
	



PRAISE FOR 

THE CONFIDENCE CODE 
FOR GIRLS

“Girl power depends on self-confidence, but many girls struggle to 
see how awesome they really are. The good news is there are steps 
girls can take to build their confidence—not by twisting them-
selves into knots, but by gaining new mental tools and embracing 
their authentic selves. I wish I had this book when I was a girl—and 
I’m really glad today’s girls have it now.” 

—SHERYL SANDBERG, COO of Facebook and  
founder of Lean In and Option B

“The Confidence Code for Girls gives tweens tips and tools to 
manage everything from stress to self-doubt to sticky social situa-
tions. As a school counselor, I know how tough it is to teach girls 
how  to manage big emotions, take risks, and be kind to them-
selves. Adults will appreciate the book’s focus on empowerment 
and concrete action steps, and girls will love the humor, stories, 
and fun activities. Whether you’re a parent or an educator, this is 
an invaluable resource.” 

—PHYLLIS FAGELL, school counselor and contributor  
to the Washington Post’s On Parenting column

“An essential read for every girl in her tween years. By bringing 
attention to girls’ inner experience of gaining and utilizing con-
fidence, the authors not only clearly identify what confidence is 
comprised of, they guide and instruct the reader on how to  culti-
vate it by challenging the common obstacles of this age. Quite 
similar to  the cognitive-behavioral approach of therapy, this 

ConfidenceCode_int_des1_cc17.indd   1 12/17/17   11:30 PM



WITH JILLELLYN RILEY

ILLUSTRATED BY NAN LAWSON

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

book encourages girls to take action despite unhelpful thinking 
patterns, to be unafraid of failure, and to challenge the worries 
that hold so many girls back in a real and direct way. It also provides 
excellent guidance on how to navigate the often judgmental and 
provoking world of social media. It’s presented in a relatable and 
engaging manner, and girls will develop a much deeper understand-
ing of what it means to be themselves and express that confidently. 
My experience as a psychologist specializing in anxiety has taught 
me that just as anxiety breeds self-doubt, self-doubt breeds anxiety, 
and the opposite of both is confidence. I am inspired by what the 
authors have done in offering such a tremendous guidebook that 
I am sure tween girls will reference time and time again in their 
journey to forming a solid, confident self.” 

—DR. BONNIE ZUCKER, licensed psychologist and author of  
Anxiety-Free Kids: An Interactive Guide for Parents and 

Children

“If you’ve ever wished you had the courage to say what you really 
think, or do the thing that scares you, this is the book for you! 
Confidence is the special sauce we need to turn our thoughts into 
actions, and Claire and Katty have figured out the recipe. Their 
advice is realistic and practical. Reading this book will help you 
change your life—and the world!” 

—RACHEL SIMMONS, author of Enough As She Is  
and leadership specialist at Smith College
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amazingly inspiring, 
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For my female confidence gurus: 

my mother, Christie Shipman, 
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my mother-in-law, Linda Dryden,  

who was always game for any leap; 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

You know that feeling you get when you do some-

thing brave? That incredible energy when you 

find your courage and try something that’s not 

easy? That’s . . .

CONFIDENCE.
Confidence gives you the power, the lift, the oomph 

to be yourself and do what you want—even when it’s 

scary.

What’s it like to have confidence? We talked to 

dozens of girls of all ages for this book, and here’s how 

confidence makes them feel:

MEET OUR CONFIDENCE GUIDES

ConfidenceCode_int_des1_cc17.indd   8-1 12/17/17   11:30 PM



2 3

A few years ago, we wrote a book about women and 

confidence. When it became a bestseller, we realized 

that tons of women wanted to know more about this 

incredible energy source, to live bolder, braver, more 

confident lives. We learned so many fascinating things 

doing the research—we found out that even rats have 

confidence, for example, and that scientists can mea-

sure it! But the most important thing we did was crack 

the code for confidence—in other words, we learned 

how to make it.

