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1

INTRODUCTION

In the heat of the 2016 presidential campaign, Frank Bruni wrote a New 
York Times op-ed under the title, “If Trump Changed Genders.” Bruni 
concluded the thought experiment with the observation that a “woman 
with his personal life, public deportment and potty mouth wouldn’t last a 
nanosecond in a political campaign— or for that matter in a boardroom.” 
This campaign speaks volumes about what Bruni called the “utterly and 
unjustly dissimilar” standards confronting male and female leaders.1

Those double standards are longstanding. For most of recorded his-
tory, women were largely excluded from leadership positions. A compre-
hensive review of encyclopedia entries published just after the turn of the 
twentieth century identified only about 850 eminent women throughout 
the preceding two thousand years. In rank order, they included queens, 
politicians, mothers, mistresses, wives, beauties, religious figures, and 
“women of tragic fate.”2 Few of these women had acquired leadership po-
sitions in their own right. Most exercised influence through relationships 
with men.

Since that publication, we have witnessed a transformation in gender 
roles. Women now exercise leadership in virtually every part of the pri-
vate and public sectors. Yet progress is only partial. Despite a half century 
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of equal opportunity legislation, women’s leadership opportunities are 
far from equal. The most comprehensive survey finds that women occupy 
less than a fifth of senior leadership positions across the public and pri-
vate sectors.3 In politics, women constitute over half the voting public, 
but only 19 percent of Congress, 12 percent of governors, and 19 percent 
of mayors of the nation’s one hundred largest cities.4 From a global per-
spective, the United States ranks ninety-seventh in the world for women’s 
representation in political office, below Slovakia, Bangladesh, and Saudi 
Arabia.5 In academia, women account for a majority of college graduates 
and postgraduate students but only about a quarter of full professors and 
university presidents.6 In law, women are almost half of law school gradu-
ates but only 18 percent of the equity partners of major firms, and 21 per-
cent of Fortune 500 general counsels.7 In the nonprofit sector, women 
constitute three- quarters of staff positions but only a fifth of the leaders 
of large organizations.8 In business, women account for a third of MBA 
graduates, but only 4 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs.9 At current rates of 
change, it could take more than a century for women to reach parity in 
the C suite.10

This book seeks to advance our understanding of why women remain 
so underrepresented in leadership roles, what strategies are most likely 
to change that fact, and why it matters. The discussion is aimed at sev-
eral audiences: women interested in leadership positions, organizations 
interested in increasing their proportion of women leaders, and readers 
interested in the status of women. To make significant progress, the book 
argues that we must confront second- generation problems of gender 
inequality that involve not deliberate discrimination but unconscious 
bias, in- group favoritism, and inhospitable work- family structures. And 
it claims that those barriers should be dismantled, both because a just 
society is committed to equal opportunity and because a competitive 
economy cannot afford to undervalue half its talent pool.

Unlike much of the popular literature concerning women and leader-
ship, this analysis suggests that the problem cannot be resolved at the 
individual level; structural and cultural solutions are essential. Although 
women’s choices help account for women’s underrepresentation in lead-
ership positions, conventional wisdom too often underestimates the 
extent to which these choices are socially constructed and constrained.
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Because context matters in shaping leadership challenges, constraints, 
and strategies, subsequent chapters explore in detail the challenges in 
particular fields.11 After this overview chapter describes the barriers 
confronting women in leadership and the societal stakes in addressing 
them, Chapter 2 reviews obstacles for women in politics and how best 
to respond. Chapter 3 focuses on women and management, Chapter 4 
on women in law, Chapter 5 on women in academia, and Chapter 6 on 
women on corporate boards. To fill in gaps in the existing research, the 
discussion draws on data from a survey of approximately a hundred 
prominent women leaders in academia and the nonprofit sector.12 To 
situate the analysis, this introductory chapter explores the rationale for 
greater gender equity, the reasons for women’s underrepresentation in 
leadership, and the strategies most likely to remedy it.

Equal Opportunity as a Public Good

Women’s unequal representation in leadership positions poses multiple 
concerns. For individual women, the barriers to their advancement com-
promise fundamental principles of equal opportunity and social justice. 
These barriers impose organizational costs as well. Women are now a  
majority of the most well- educated Americans, and a growing share of 
the talent available for leadership. Organizations that lack a culture of 
equal opportunity are less able to attract, retain, and motivate the most 
qualified individuals.13 Obstacles to women’s success also decrease em-
ployees’ morale, commitment, and retention, and increase the expenses 
associated with recruiting, training, and mentoring replacements.14

A second rationale for ensuring equal access to leadership positions is 
that women have distinct perspectives and capabilities to contribute. For 
effective performance in an increasingly competitive and multicultural 
environment, workplaces need individuals with diverse backgrounds, ex-
periences, and styles of leadership.15 The point is not that there is some 
single “woman’s point of view,” or woman’s leadership style, but rather 
that gender differences matter in ways that should be registered in posi-
tions of power.

A wide array of research underscores the value of diversity in leader-
ship contexts. For example, some studies indicate that diverse viewpoints 
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encourage critical thinking, creative problem solving, and the search for 
new information; they expand the range of alternatives considered, and 
counteract “group think.”16 Men’s and women’s differing knowledge and 
experience can affect how they seek and evaluate information, which 
affects their decision- making processes and “collective intelligence.”17 
When individuals hear dissent from someone who is different from 
them, it provokes more thought than when it comes from someone who 
looks the same.18

Some studies also find a correlation between diversity and profit-
ability in law firms as well as in Fortune 500 companies.19 Having more 
women in top management is associated with greater market revenue.20 
Of course, correlation does not establish causation. Financial success 
may do as much to enhance gender equity as gender equity does to en-
hance financial success. Organizations that are on strong economic foot-
ing are better able to invest in diversity initiatives that promote both 
equity and profitability.21 But whichever way causation runs, there are 
strong reasons to support gender equality. Inclusiveness in leadership 
signals a credible commitment to equal opportunity and responsiveness 
to diverse perspectives.22 As subsequent discussion makes clear, many 
policies that level the playing field for women, such as those involving 
work- family accommodations, mentoring, and equitable work assign-
ments, are all likely to have other organizational payoffs.

The societal stakes are substantial. More than three- quarters of 
Americans say that the country has a crisis in leadership, and confidence 
in leaders has fallen to the lowest level in recent memory.23 The nation 
can ill afford to exclude so many talented women from positions of in-
fluence, particularly given the growing body of evidence suggesting that 
women bring distinctive strengths to these roles.

