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HIS & HERS
STUDIES SHOW WOMEN TRAIL MEN WHEN IT COMES TO CONFIDENCE.  

LEARN WHY IT’S A PROBLEM AND HOW TO SOLVE IT.  

BY JAMIE FRIEDLANDER

a ra Ma ksimow lef t her job of 13 yea rs as a 
pharmaceutical sales manager because of a 
company restructuring about three years ago. 
She dreamed of returning to her previous career 
as a therapist, but the nervousness she felt about 
opening up her own practice overwhelmed her. 
She was still a licensed social worker, but she 

hadn’t seen patients in over a decade.
A fast-talker who bounces from thought to thought with contagious 

enthusiasm, the New Jersey native explains she was eager for the 
chance to own her own business, but her mind filled with thoughts 
of failure: What if she opened a private practice and nobody hired 
her? What if she was unsuccessful and everyone knew?

Eventually she decided to apply for a new job in pharmaceutical 
sales because that felt more comfortable than taking a leap of faith. 
Her work would be easy and familiar. Around the same time, she 
hired a life coach who encouraged her to move forward with her 
business instead.

“I was hesitating taking the next step because I didn’t know if 
I could do it,” Maksimow says. “It was tough. But now things are going 
really well, and I look back and think about how being a perfectionist 
made me worry. Could I really start my own business? ”

Maksimow is not alone in her incessant second-guessing. She 
was experiencing what a lot of women have on a daily basis: low 
confidence, despite above-average abilities and skills. Katty Kay, the 

Washington, D.C., anchor for BBC World News America, and Claire 
Shipman, an ABC News and Good Morning America correspondent, 
wrote the seminal book on this topic, The Confidence Code. It explores 
a phenomenon in our society: Men are almost always more confident 
than women, even when the women are equally or more talented.

The implications of this confidence gap are grave. Some research 
shows having higher levels of confidence leads people to be more 
successful in life and in work. In fact, Kay and Shipman concluded 
confidence is more important than competence. Because women 
are more likely to be perfectionists and avoid risk-taking, they’re 
typically less confident, which means they’re less likely to speak 
up in meetings, ask for raises or negotiate salaries. Many women 
fall behind where they could be excelling. While they second-guess 
the tone of their boss’s off hand comment or dwell on whether they 
should suggest a bold idea in a meeting, their male counterparts 
brush off potentially negative comments, confidently speak up and 
eventually pass them by.

This problem affects entry-level workers and C-level executives alike. 
“A year before her book Lean In was published, Facebook COO Sheryl 
Sandberg told us, ‘There are still days I wake up feeling like a fraud, not 
sure I should be where I am,’ ” Kay and Shipman write in The Confidence 
Code. “Likewise the two of us spent years attributing our own success 
to luck, or, like Blanche DuBois, to the kindness of strangers. And we 
weren’t being deliberately self-deprecating—we actually believed it. After 
all, how could we possibly have deserved to get to where we’d gotten?”

C
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A now-famous study of this confidence gap between men and 
women was reported in The McKinsey Quarterly in 2008. The authors 
referred to Hewlett Packard internal research that found men typi-
cally applied for promotions when they met 60 percent of the required 
qualifications, while women only applied when they met 100 percent 
of them. 

Despite being just as qualified as the men, the women assumed 
they wouldn’t be hired unless they met all of the qualifications, so 
they didn’t apply. “So essentially, women feel confident when we 
are perfect. Or practically perfect,” Kay and Shipman write in The 
Confidence Code. “Underqualified and underprepared men don’t 
think twice about leaning in. Overqualified and over-prepared, too 
many women still hold back.” Many women feel they simply don’t 
deserve to be at the top, or they’re afraid their confidence will come 
across as aggressive or controlling.

And this issue isn’t exclusive to women—though that’s where it’s 
most obvious. Plenty of men know what it’s like to see a co-worker with 
more confidence than intelligence rise through the ranks—seemingly 
on the backs of more diligent, more qualified peers.