Now we’re excited to pass the Confidence Code on 

to you. Researchers have found that the tween and teen 

years are the best time for confidence creation. We’ve 

packed this book with stories, zes, illustrations, and 

other fun stuff. And you should also know that every-

thing here is based on what the smartest scientists and 

experts in the world know about confidence and where 

it comes from.

Remember Imani, Kayla, and Alex—the three char-

acters you met earlier in the hallway of their school? 

They could all use a confidence boost. You might have 

noticed that they sound worried, afraid to try new 

things, and unable to be fully themselves. You’ll see the 

three of them in action throughout 

the book. We want them, and you, to 

say “Why not?” instead of “No way!” 

whenever you see a challenge.

We should warn you—confi-

dence gets addictive. Once you have 

a taste, you’ll want more. And more. 

So let’s get going. Before you know it, 

you’ll have learned to build your own 

Confidence Code, and you’ll be doing 

things you never even imagined.

“Strong.”

“Amazing.”

“Awesome.”

“Smart.”

“Happy.”

“Brave.”

“Unstoppable.”
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CHAPTER 1
THE NUTS & BOLTS OF CONFIDENCE

What is confidence, anyway?

Well, here’s the basic, scientific 

definition:

Confidence is what turns our thoughts into action.

You can also think of it like a math formula: 
Thoughts + Confidence = Action.

Or picture a chemistry set, with thoughts in one 
beaker and confidence in another. Combine them 

and, POOF! You get exciting, explosive action.

TO BE CONTINUED . . .

KAYLA’S BIG RISK, PART 1
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Confidence is what you use to help you do anything 

that seems hard, scary, or impossible. We’re not 

necessarily talking about extreme actions like jumping 

off a cliff. (Or maybe we are, as long as you have a hang 

glider or parachute!) Confidence is what gives you a 

boost for everyday challenges as well. It’s what Kayla 

used to get herself to those basketball tryouts in the first 

part of “Kayla’s Big Risk.”

Imagine confidence as a tiny, powerful coach inside 

your mind helping you do all the things you want to do. 

“I know you’re thinking you can’t put your hand up in 

class today, but come on, I’ve seen you do it a million 

times before. Ignore those nerves and just throw your 

hand up there. You can do it.”

QUIZ

Which of these actions requires confidence?

1. Eve has a best friend, Hannah, and they’re 

practically twins. When they’re hanging out 

together, they always just get each other. 

But then one day Hannah says something 

a little mean about Eve’s new haircut. Eve 

feels betrayed, but she doesn’t want to tell 

Hannah she’s upset because she’s afraid 

of feeling awkward about it. Still, she goes 

ahead and brings it up with her and is 

honest about how she’s been feeling.

2. Cate’s a fantastic math student. She’s 

always loved numbers—they just make 

sense to her. She works hard at math and 

flies through the homework. Her teacher 

tells her that she would absolutely make 

the mathletes team if she wanted to. She 

tries out, and it’s a dream come true—

wall-to-wall math problems!

3. Isabella knows every part of Beauty and 

the Beast, the upcoming school musical, 

by heart. She loves to sing, but she’s 

never been in a show before and lots of 

the other kids have. She’s also not sure 

about her voice because she’s never really 

practiced. And the auditions are in front 

of all those other kids who want a part, 

too. Still, she pushes herself to try out! . . . 

But the audition is just as hideously 

embarrassing as she expected.
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Answers: Let’s Break It Down

If you answered #1, #3, or both, you’re TOTALLY 

right. The girl who talked to her friend and the girl 

who tried out for the play did something that clearly 

required of confidence. Number 2 required a bit of 

confidence, too, but not as much.

1. Eve did a hard thing in talking to Hannah, who 

was upset for about an hour after Eve confessed 

her feelings. They both learned to be more 

honest with each other and sensitive about 

what they say in the future.

2. Cate tried out and made the mathletes, but she 

didn’t do something that hard, did she? She 

basically kept doing something she’s already 

good at doing. Let’s see her take on a more 

challenging activity. That would require more 

confidence.