The Difference “Difference” Makes

Assumptions about gender differences in leadership styles and effec-
tiveness are widespread, although as Alice Eagly’s pathbreaking work 
notes, the evidence for such assumptions is weaker than commonly 
supposed.24 Reviews of more than forty studies on gender in leadership 
find many more similarities than differences between male and female 
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leaders.25 Not only are those gender differences small, they are smaller 
than the differences among women.26 So too, in the Pew Research 
Center’s recent survey on women and leadership, a large majority of the 
American public sees men and women as similar on key leadership traits 
such as intelligence, honesty, ambition, decisiveness, and innovation.27 
The main differences that emerged were compassion and organization, 
and on those traits women were rated as superior to men.28 The only 
gender differences that are consistently supported by evidence on per-
formance are that female leaders are more participatory, democratic, and 
interpersonally sensitive than male leaders.29 Eagly notes that women 
“attend more to the individuals they work with by mentoring them and 
taking their particular situations into account.”30 Leaders interviewed 
for this book often spoke of being more collaborative than their male 
counterparts.31 According to Debora Spar, president of Barnard College, 
“recent research shows that as women, we are more likely to help out in 
the workplace … [and] that helping behaviors can greatly improve busi-
ness outcomes.”32

In effect, women are more likely than men to engage in transfor-
mational leadership, which stresses inspiring and enabling followers 
to contribute to their organization.33 This approach holds advantages 
over traditional transactional leadership, which focuses on exchanges 
between leaders and followers that appeal to followers’ self- interest. 
Women tend to use a transformational style because it relies on skills 
associated with women, and because more autocratic approaches are 
viewed as less attractive in women than in men.34 A transformational 
style has obvious advantages because it enables women to establish a 
level of trust and cooperation that is essential to effectiveness. Janet 
Napolitano, former Arizona governor, cabinet secretary, and currently 
president of the University of California, notes that one critical leader-
ship characteristic is helping others accomplish their mission: “People 
need to know you are investing yourself in doing what you need to do 
so they can succeed. It is a big mistake to parachute in with a prepared 
plan about who will do what. I’ve seen guys do this all the time.”35 
Although transformational leadership is generally viewed as the most 
effective approach, it does not fit all organizations.36 Some highly male- 
dominated settings invite a top- down style, and women who were firsts 
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in those settings, such as Margaret Thatcher, Golda Meir, and Indira 
Gandhi, led in ways that were as commanding as those of men.37

Similar points are applicable to gender differences in leadership pri-
orities. Women are particularly likely to cite assisting and empowering 
others as leadership objectives, along with promoting gender equality.38 
In a 2015 Pew survey, 71 percent of women believed that having more 
women in top leadership positions in business and government would 
improve the quality of life for all women.39 Of course, not all female lead-
ers are advocates on women’s issues. Some are at pains to distance them-
selves from gender concerns. As Marissa Mayer famously put it, “I’m not 
a girl at Google, I’m a geek at Google.”40 Other women have internal-
ized the values of the culture in which they have succeeded, and have 
little interest in promoting opportunities that they never had. They have 
“gotten there the hard way,” and they have “given up a lot”; if they man-
aged, so can everyone else.41 On the whole, however, women’s greater 
commitment to women’s issues emerges in a variety of contexts. For ex-
ample, most evidence indicates that female judges are more supportive 
than their male colleagues on gender- related issues.42 And many women 
judges, both through individual rulings and collective efforts in women’s 
judicial organizations, have addressed women’s concerns on matters such 
as domestic violence, child support, and gender bias training.43 The same 
is true of women in management and public service. For some female 
leaders, their own experiences of discrimination, marginalization, or 
work- family conflicts leave them with a desire to make life better for their 
successors.44 Because these women have bumped up against conven-
tional assumptions and inflexible workplace structures, they can more 
readily question gender roles that men take for granted.45 Their perspec-
tive deserves a hearing in leadership contexts.

As to leadership effectiveness, most research reveals no significant 
gender differences. Success in leadership generally requires a combi-
nation of traditionally masculine and feminine traits, including vision, 
ethics, interpersonal skills, technical competence, and personal capa-
bilities such as self- awareness and self- control.46 Contrary to popular as-
sumptions, large- scale surveys generally find that women perform equally 
with or slightly outperform men on all but a few measures.47 One recent 
study found that women scored higher than men on twelve of sixteen 
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leadership competencies.48 Some evidence also suggests that women are 
less subject than men to the arrogance and overconfidence that contrib-
utes to leadership failures, and are better decision makers under stress.49 
Such differences prompted the quip by the International Monetary 
Fund’s managing director, Christine Lagarde, that the global financial 
crisis would have played out quite differently “if Lehman Brothers had 
been ‘Lehman Sisters.’ ”50 However, women cannot be effective unless 
others accept their leadership— and context matters. One meta- analysis 
found that men’s effectiveness as leaders surpassed women’s in roles that 
were male- dominated, but that women’s effectiveness surpassed men’s in 
roles that were less masculine.51

Taken as a whole, these findings on gender differences should come as 
no surprise. Gender socialization and stereotypes play an obvious role; 
they push women to behave in ways that are consistent with traditional 
notions of femininity. Yet these differences in leadership contexts are gen-
erally small because advancement often requires conformity to accepted 
images of leadership. And some traditional differences have been blurred 
by recent trends in leadership development, which have encouraged both 
sexes to adopt more collaborative, interpersonally sensitive approaches.52 
It is also unsurprising that some studies find superior performance by 
women leaders, given the hurdles that they have had to surmount to reach 
upper- level positions and the pressures that they have faced to exceed ex-
pectations.53 To the extent that female leaders gravitate toward a collabor-
ative, interpersonally sensitive approach, it is because that style proves an 
asset in most leadership settings. Whatever else can be inferred from this 
research, it is clear that a society can ill afford to exclude so many talented 
women from its leadership ranks.