Another study supporting this notion that confidence matters 
more than competence comes from Cameron Anderson, a professor 
of organizational behavior at the University of California, Berkeley. 
He conducted a study in which he quizzed around 250 students. The 
students were given a list of names and historical events and asked 
to mark the ones they identified. There was a twist, though. Some 
of the names and events were completely fabricated, such as Galileo 
Lovano and Murphy’s Last Ride. He then discovered, by assessing 
his students over the course of the semester, that the students who 
chose the most fake names and acted as if they knew them were 
regarded by their peers as being the most respected and admired.

“ We got fairly obsessed with this [topic], especially when we 
started reading Cameron A nderson’s research about confidence 
versus competence,” Shipman says. “What he’s finding is that confi-
dence—in terms of everyday success or the standard definition of 
success—can trump competence. So we’re like, What? It just really 
[f lies] in the face of everything we believe.”

Women are raised to think that if they work hard and do well in 
school, they’ll be rewarded, she says. But in reality, exuding confi-
dence inspires and motivates others more than being intelligent or 
hardworking. If you’re confident, you are “more likely to get your 
ideas heard and get more follow-through on them,” Shipman says. 
“It’s kind of startling.”

Reverence and admiration are qualities we’d all like to possess. 
But it goes below the surface: Lack of confidence has real, tangible 
consequences, too.

Linda Babcock is an economics professor at Carnegie Mellon 
University in Pittsburgh and the author of Women Don’t Ask. She 
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conducted studies with some of her business students, examining 
how confidence relates to negotiation. She found men negotiate 
their salaries four times as frequently as women do. When women do 
negotiate, they ask for 30 percent less than their male counterparts.

* * *
Over the course of her career as a therapist, Maksimow has worked 

with numerous patients who struggled with perfectionism. She says 
one of the biggest dangers in this type of compartmentalized thinking 
is that it creates a perception that everything is black and white—if 
something isn’t completely flawless, perfectionists see it as a failure.

“We have these high expectations that are almost impossible to 
meet,” Maksimow says. “We’re all human, so when things fall short 
of perfect, instead of seeing it as, OK, well I tried, or I got close, or 
maybe next time, or that was pretty good, we think, It wasn’t perfect, 
so forget it, it’s a complete failure. That’s where confidence comes in. 
A lot of people who come in with depression and anxiety, especially 
with depression and a lot of negative self-talk, have this idea of 
‘perfect’ and they have a hard time letting go of it.”

Shipman says she was surprised to discover there are subtle 
differences in the brains of men and women. The small differences 
in structure and chemistry could be responsible for different types 
of thoughts and behaviors in general, and that could have an effect 

on confidence levels. Some studies suggest women activate their 
amygdala, the area in the brain responsible for fear, more often than 
men. Another study suggests high levels of testosterone correlate 
with more risk-taking. 

Women are more likely to be diagnosed with psychological disor-
ders such as anxiety and depression, which often affect confidence, 
according to Gail Saltz, M.D., a professor of psychiatry at the Weill-
Cornell Medical College and author of the forthcoming The Power 
of Different: The Link Between Disorder and Genius.

“Anxiety disorders and mood disorders, depression specifically, 
occur twice as often in women as they do in men,” Saltz says. “We just 
have different wiring and different hormonal statuses that impact 
our wiring. The greater tendency to experience those things—anxiety 
and depression—often feeds insecurity. We may be more sensitive 
to reading what other people are thinking or not thinking about us 
than men.”

Saltz has experienced the confidence gap herself. As a young 
medical student at the University of Virginia, she had a number of 
experiences that made it more difficult for her to pursue a career 

THE COUSINS OF CONFIDENCE
Don’t confuse confidence with these 
other attributes. 
While writing The Confidence Code, Katty Kay and Claire 
Shipman found it difficult to effectively define confidence. 
They eventually settled on a definition from Richard Petty, 
an expert on confidence and a psychology professor at Ohio 
State University. “Confidence is the stuff that turns thoughts 
into action.”

The following attributes are important qualities for forming a 
strong sense of self, but they’re not the same as confidence.

SELF-ESTEEM: You believe you are worthy of love and respect, 
and you hold a generally positive perception of yourself.