3. Isabella really stretched herself when she tried 

out. She didn’t make it, and was bummed, but 

she realized afterward that she still wanted to 

be in a musical. She plans to prepare for the 

next audition differently. For one thing, she’s 

going to start training her voice so that, when 

she’s nervous, it doesn’t get thin and wavering. 

Lots of people didn’t make it, and their lives 

aren’t over. The important thing? She took a 

risk and took action.

The essential idea in all of these stories is 

ACTION. Think verbs and action words:

Jumping off a high diving board

Talking to a neighbor about babysitting

Trying a new sport, like Kayla did

Try something, do something, make some-

thing, join something, say something, be 

something. Get the picture?

Confidence is __________________. (Fill 

in your action word here—unless this is a library 

book, or e-book, in which case make a list on 

paper or in your phone!)

Girls of Action have the most exciting lives ever. 

Why? Think about it: You can sit there and worry and 

watch things happening out in the world. Or you can 

jump in and be part of the fun, creating adventures and 

success by exploring and doing.

You want to try out for a team, even if you’re not 
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so sure how good you are? Confidence will give you 

a boost. You want to write a blog and tell the whole 

world what you think, even though you worry you don’t 

have interesting thoughts? Confidence is key for that, 

too. You want to be yourself, even if that self is totally 

different from all the other kids? Confidence makes it 

happen. You want to dye your hair or shave your head, 

skip dresses and wear what you want? Confidence . . . 

well, you know the rest. Ava, in the story below, uses her 

confidence to do something that’s really important to her.

 
 
CONFIDENCE CLOSE-UP
Ava loves to take pictures, using all kinds of apps 

and filters on her phone. She does it endlessly, 

posting photos on her Pinterest boards and on 

Instagram. For her birthday, she got a beautiful 

old camera. Now she is totally obsessed. She 

practices on everything around her all the time: 

cracks in the sidewalk, the sky, litter blowing 

down the street, gates, bicycles. But what she 

really wants to do is take pictures of people. She 

is fascinated by people—all the different shapes 

and sizes of them, from chubby babies to wrinkly 

old ladies. It’s rude to take people’s pictures 

without permission, she knows—and she’s way too 

shy to approach strangers and ask them. But she’s 

longing to snap that fascinating guy with the tiny 

mustache waiting for a bus, or the woman juggling 

armloads of groceries while strutting down the 

street. Ava practices what she could say to them. A 

couple of times, she does manage to walk up to a 

stranger, but immediately panics and turns away. 

That makes it worse because she’s mad at herself 

for not even trying.

In the park one day, Ava is watching some 

women doing tai chi, their arms raised gracefully 

toward the sky. She can’t stand it any longer—she’s 

tired of missing out on what she wants to do! Ava 

shakes her head to clear the panic, takes a deep 

breath, and approaches the women, telling them 

she loves the way their shadows look with the 

sun behind them. She asks if she can take their 

pictures, and they say yes! Ava ends up shooting 

some of her favorite images ever. It’s still not easy 

for her to go up to people on the street, and when 
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she does, plenty of people are rude and crabby. 

But as people start to agree, her pile of photos 

grows, and so does her confidence.

USING CONFIDENCE

Of course, different people will need confidence for 

different things. The many girls we spoke with gave us 

a big and varied list.

“Asking my friend why she cropped me out of a picture 

on Instagram.”

“Telling people I’m gay and not hiding any part of 

myself.”

“Speaking up about bullying, even if kids get mad at 

me.”

“Trying out for track, even if I only run when I’m late.”

“Staying quiet, knowing how to listen, and not making 

it all about me.”

“Speaking up in class.”

“Showing people the real me. They might not like me.”

“Going to gym class. I am afraid of looking totally 

uncoordinated.”

“Telling my friends I want to be by myself. But I don’t 

have the nerve to say no when they want to hang out.”

“Meeting new people. It’s scary.”