Women’s Underrepresentation and Women’s Choices

What accounts for this underrepresentation of women in leadership 
roles? One common explanation involves women’s choices. As Sheryl 
Sandberg has famously put it, not enough women “lean in.”54 In a widely 
cited cover story in the New York Times Magazine, Lisa Belkin claimed 
that women’s underrepresentation is less because “the workplace has 
failed women” than because “women are rejecting the workplace.” “Why 
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don’t women run the world?” asked Belkin. “Maybe it’s because they 
don’t want to.”55 Harvard professor Barbara Kellerman similarly raises the 
possibility that many women “do not want, or at least they do not badly 
want what men have … Work at the top of the greasy pole takes time, 
saps energy, and is usually all- consuming. Maybe the women’s values are 
different from men’s values. Maybe the trade- offs [that] high positions 
entail are ones that many women do not want to make.”56

Such observations capture a partial truth. Women, including those 
with leadership credentials, do on average make different choices 
from men. In a 2015 study by McKinsey & Company and Leanin  
.org of nearly thirty thousand workers, 54 percent of men but only  
43 percent of women wanted to be a top executive.57 In a 2015 Time mag-
azine poll, only 38 percent of women, compared with 51 percent of men, 
described themselves as very or extremely ambitious.58 Another 2015 
study by Harvard Business School researchers found that compared to 
men, women had more life goals, placed less importance on power, asso-
ciated more  negative outcomes with high- power positions, and were less 
likely to take advantage of opportunities for professional advancement.59

More women than men also cut back on paid employment for at least 
some period. In a study by the Center for Work- Life Policy of some three 
thousand high- achieving American women and men (defined as those 
with graduate or professional degrees or high- honors undergraduate de-
grees), nearly four in ten women reported leaving the workforce volun-
tarily at some point over their career. The same proportion chose a job 
with lesser compensation and fewer responsibilities than they were qual-
ified to assume, in order to accommodate family responsibilities. By con-
trast, only one in ten men left the workforce primarily for family- related 
reasons.60 Although other surveys vary in the number of women who opt 
out to accommodate domestic obligations, all of these studies find sub-
stantial gender differences.61 Almost 20 percent of women with graduate 
or professional degrees are not in the labor force, compared with only 
5 percent of similarly credentialed men. One in three women with MBAs 
are not working full- time, compared with one in twenty men.62 The over-
whelming majority of these women do, however, want to return to work, 
and most do so, although generally not without significant career costs 
and difficulties.63 Increasing numbers of women appear ready to make 

http://Leanin.org
http://Leanin.org
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that sacrifice. More married millennial women (42 percent) planned to 
interrupt their careers than baby boomers (17 percent).64

Yet women’s choices are an incomplete explanation of women’s un-
derrepresentation in leadership positions. Most surveys of men and 
women in comparable jobs find that they desire leadership opportu-
nities equally.65 In one recent study, almost the same percentage of 
mid-  or senior- level women wanted to reach top management as men 
(79 vs. 81 percent).66 Moreover, to blame women’s choices for wom-
en’s underrepresentation ignores the extent to which those choices 
are socially constructed and constrained. Before they have substan-
tial caretaking responsibilities, women are not significantly less ambi-
tious than men. In a recent study of Harvard MBA graduates, women’s 
career aspirations did not substantially differ from men’s.67 Pew survey 
data found that more women than men age eighteen to thirty- four say 
that having a successful, high- paying career is very important or the 
most important thing in their lives.68 In a McKinsey survey of workers 
age twenty- three to thirty- four, 92 percent of women and 98 percent 
of men expressed a desire to advance professionally. But by middle 
age, only 64 percent of women, compared with 78 percent of men, 
expressed such a desire.69 Similarly, a Bain & Company survey of one 
thousand women and men in a mix of American companies found 
that women started out with slightly more ambition than men, but for 
those with more than two years on the job, aspiration and confidence 
among the female workers plummeted.70

What happens in the intervening years is often a combination of 
women’s disproportionate family responsibilities and a workplace 
unwilling to accommodate them. In the Harvard study, many women 
who expected to have careers of equal priority with their spouses, and 
to share child care responsibilities equally, ended up with less egali-
tarian arrangements.71 Yet even for Harvard MBAs, differences in 
family arrangements and the extent of labor force participation did 
not explain women’s lower number of leadership positions compared 
to men.72 Only 11 percent were full- time stay- at- home parents.73 And 
even the women who did leave their jobs after becoming mothers did 
so “reluctantly and as a last resort, because they [found] … them-
selves in unfulfilling roles with dim prospects for advancement.”74 
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One woman’s experience was typical: she quit after being “mommy 
tracked” when she came back from maternity leave.75 As Anne-Marie 
Slaughter notes, “Plenty of women have leaned in for all they’re worth 
but still run up against insuperable obstacles created by the combina-
tion of unpredictable life circumstances and the rigid inflexibilities of 
our workplaces, the lack of a public infrastructure of care, and cultural 
attitudes that devalue them the minute they step out or even just lean 
back from the workplace.”76 Explanations that focus solely on women’s 
choices obscure the influence of men’s choices as husbands, policy 
leaders, and managers. As subsequent discussion indicates, if women 
aren’t choosing to run the world, it may in part be because men aren’t 
choosing to share equally in running the household.

Gender Bias

Men are too aggressive when they bomb countries. Women are too ag-
gressive when they put you on hold on the phone.

— Laura Liswood 77

One of the most intractable barriers to women’s advancement is the mis-
match between the qualities associated with leadership and the qualities 
associated with women. Most of the traits that people attribute to lead-
ers are those traditionally viewed as masculine: dominance, authority, 
assertiveness.78 These do not seem attractive in women.79 Four fifths of 
Americans think decisiveness is essential for leaders, and over a quarter 
believe that women are less decisive than men (a belief unsupported by 
research).80 Although some evidence suggests that these stereotypes are 
weakening, people still more readily accept men as leaders.81 Women, 
particularly women of color, are often thought to lack “executive pres-
ence.” In studies where people see a man seated at the head of a table for 
a meeting, they typically assume that he is the leader. They do not make 
the same assumption when a woman is in that seat.82

Most individuals prefer a male to a female boss.83 In one study, not a 
single legal secretary preferred working with female attorneys over their 
male counterparts. Half preferred working with men. Some believed that 
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female lawyers were harder on their female assistants because these law-
yers “feel they have something to prove to everyone.”84 Women often in-
ternalize these cultural biases, which diminishes their sense of themselves 
as leaders and their aspirations to positions of influence.85 Women under-
estimate (while men overestimate) their leadership abilities compared to 
ratings received from colleagues, subordinates, and supervisors.86