SELF-COMPASSION: Kristin Neff, Ph.D., an associate profes-
sor at the University of Texas at Austin, pioneered research in 
this concept, which is the idea that we give ourselves the same 
kindness and care we give our good friends.

OPTIMISM: This is a state of mind in which someone is hopeful 
about what will happen in the future. Optimistic people expect 
the best possible outcome, not the worst.

MindTheConfidenceGap_SM1703.indd   53 1/6/17   10:53 AM

© 2017 SUCCESS. All Rights Reserved.



54  |   SUCCESS  MARCH 2017

BEST PRACTICES
STAND TALL
Use these tips to boost your confi dence. 
Although the confidence gap primarily 
applies to women, those who feel margin-
alized in any way experience it, too. Say, 
for example, you’re the youngest or oldest 
person at your o�  ce, an introvert or the 
only minority. You might feel insecure and 
begin second-guessing your every action. 
Follow these tips to boost your confi dence 
so it falls in line with your competence.

MAKE THE CHOICE. It’s likely that you’re 
more than qualifi ed for the job you’re in. 
Instead of improving your skills, focus on 
increasing your confi dence. A signifi cant 
part of confidence is what psychologists 
call volitional: our choice. “With diligent 
effort, we can all choose to expand our 
confi dence,” Katty Kay and Claire Shipman 
write in The Confidence Code. “But we 
will get there only if we stop trying to be 
perfect and start being prepared to fail.” 
Even if you’re terrifi ed of asking your boss 
for a raise or your yoga instructor to dinner, 
ignore your second-guessing and negative 
thoughts and go for it. Over time, coping 
with failure will get easier, and it will help 
you grow your confi dence.

AVOID THE PERFECTIONISM TRAP. Failure 
and risk-taking are key components of 
confidence building. Cara Maksimow, a 
clinical social worker, says women can start 
overcoming their perfectionist tendencies 
by accepting that not everything in life is 
certain. She tells clients struggling with 
perfectionism to picture their task or chal-
lenge as the bottom of a staircase. “A lot of 
us think we need to see what it looks like at 
the top, but you don’t need to see the top 
in order to take one step,” she says. “Just 

say ‘OK, how can I just take that one step 
and what does that step look like?’ You can 
always go back.”

LEVERAGE YOUR INHERENT CONFIDENCE. 
You’re more confident than you think. Just 
consider this: Making everyday decisions, 
such as what to eat for lunch or what to text 
your mom, requires a low level of confi dence. 
“Every day we make hundreds of decisions, 
almost unconsciously, that require basic 
confi dence,” Kay and Shipman write in The 
Confi dence Code. Boost your confi dence by 
reminding yourself of all the successful small 
decisions you make on a daily basis.

IGNORE THE NEGATIVE SOUNDTRACK IN 
YOUR MIND. It might sound counterintuitive, 
but being slightly out of touch with reality 
might be an integral step in developing 
confi dence. Shipman says she is still in the 
nascent stages of exploring this idea: “You 
almost need to suspend disbelief a little bit 
to have agency in the world. Because if you 
operated almost like a computer and you 
put in all of the inputs, things that could go 
wrong and all of the odds, you probably 
would never do anything. Utter accuracy is 
probably an impediment in one’s life to get-
ting things done, which is odd to think about.”

START EARLY. Teach children the benefi ts 
of confi dence at a young age. Encourage 
them to take risks, and then teach them 
how failure is acceptable. Reinforce that 
pleasing others and being “good” all of the 
time isn’t always the most important thing. 
Shipman was initially concerned about one 
of her daughters, whom she describes as 
rebellious and not a girly girl. “Until I was 

writing this book, I think I was trying to 
shoehorn her a little bit more into a mold,” 
she says. “I think I’m more comfortable now 
just saying, You know what? This is going to 
be great for her. Let her try things and fail 
and struggle. She’s building a lot of resil-
ience and confi dence this way.”

