers were better able to recognize a lack of confidence in their daughters than the mothers 
were.

BONNIE EBER: Interesting. How does that happen?

KATTY KAY: Maybe because mothers themselves have some lack of confidence, right. So they 
assume this is normal. They assume the kind of perfectionistic, people pleasing, I have to get an a 
grade, can't possibly try something unless I'm totally prepared for it. They think oh yeah I see that in 
myself. It's not a lack of confidence, that's just how girls and women are. I think the dads are looking at 
their daughters and saying why aren't you going for that pay raise, or that job promotion, or that risk in 
school? You are totally qualified for it but you are holding yourself back and they are the ones that see 
the contradiction.

BONNIE ERBE: I remember my mother was extremely competitive in small ways. But if you are 
encouraging girls to be more out there and to be more self assured, are you encouraging them to be 
more competitive? And is that a good thing in every situation?

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: It doesn't mean that girls cannot be competitive and also what we've seen with a 
lot of girls and women, aware of what that means to the world around them.

KATTY KAY: It's not whether you have confidence or you don't have confidence, but what is your 
strength? What is your kind of confidence look like? Because it's possible to be confident and quiet. 
It's possible to be confident and loud. The thing about confidence, when we were doing our book for 
women, I came to describe it as this, is your perception of your abilities in line with your abilities? And 
women's perception of their ability tends to skew low and all we really want to do is bring that 
perception in line with your ability. Because if you are honest about your achievements and your 
talents and how valid you can be in the world then you can achieve things. If you constantly skew low, 
in your perception of your ability you will hold yourself back from trying new things.

BONNIE ERBE: And that is a perfect place to end. Thank you both for this very enlightening 
conversation.

CLAIRE SHIPMAN: Thank you.



BONNIE ERBE: Thank you Claire Shipman and Katty Kay. That is it for this edition. Please follow me 
on Twitter and visit our pbs website, pbs.Org/tothecontrary and whether you agree or think to the 
contrary, see you next week. 