Women who do seek leadership positions are subject to double stan-
dards and double binds. What is assertive in a man seems abrasive in a 
woman, and female employees risk seeming too feminine, or not feminine 
enough. On the one hand, they may appear too “soft”— unable or unwill-
ing to make the tough calls required in positions of greatest influence. On 
the other hand, those who mimic the “male model” are often viewed as stri-
dent and overly aggressive.87 In the words of a Catalyst research report, this 
competence- likeability trade- off means that women are “ ‘damned if they 
do and doomed if they don’t’ meet gender- stereotypic expectations.”88 An 
overview of more than a hundred studies finds that women are rated lower 
as leaders when they adopt authoritative, traditionally masculine styles, 
particularly when the evaluators are men, or when the role is one typically 
occupied by men.89 Autocratic or power- seeking behavior that is accept-
able in men is penalized in women.90 Female supervisors also are disliked 
more than male supervisors for giving negative feedback.91 Women who 
come on too strong evoke labels such as “bitch,” “ice queen,” and “iron 
maiden.”92

The intersection of racial and gender stereotypes compounds the 
problem. As one Asian woman explained, “I am frequently perceived as 
being very demure and passive and quiet, even though I rarely fit any of 
those categories. When I  successfully overcome those misperceptions, 
I am often thrown into the ‘dragon lady’ category. It is almost impossible 
to be perceived as a balanced and appropriately aggressive lawyer.”93 This 
double bind was apparent in the unsuccessful 2015 lawsuit brought by 
Ellen Pao against a leading Silicon Valley venture capital firm. Pao was 
faulted both for being too “passive and reticent” in board meetings, and 
for speaking up, demanding credit, and “always positioning” herself.94 
Such assertiveness was not viewed as disabling in a male colleague who 
was promoted. As she testified at trial, “The frustration I have is that be-
haviors that were acceptable by men were not acceptable by women.”95
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Attitudes toward self- promotion and negotiation reflect a related mis-
match between stereotypes associated with leadership and with feminin-
ity. Women are expected to be nurturing, not self- serving, and entrepre-
neurial behaviors viewed as appropriate in men often seem distasteful 
in women.96 Self-promoting behaviors provoke backlash.97 They appear 
“tacky and shameless” and “leave a bad taste in people’s mouth.”98 Women 
are also penalized more than men for attempting to negotiate favorable 
employment treatment.99 The result is to discourage women from engag-
ing in conduct that is useful in obtaining leadership opportunities.100 In 
effect, women face trade- offs that men do not. Aspiring female leaders 
may be liked but not respected, or respected but not liked, in settings that 
require individuals to be both in order to succeed.101

Many women also internalize these stereotypes, which creates a psy-
chological glass ceiling. On average, women appear less willing to engage 
in self- promoting or assertive behaviors.102 And as one comprehen-
sive overview of gender in negotiations puts it, “Women don’t ask.”103 
Numerous studies have found that women negotiate less assertively on 
their own behalf.104 An unwillingness to seem too “pushy” or “difficult,” 
and an undervaluation of their own worth, often deters women from 
bargaining effectively for what they want or need.105 In workplace set-
tings, the result is that female employees are less likely than their male 
colleagues to gain the assignments, positions, and support necessary to 
advance. A  wide array of evidence also documents the effects of what 
psychologists label “stereotype threat.” Awareness that others are evalu-
ating them based on stereotypes can focus individuals’ attention on the 
negative aspects of those stereotypes and undermine achievement.106

So too, despite recent progress, women, particularly women of color, 
often lack the presumption of competence enjoyed by white men, and 
must work harder to achieve the same results.107 In one Gallup poll, only 
45 percent of women believed that the sexes have equal job opportuni-
ties; in a 2015 Pew survey, four in ten Americans thought that women 
seeking to climb the ladder in business or politics have to do more than 
their male counterparts to prove themselves.108 Leaders interviewed for 
this book often offered variations on the quip that women have to “work 
twice as hard to get half as far.”109 Research confirms what these percep-
tions suggest. Studies in which participants evaluated job applications 
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that were the same except that some had female names and others had 
male names find that men are preferred for masculine and gender- neutral 
jobs, women for feminine jobs such as secretary.110 The role of bias in 
orchestra auditions became apparent when screens were introduced to 
shield the identity of musicians; women’s success rate after that change 
rose by 50 percent.111

Women’s work is also held to higher standards than men’s.112 In one 
study, half of participants evaluated the resumes of a female applicant 
with more education and a male applicant with more work experi-
ence, and the other half evaluated a male applicant with more educa-
tion and a female applicant with more work experience. Participants 
gave less weight to whichever credential the female applicant had.113 
To overcome these presumptions, people must receive clear and un-
ambiguous evidence of a woman’s substantial superiority over men 
before judging the woman to be better at a task.114 So too, male 
achievements are more likely to be attributed to individual capabili-
ties such as intelligence, drive, and commitment, and female achieve-
ments are more often attributed to external factors such as chance 
or preferential treatment, a pattern that social scientists label “he’s 
skilled, she’s lucky.”115 In a recent example, a New York Times profile 
of Sheryl Sandberg wrote that “everyone agrees she is wickedly smart. 
But she has also been lucky.”116 The more subjective the standard for 
assessing qualifications, the harder it is to detect such biases. Because 
subjective criteria are particularly significant in upper- level positions, 
women are particularly likely to be underrepresented at the top. 
Gender stereotypes are especially strong when women’s representa-
tion does not exceed a token level, and too few counterexamples are 
present to challenge conventional assumptions.117 In contexts where 
men can be promoted based on potential, women must show per-
formance.118 They are also more likely than men to be punished for 
mistakes, which may discourage them from taking risks that would 
demonstrate leadership abilities.119