 

 

CONFIDENCE WARM-UP
Now YOU take a crack at it. First of all, gather the 

tools you’ll need to start building your own Confidence 

Code: a pen or pencil, and a notebook or journal (a 

stack of loose paper works, too). You can also use your 

phone, if you have one, to keep track of stuff if you’d 
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rather, though scientists have found that writing things 

down imprints them on our brains better. Whatever 

you choose, this is your Confidence Notebook. You 

might be rolling your eyes and groaning about extra 

homework, but this isn’t math or history, after all; it’s 

about you being AWESOME.

Start by thinking of the things that really challenge 

you, the things that might take more confidence, and 

jot them down. On another page, write down the things 

you are good at doing. Here’s an example:

Like to Do Hard for Me

Lacrosse Science test

Video games Talking to a waiter

Science labs Just being me

Sometimes it does take huge amounts of confidence 

just to be yourself. For tweens and teens, feelings are 

bigger, stakes seem higher, and your impulses can be 

confusing. You have the urge to define yourself and 

show independence, but it also feels absolutely essen-

tial to FIT IN. And what about when you’re facing 

other realities that might make you feel different? If 

you’re one of only a few girls of color at your school, 

for example, it can take confi-

dence and courage to show up 

as yourself instead of trying 

to fit into a mold. And for 

LGBTQ kids, deciding to talk 

about what you’re feeling and 

who you really are for sure 

requires confidence, since it 

may not be what other people 

are used to. Anytime you chal-

lenge what seems “normal” to 

most people, you need confi-

dence in who you are at your 

core.

CONFIDENCE 
IMPOSTERS

You probably know this 

already, but sometimes the 

people who seem the most 

confident aren’t confident at 

all.

Power Positions

Want some quick 

confidence? Try this power 

position: Stand up and hold 

your arms outstretched, 

like you’re trying to touch 

the walls on either side of 

you. Press your palms out, 

like you are a stop sign. 

Hold it. KEEP holding it 

for three minutes: count 

to sixty really slowly three 

times. (It’s a workout, too!)

Or, just focus on sitting 

up straight! We know, that 

one sounds like something 

your grandmother might 

say, but scientists we 

interviewed found that both 

of those moves can increase 

your feeling of power 

and give you a temporary 

confidence boost!
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IMPOSTER BEHAVIOR
 Being phony, bratty, or arrogant

 Having the loudest voice in the room and 

talking over your friends

 Making other people feel bad and putting them 

down so that you can make yourself feel better

 Always getting your way

 Trying to look awesome so you can make 

everyone envious

 Being the BEST and making sure everyone 

knows you are the best

One big thing that confidence is NOT: it’s 
not about how you look.

It’s about how you act, and who you are.

 
 
CONFIDENCE CLOSE-UP
Eleven-year-old Karah was proud of her long, wavy, 

thick hair. She tended to flip it around, making 

sure people noticed it, and she loved the attention. 

But when her cousin Ali got cancer and her hair 

fell out, Ali wanted a wig. Because of Ali’s illness, 

Karah found out lots of people need wigs when 

they are being treated for cancer. She decided to 

cut her hair and donate it to make those wigs. She 

was scared that she would look weird, that people 

wouldn’t think she was pretty anymore. But she 

really wanted to help someone who might need her 

pretty hair more than she did. So Karah cut off 

almost all of her hair. Not quite a buzz cut, but 

close to it. At first, she thought she looked ugly 

without her hair, and then after a few days, she 

felt powerful. She was more than her hair! She 

intends to grow it back, but who knows—once she 

does, maybe she’ll cut it off and donate it again.

 

 

CONFIDENCE WARM-UP
By now you’re getting good at seeing what confidence is 

and what it’s not. Start to spot it in the people around 

you.

1. Find role models—other daring, incredible girls 

and women you know or have read about. What’s 
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the best part of what they do? Write it down, 

because going back to it later will inspire you!

2. Look out for fakers—all those people 

who use counterfeit confidence to be mean or 

put other people down to puff themselves up. 