DON’T BE AFRAID TO ASK FOR GUIDANCE. 
Sharon Anderson Wright, the CEO and 
president of Half Price Books, says she 
never lacked confidence because of her 
gender, in part because she began work-
ing in the family business at a young age 
and her mother was the co-CEO. She did, 
however, feel insecure about her age at 
times because she managed people older 
than she. “Because I was younger, I didn’t 
feel as smart as some of the people around 
me. We’d bring in professionals from the 
outside, and I realized they knew a lot more 
than I did. I tried to rely on the people who 
I thought had the right answers.” Don’t be 
afraid to ask others around you for advice.

BE A PUBLIC DEFENDER IN YOUR BRAIN. 
Shipman gives this advice to women striving 
to become more confident. She cites this 
example: Let’s say you received a perfor-
mance review at work, and your boss gave 
80 percent positive feedback and 20 per-
cent negative feedback. Instead of dwelling 
on the negative 20 percent (as many women 
do), reframe your thoughts to realize most 
people receive similar reviews. Remind 
yourself how the feedback was mainly posi-
tive. “It’s important to try to use some of 
these tools to get through the dwelling and 
overthinking, and just be able to move on,” 
she says.

as a doctor, such as when an attending physician asked her why 
she wa s wa sting her best ch ildbea r ing yea rs going to med ica l 
school and seeing fields such as neurosurger y—which she found 
interesting—completely dominated by men. She felt she had to 
overcompensate to succeed.

“I felt that when I was called upon, I better have one hell of a 
sparkly answer,” she says. “I felt that it needed to be even better 
than my male counterparts for me to swim in the sink-or-swim 
environment.”

Despite being more confident in herself now and successf ul 
in her career, Saltz says the conf idence gap was something she 
noticed often in the beginning of her career. “I would say I was very 
aware of the discrepancy in numbers, the discrepancy in salaries, 
the discrepancy in opportunities, the question of how to handle 
that, and the impact on one’s confidence, which was substantial.”

Saltz believes that although we have made progress in equal rights 
for men and women, we haven’t made quite as much progress as we 
think we have, which poses an even greater danger for women. “It 
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appears like a 50-50 world, but the reality is that there are still 
these perceptions that can undermine women’s confidence,” Saltz 
says. “Chief among them is that women don’t get equal pay for equal 
jobs. That boggles my mind—that we’re still in that place. W hat ’s 
harder now about being a young woman growing up is that there’s 
some sort of perception that it really is the same, so it might be 
even more confusing. It still isn’t [the same]. There are still far 
fewer CEOs who are women.”

Shipman says one of the most surprising discoveries she came 
across i n her resea rch wa s t hat you ng women today st i l l lack 
confidence despite progress that has been made in equal rights 
for women over the past few decades. She says a solution for this 
might require taking the emphasis away from teaching young girls 
to be perfect academically and instead teaching them about the 
benefits of failure and risk-taking.

After assessing all of their research, Kay and Shipman attempted 
to figure out the ideal level of confidence people should strive for. 
They reached the conclusion that “a slight tilt toward overconfi-
dence is ideal given our society and the way we work in the world 
and the nature of the human endeavor,” Shipman says. “That gives 

you a slight bias toward action as opposed to inaction. You’re going 
to make things happen.”

The good news? It ’s possible to increase your confidence. The 
easiest way is to get out of your head and make a move.

“If you are somebody who overthinks, ruminates and assesses, 
tr y to focus on that because the more you’re spending time doing 
that , the less l i kely you a re to t a ke action,” Sh ipma n says. “A 
cer tain amount of think ing and examining is obv iously smar t, 
but once it reaches a certain point, you’re less likely to act. You’re 
going to end up with too much information, and it ’s going to be 
too over whelming.”

Ma k simow f irst launched her private practice in 2014. She 
rented an office one afternoon a week and had just a handful of 
regular clients. Now she holds around 15-18 sessions each week, has 
her own office, and published a book titled Lose That Mommy Guilt.

She also gives others the advice that worked for her. “If you’re 
beating yourself up in your own head for not getting things exactly 
per fect , it ’s not helping you get bet ter,” she says. “ You’re just 
pushing yourself down. A nd that negative self-talk continues to 
grow and grow and grow.”

You can begin combating that today, she says. Start by being 
compassionate with yourself. ◆

FRIEDLANDER IS THE ASSOCIATE EDITOR OF SUCCESS.
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