Women of color are particularly likely to have their competence 
questioned and their authority resisted, resented, undermined, or 
ignored.120 In one Catalyst survey, 56  percent of African Americans, 
46 percent of Asians, and 37 percent of Latinas believed that racial or 
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ethnic stereotypes existed at their organization.121 Sixty- six percent of 
African American women, and 40  percent of Asians and Latinas, be-
lieved that diversity policies have failed to address racial bias, and a wide 
array of research finds a basis for this perception.122 In one study involv-
ing identical resumes, an applicant named Lakisha was less likely to get 
callbacks for interviews than an applicant named Emily.123 Lakisha had 
to have eight additional years of experience in order to get the same 
number of callbacks as Emily.124 Another study found that whites are 
judged as being more effective leaders and as possessing more leader-
ship potential than individuals of color.125 A  common assumption is 
that women of color are the beneficiaries of affirmative action rather 
than merit selection.126 So too, black women are rated more harshly 
when things go awry than either black men or white women.127 Asian 
American women are thought to be too demure and submissive to 
exert leadership authority.128 Backhanded compliments speak volumes 
about the lingering effects of racial assumptions. One black woman was 
told that she spoke so well that no one would have known that she was 
African American.129 Latinas report similar experience with their com-
petence being questioned, or being greeted with surprise. One recalled 
a colleague who “went on and on about how authoritative and articu-
late I was at a meeting. It was the funniest thing, and I mean funny in a 
sad, sad way.”130

Many women report such “microindignities” or “microaggressions,” 
the terms that researchers use to describe commonplace behaviors, 
whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate “hostile, de-
rogatory or negative... slights and insults.”131 The cumulative effect of 
these incidents is to lower self- esteem, increase frustration, and com-
promise morale.132 Janet Napolitano recalls a typical example. In an 
out- of- court legal proceeding, the opposing lawyer “was being very 
dismissive and condescending, and at one point said something like, 
‘Well, little girl, that’s not a real objection.’ ”133 Targets of such indigni-
ties often face a catch- 22 in determining whether to respond. If they 
object, they may be seen as confrontational and overly sensitive; if 
they remain silent, they may experience guilt and resentment. African 
Americans are particularly wary of the need to avoid being seen as an 
“angry black woman.”
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Devaluation of women’s competence is also particularly pronounced 
for mothers. Having children makes women, but not men, appear less 
qualified and less available to meet workplace responsibilities. In one ex-
perimental setting, a consultant who was described as a mother was rated 
as less competent than a consultant described as not having children.134 
In a related study, subjects evaluated applications from equally qualified 
candidates who differed only in parental status. Mothers were penalized 
on a host of measures, including perceived competence, commitment, 
and starting salary. Fathers suffered no penalty and on some measures 
benefited from parental status.135 When résumés were sent to employers 
who advertised job openings, mothers were called back half as often as 
childless women.136 Even when mothers were described as exceptional 
performers, they were rated lower in likeability, which produced fewer 
job offers.137 Like mothers, pregnant women are often viewed as ill- 
suited for managerial positions.138 It is revealing that the term “working” 
is rarely used and carries none of the adverse connotations of working 
mother.

Other cognitive biases compound the force of these traditional ste-
reotypes. People tend to notice and recall information that confirms 
their prior assumptions; they filter out information that contradicts 
those assumptions.139 For example, when employers assume that a 
working mother is unlikely to be fully committed to her career, they 
more easily remember the times when she left early than the times 
when she stayed late. So too, those who assume that women of color 
are beneficiaries of preferential treatment, not merit- based selection, 
will recall their errors more readily than their insights. Similar distor-
tions stem from what psychologists label a “just world” bias.140 People 
want to believe that individuals generally get what they deserve and 
deserve what they get. To sustain this belief, people will adjust their 
evaluations of performance to match observed outcomes. If women, 
particularly women of color, are underrepresented in positions of 
prominence, the most psychologically convenient explanation is that 
they lack the necessary qualifications or commitment. These percep-
tions can, in turn, prevent women from getting assignments that would 
demonstrate their capabilities, and a cycle of self- fulfilling predictions 
results.141
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In- Group Favoritism

A further problem involves in- group favoritism. Extensive research doc-
uments the preferences that individuals feel for members of their own 
groups. Loyalty, cooperation, favorable evaluations, and opportunities 
all increase in likelihood for in- group members.142 Women in tradition-
ally male- dominated settings often remain out of the loop of mentoring 
and professional development opportunities.143 Lack of information can 
leave women blindsided by office politics.144 Aspiring female leaders are 
also less likely than their male colleagues to feel that their supervisors 
support their career aspirations.145 In one representative survey, 43 per-
cent of African American women cited not having an influential spon-
sor or mentor as a major barrier to achievement; a third cited exclusion 
from informal networks.146 A typical example emerged in Pao’s lawsuit 
against Kleiner Perkins. According to the plaintiff, a partner explained 
that women weren’t invited to a networking dinner at Al Gore’s home 
because they would “kill the buzz.”147 Pao also was denied a seat at the 
center table during key meetings. When asked about the exclusion at 
trial, Kleiner Perkins’s managing partner observed that “I really don’t 
think it was a very big deal to us who sits at a table or who does not.”148 
Women who have experienced or witnessed marginalization think oth-
erwise. One chapter in Sheryl Sandberg’s bestseller, Lean In, is titled “Sit 
at the Table.”149

Such in- group bias prevents women from developing the “social 
capital” and sponsorship necessary for success in many workplaces.150 
The relatively small number of women in positions of power often lack 
the time or the leverage to mentor all who may hope to join them. 
Moreover, recent research suggests that women and minorities who 
push for other women and minorities to be hired and promoted may 
be penalized in their own performance reviews, which may erode their 
leverage or deter them from exercising it.151

Women who have only token status in upper- level positions also 
experience heightened visibility along with weaker social networks, 
organizational support, and peer assistance.152 This in turn can impair 
performance and job satisfaction.153 Even a woman as talented as 
Madeleine Albright recalls that early in her career before becoming 
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secretary of state, she was sometimes reluctant to speak when she was 
the only woman in the room.154

Differences across race, ethnicity, and culture compound the prob-
lem. Men who would like to fill the gaps in mentoring often lack the ca-
pacity to do so or are worried about the appearance of forming close re-
lationships with women.155 In one Harvard Business Review study, close 
to two- thirds of men acknowledged that they avoided sponsoring junior 
women out of concern that their attention would appear inappropri-
ate.156 Women of color experience particular difficulties of isolation and 
exclusion.157 Individuals in senior positions are sometimes reluctant to 
provide any negative feedback for fear of seeming racist.158

Although a growing number of organizations have responded by es-
tablishing formal mentoring programs and women’s networks, not all 
programs are well designed to level the playing field. Part of the problem 
is a lack of incentives. Mentoring activities are not adequately rewarded 
in many workplaces, and programs that randomly assign relationships 
may make such activities less pleasant or comfortable, particularly when 
cross- gender or cross- racial pairings are involved.159 Too many individu-
als end up with mentors with whom they have little in common. Senior 
men often report discomfort or inadequacy in discussing “women’s 
issues,” and minorities express reluctance to raise diversity- related con-
cerns with those who lack personal experience or empathy.160 The result 
is a “culture of caution,” in which individuals in organizations that need 
change feel unable to talk openly about how to achieve it.161