Fakers may roam the halls acting like they have 

confidence to spare, but that’s phony, and you 

can spot it from a mile away.

3. Shout it out—grab your phone and send a 

confidence compliment to three people you 

know. Like your friend who works at the 

recycling drive. Or your sister who stood up to 

a bully. Or your mom, who asked for a raise 

at work. Let them know that you see their 

confidence in action—that you notice what 

they do. Research shows that when you hand 

out that kind of a boost, you build your own 

confidence!

MAKING MORE CONFIDENCE:  
THE BIG PICTURE

At this point, it should be pretty clear what confidence 

is and why it matters so much. And you’re probably 

thinking: Duh, it’s obviously great. But what if I don’t 

exactly have buckets of confidence sitting around for 

that moment I want to try something? What if I want to 

try out for the debate team, and all I can think about is 

people staring at me, and I don’t want to get off my 

couch? Well, that’s why knowing how to make it is so 

important.

Scientists have studied people’s genetics and behav-

ior for years. They now believe that while we’re each 

born with some confidence, we can always make more. 

And here are the basic mechanics of doing that: when 

you take action, especially when you do something even 

slightly risky, you not only use confidence, but you also 

end up creating more!
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Imagine some gears in your head. Confidence is the 

grease that helps you turn those gears of your thoughts 

and generate action. And the fabulous result? That 

action generates more confidence for next time.

Action is fundamental to making your Confidence 

Code. In “Kayla’s Big Risk,” for example, Kayla doesn’t 

yet realize that she’s built more confidence simply by 

trying out for the basketball team, even though she 

didn’t make it. She’ll soon learn. But back to you sitting 

on that couch. Let’s say you get up, try out for debate, 

and don’t say the smartest things at the first session. 

You prepare a bit more for the next session. You get on 

the team as an alternate, take it seriously, and eventu-

ally make the team as a full member. That kind of 

process is what really builds up your confidence supply: 

all that trying, risking, messing up, struggling, and 

eventually getting good at something. Creating confi-

dence is less about the result—the success or winning. 

It’s more about the doing. You’d be much 
more likely to try out for other things 
now, since you have some confidence 
stored away. Try it and see.

But we’d be kidding if we told you that the doing is 

super easy. How do you deal with the butterflies, the 

wanting to throw up, the feeling that you’d rather stay 

in bed or hide in your closet or sit glued to that couch? 

How do you take that critical first step toward being a 

Girl of Action, toward building a confidence stockpile 

when you don’t already have extra confidence to get the 

process going? Well, you have to RISK IT.
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GIRLS OF ACTION
Nine-year-old Gracie Kuglin has always loved all creatures, 

even the noncuddly ones like spiders and scorpions. She 

plans to be a vet when she grows up. She sold some of her 

old toys and used the money to buy toys for the dogs at the 

Humane Society. Then she found out that the Humane 

Society branch in her North Dakota hometown was 

desperately short on money for essentials like vaccines and 

food. That’s when Gracie knew she wanted to figure out a 

way to raise more money to benefit these animals. Even five 

dollars can make a difference—it can feed fifteen animals 

for a day or pay for a vaccination.

Her grandma was having a garage sale, so Gracie and 

her mom decided that would be the perfect opportunity 

for a lemonade stand. Gracie can be shy about talking 

to people, but she was determined to help these animals. 

Once she gets it in her head to do something, she definitely 

does it! People came from more than twenty miles away 

to donate to Gracie’s stand, including the principal of her 

school and several teachers.

For her next step, Gracie has even bigger plans. “They 

need a new dog fence,” she told us. “They need dog toys, 

dog and cat food—they need a lot of stuff!” So for her 

birthday, she’s asking her friends to bring gifts for the 

Humane Society rather than for her. And she’s expanding 

her next lemonade stand to include a bake sale. She says 

she’s surprised herself by how bold she could be on behalf 

of her furry friends who couldn’t speak for themselves.
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