Work- Family Conflicts

When I was a law student interviewing for summer jobs in the late 1970s, 
a partner told me that there was no “woman problem” at his firm. One 
of the firm’s sixty- some partners was a woman, and, he assured me, she 
had no difficulties reconciling her personal and professional lives. The 
preceding year she had given birth on a Friday and was back in the office 
the following Monday. These “faster than a speeding bullet” maternity 
leaves have not entirely vanished. Marissa Mayer, who was appointed 
CEO of Yahoo while pregnant, received front- page news coverage for 
taking only two weeks of maternity leave and committing to “work 
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throughout it.”162 Mayer’s experience is in some sense emblematic of our 
partial progress. Three decades ago, hiring a female head of a Fortune 
500 company, much less a pregnant one, would have been almost un-
thinkable. But the pressures she faces to shortchange her family, and the 
criticism she confronts for appearing to do so, suggest progress yet to be 
made. So too, Patricia Woertz, CEO of Archer Daniels Midland, recalled 
how one of her first bosses warned her that children would ruin her 
career. His advice was, “Get yourself fixed and put it on your expense 
report.”163 Pregnant women are still sometimes greeted with advice to 
have an abortion, and with questions such as, “Do you feel you’re up to 
this project?”164 Rhea Suh, president of the Natural Resources Defense 
Council (NRDC), recalls that the first question in a recent job interview 
was about her ability to combine having young children and a really de-
manding job. It was not a question asked of fathers.165

In principle, the vast majority of men support gender equality, but in 
practice, many fail to structure their family lives to promote it. Despite 
a significant increase in men’s family responsibilities over the last three 
decades, women continue to shoulder the major burden. Unlike same- 
sex couples, where paid and unpaid work tend to be more evenly shared, 
most heterosexual couples still divide many tasks along traditional 
gender lines.166 Women spend over twice as much time on child care 
and household tasks such as food preparation, cleaning, and laundry.167 
Women also provide more than twice as much elder care, not only for 
their own parents but for their in- laws as well.168 Even in families where 
both husbands and wives are employed full- time, the mother does about 
40  percent more child care and 30  percent more housework than the 
father.169 Although most millennial men do not believe in the traditional 
allocation of child care roles, they seldom entirely escape them on be-
coming parents.170 So too, in one study of well- educated professional 
women who had left the paid workforce, two- thirds cited their husbands’ 
influence on the decision, including their lack of support in child care 
and other domestic tasks, and their expectation that wives should be the 
ones to cut back on employment.171

Gender disparities are especially pronounced among those who opt 
out of the labor force. According to Census Bureau data, about a quarter 
of married women with children under fifteen are stay- at- home mothers; 
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fewer than 1 percent of married men with children of that age are stay- at- 
home fathers.172 Although a larger number of fathers stay at home due to 
illness, disability, or unemployment, the disparity in caregiving remains 
dramatic.173 The reasons for that disparity are deeply rooted in cultural 
attitudes. According to Pew Research, a majority of Americans think that 
children are better off if the mother stays home, but only 8 percent be-
lieve that children are better off if the father does.174

When researchers ask full- time mothers about their choice, only a 
minority, typically 20 to  30 percent, cite “a longstanding desire to be a  
stay- at- home mom” or the “pull” of family. Other common reasons are 
the cost of child care, the needs of elderly parents or a disabled family 
member, the expectations and unavailability of a partner, and the lack 
of meaningful part- time options, manageable hours, or a flexible sched-
ule.175 In Pamela Stone’s study of high- achieving professional women 
who opted out of the workforce for some period of time, 90 percent gave 
work- related reasons, although the gendered division of family responsi-
bilities also played a significant role. Over half mentioned their husband 
as a key reason for their decision to quit.176 In couples where both part-
ners were working long hours, women came to realize that something had 
to change and their spouse “wasn’t going to.”177 At times, this made eco-
nomic sense, given the differences in earning power between members of 
dual- earning couples. As one stay- at- home professional put it, there was 
“too much money at stake” for her husband to reduce his schedule.178 In 
other cases, it was a matter of preferences; men couldn’t imagine cutting 
back, and women felt that “Somebody’s got to be there.”179

Most male leaders in business and professional positions have spouses 
who are full- time homemakers, or who are working part- time. The same 
is not true of female leaders, who, with few exceptions, are either single 
or have a partner with a full- time job.180 In one survey of four thousand 
executives, 60  percent of men had wives who did not work full- time 
outside the home, compared with only 10 percent of the women.181 Far 
more mothers than fathers are single parents, and this is particularly true 
of women of color, who often assume additional caretaking obligations 
for their extended family.182

Double standards in domestic roles are deeply rooted in cultural at-
titudes and workplace practices. Working mothers are held to higher 
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standards than working fathers and are often criticized for being insuffi-
ciently committed, either as parents or as professionals. Those who seem 
willing to sacrifice family needs to workplace demands appear lacking as 
mothers. Those who take extended leaves or reduced schedules appear 
lacking as leaders. These mixed messages leave too many women with 
the uncomfortable sense that whatever they are doing, they should be 
doing something else.183 The problem is compounded by society’s de-
valuation of caretaking. It speaks volumes about our cultural attitude that 
leaving a job to “spend more time with my family” is often a euphemism 
for being fired.

The gender imbalance in family roles reinforces gender inequalities 
in career development. Women with demanding work and family re-
sponsibilities often lack time for the networking and mentoring activi-
ties that are necessary for advancement. As former Catalyst President 
Sheila Wellington notes, at the end of the day many “men head for drinks. 
Women for the dry cleaners.” Men pick up tips; women pick up kids, 
laundry, dinner, and the house.184 Although women on the leadership 
track can often afford to buy their way out of domestic drudgery, not all 
family obligations can be readily outsourced.

Gender inequalities in family roles pose a particular challenge for 
women in leadership positions, which typically require highly de-
manding schedules. Hourly requirements in most professions have 
increased dramatically over the last two decades, and what has not 
changed is the number of hours in the day.185 For leaders in business, 
politics, and the professions, all work and no play is fast becoming the 
norm rather than the exception; a sixty- hour workweek is typical.186 
Technological innovations that have solved some problems have cre-
ated others. Although it is increasingly possible for women to work 
at home, it is increasingly impossible not to. Many high- achieving 
women remain tethered to their office through emails and cell phones. 
Unsurprisingly, most women in upper- level professional and business 
positions report that they do not have sufficient time for themselves or 
their families.187 Many aspiring leaders express frustration with work-
place demands that compete not only with families but also with com-
mitments to community, religious, and other voluntary organizations 
that are important in their lives.188
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Part of the problem is the wide gap between formal policies and actual 
practices concerning work- family conflicts. Although most women in 
top managerial and professional positions have access to reduced or flex-
ible schedules, few of these women feel able to take advantage of such 
options. As they suspect, even short- term adjustments in working sched-
ules such as leaves or part- time status for under a year result in long- term 
reductions in earnings and advancement.189

The stress, inflexibility, and unmanageable time demands that result 
from workplace norms play a major role in women’s decision to step 
off the leadership track.190 Although many of these women return to a 
high- powered career, others find their reentry blocked, or see a leader-
ship position as less appealing than volunteer work, or starting their 
own small- scale business in which they can control their hours.191 
Some of these options offer leadership opportunities of another sort, 
but far too much talent falls by the wayside.

The fact that caretaking is still considered primarily an individual 
rather than a social responsibility adds to women’s work in the home and 
limits their opportunities in the world outside it. The United States has 
the least- family- friendly policies in the developed world. It stands alone 
in not guaranteeing paid maternity leave.192 American policies concern-
ing part- time work and flexible schedules are far less progressive than 
Western Europe’s.193 Quality, affordable child care and elder care are also 
unavailable for many women attempting to work their way up the leader-
ship ladder.194 Although these are not only women’s issues, women have 
paid the highest price for the failure to address them.

The Limits of Law

Part of women’s progress in reducing the gender gap in the workplace is 
attributable to the passage of equal employment opportunity legislation. 
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act bars discrimination on the basis of sex 
as well as other prohibited characteristics, including race, religion, and 
national origin.195 States generally have comparable statutes. But as ways 
of equalizing women’s treatment in the workplace, these laws fall short.

Employment discrimination cases are, as research demonstrates, “ex-
ceedingly difficult to win.”196 They are also difficult to settle on terms that 
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adequately compensate for the costs of complaining. Fewer than 20 per-
cent of sex and race discrimination claims filed with the federal Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission result in outcomes favorable to 
the complainant.197 Settlements in these cases are generally modest, and 
only 2 percent of complaints result in victory at trial.198 About 40 percent 
of trial wins are only temporary; they are reversed on appeal.199

These sobering statistics do not include the vast number of cases in 
which individuals may have been subject to discrimination but lacked 
the information or inclination to challenge it. Often, the subjectivity of 
standards and insufficient transparency surrounding hiring, promotion, 
and compensation decisions, particularly in upper- level employment, 
make it difficult for individuals to know that they have been subject to 
bias. Unless and until they assume the costs of suing, women may have 
little idea of whether they have a suit worth bringing. They don’t know 
what is being said about them in contexts that exclude them. Not all dif-
ferential treatment leaves a paper trail, and colleagues with corroborat-
ing evidence are often reluctant to expose it for fear of jeopardizing their 
own positions.200 Women who are denied promotions seldom know 
until after they initiate litigation how closely their files resemble those of 
successful candidates.

Ann Hopkins, an accountant who successfully sued Price Waterhouse 
after it denied her partnership, had no specific proof that “sexist com-
ments” had been made about her or any other woman at the firm at the 
time she filed her complaint.201 Yet the record ultimately revealed ample 
evidence of gender stereotypes. Female accountants were faulted for 
being “curt,” “brusque,” or “women’s libber[s] ,” or for acting like “one of 
the boys.”202 Hopkins herself was characterized as someone who “over-
compensated for being a woman” by acting “macho” and “overbearing,” 
and who needed “a course at charm school.”203 But several male accoun-
tants who achieved partnership had been characterized as “abrasive,” 
“overbearing,” and “cocky.”204 No one suggested charm school for them.

Nancy Ezold, the associate who unsuccessfully sued the 
Philadelphia law firm of Wolf, Block, Schorr, & Solis- Cohen for dis-
crimination after being denied a partnership, learned only after filing 
suit how her performance evaluations stacked up against those of 
male colleagues who were promoted. She had been characterized as 
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“assertive,” preoccupied with “women’s issues,” and lacking in ana-
lytic ability.205 Yet some of the male associates who became partners 
had been described as “not real smart,” overly “confrontational,” “very 
lazy,” and “more sizzle than steak.”206 Ellen Pao, the woman who un-
successfully sued Kleiner Perkins, was faulted for having “sharp 
elbows” and inadequate “interpersonal skills.” A male colleague who 
was promoted was characterized as “brash,” “arrogant” and “overbear-
ing.”207 As her lawyer noted, “The comments are similar; the results 
are different.”208

Even individuals with convincing evidence of bias are often reluctant 
to challenge it. One national survey of a thousand workers found that 
a third of those who reported experiencing unfair treatment did noth-
ing. Only a fifth filed an internal complaint, and only 3 percent took legal 
action.209 Other studies find similarly low rates of legal responses.210 The 
reluctance to bring formal claims reflects multiple factors. Social science 
research finds that most individuals deny being subject to discrimination 
that they know affects their group.211 People do not like to see themselves 
as victims; it undermines their sense of control and self- esteem, and in-
volves the unpleasantness of identifying a perpetrator.212 Other individu-
als are deterred by the high cost of legal action and the low probability 
of winning any substantial judgment.213 The price of a discrimination 
case can be substantial, both in financial and psychological terms. Ann 
Hopkins’s legal fees for her seven- year suit against Price Waterhouse to-
taled more than $800,000 in current dollars.214 Even if a plaintiff finds an 
attorney to take the case on a contingent fee basis, the out- of- pocket liti-
gation expenses can be steep; Nancy Ezold estimated hers at more than 
$225,000, and Ellen Pao was held liable for $276,000.215

Plaintiffs also are putting their professional lives on trial, and the pro-
files that emerge are seldom entirely flattering. In listening to defense 
witnesses, Hopkins “felt as if my personality were being dissected like 
a diseased frog in the biology lab.”216 In some cases, complainants’ foi-
bles become fodder for the national press. The lead plaintiff who sued 
Sullivan and Cromwell in one of the nation’s first law firm sex discrimina-
tion cases had her “mediocre” law school grades aired in the Wall Street 
Journal.217 In Ezold’s case, a Wolf Block senior partner told the American 
Lawyer that she was like the proverbial “ugly girl. Everybody says she 
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has a great personality. It turns out that [Nancy] didn’t even have a great 
personality.”218

Many women also resist bringing claims of discrimination out of con-
cerns of reputation and blacklisting. Complaining about bias risks making 
an individual seem too “aggressive,” “confrontational,” or “oversensitive”; 
she may be typecast as a “troublemaker or “bitch.”219 Advice from col-
leagues regarding discrimination based on sex or sexual orientation is 
generally to “let bygones be bygones,” “let it lie,” “[d] on’t make waves, 
just move on.”220 Those who ignore this advice frequently experience in-
formal retaliation and blacklisting; “professional suicide” is a common 
description.221 Studies find that formal complaints of discrimination 
generally result in worse outcomes than less assertive responses.222 As 
one plaintiff ’s lawyer put it, a “mid-  or high- level attorney who decide[s] 
to sue in connection with a cutback or firing may never eat lunch in [this] 
town again.”223 Reported cases often bear this out. Hopkins found herself 
“a pariah in the Big Eight” accounting firms.224

Another part of the problem is that courts accept even small differ-
ences in duties or responsibilities as proof that women’s jobs are not 
substantially equal to those held by men, or accept other excuses for 
differential treatment. The difficulties of proving that positions are equal 
emerged clearly in a case in which the plaintiff was a vice president in 
charge of her employer’s largest division. Her managerial functions were 
the same as those of other division heads. Although she was among 
those with the greatest seniority, she was paid significantly less than the 
other male vice presidents, and less than several other men who were 
neither division heads nor corporate officers. The court, however, ac-
cepted the company’s justification that the other male vice presidents 
performed work that was “substantially more important to the opera-
tion of the company.”225 In another similar case, the trial court dismissed 
out of hand the notion that a female vice president was underpaid in 
comparison with other male vice presidents because each was in charge 
of “different aspects of Defendant’s operation; these are not assembly 
line workers.”226

Many cases reflect a mismatch between legal definitions of dis-
crimination and the social patterns that produce it. To recover dam-
ages, the law forces a choice between two overly simplistic accounts of  
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workplace decision making. The basis for an employer’s decision must 
be judged either biased or unbiased, its justifications sincere or fabri-
cated. Yet in life rather than law, legitimate concerns and group preju-
dices are often intertwined, and bias operates at an unconscious level 
throughout the evaluation process rather than overtly at the time a deci-
sion is made.227 Most of what produces different outcomes, particularly 
in upper- level employment contexts, is not a function of demonstrably 
discriminatory treatment that leaves a paper trail. Rather, these out-
comes reflect interactions shaped by unconscious assumptions and or-
ganizational practices that “cannot be traced to the sexism [of an identi-
fiable] bad actor.”228 Even when a plaintiff locates direct evidence of bias, 
courts sometimes dismiss it as “stray remarks,” which are insufficient 
to establish liability if the employer can demonstrate some legitimate 
reason for unfavorable treatment. So, for example, in one case a court 
found no discrimination where a supervisor stated, “Fucking women. I 
hate having fucking women in the office.” In the trial court’s view, this 
remark, though inappropriate, seemed directed at “women in general” 
rather than the plaintiff in particular. Her claim failed because she could 
not establish that gender was the only reason for her lack of promotion 
and training opportunities.229

Nor are many outcomes so blatantly unjust as to satisfy courts’ de-
manding standard that disparities in treatment be “overwhelming” or so 
apparent as “virtually to jump off the page and slap you in the face.”230 
Rather, the subtle, often unconscious forms of bias that constitute 
“second generation” discrimination problems are often beyond the reach 
of legal remedies.231 To address the underrepresentation of women in 
leadership positions, the discussion below suggests responses at both in-
dividual and organizational levels.

Strategies for Individuals

Popular how- to books for women give contradictory advice. Some coun-
sel women to act more like men. Why Good Girls Don’t Get Ahead But 
Gutsy Girls Do: Nine Secrets Every Woman Must Know claims, “A gutsy girl 
breaks the rules”; “A gutsy girl doesn’t worry whether people like her.”232 
Nice Girls Don’t Get the Corner Office similarly counsels women to “man 
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up.”233 By contrast, How to Succeed in Business Without a Penis: Secrets and 
Strategies for the Working Woman suggests, “Women can silently rule with 
their innate mommy- nurturing skills.”234 Taming Your Alpha Bitch simi-
larly wants women to become “femininely empowered.”235 Even repu-
table research reports sometimes give conflicting signals. One Catalyst 
publication suggests both that women should “learn to ignore gender 
and act in gender- neutral ways” and that they should “acknowledge the 
elephant in the room,” and “immediately confront an inequitable situa-
tion and clearly communicate … concerns.”236

The most systematic research on women in leadership does, however, 
offer some consistent advice. The first involves competence. Leaders and 
aspiring leaders need a strong work ethic. Some describe being consis-
tently willing to exceed expectations— to “go above and beyond to get 
the job done.”237 Congresswoman Marsha Blackburn advises women: 
“Under promise. Over perform. Do not whine. Do the job.”238 Former 
GE CEO Jack Welch similarly told women that all they had to do to suc-
ceed was “overdeliver.”239 Christine Lagarde, chair of the International 
Monetary Fund, has compensated for feelings of insecurity by being 
“overprepared.” When asked if that was a problem, she acknowledged, 
“Well, it’s very time- consuming.”240 Women can also benefit from using 
a strategic “yes” to occasional extra work if they “make sure that yes is 
heard loud and clear for maximum professional capital.”241 The “yes” 
should be combined with a strategic “no” to tasks that do not lead to ad-
vancement. Current research finds that women are less likely than men 
to decline such dead- end work and that aspiring female leaders often end 
up bearing disproportionate burdens.242

Women also need to strike the right balance between “too assertive” 
and “not assertive enough” and to combine warmth and friendliness with 
a forceful approach.243 They need, as Janet Napolitano put it, to walk the 
line between being strong and strident.244 Ninety- six percent of Fortune 
1000 female executives reported that it was critical or fairly important 
that they develop “a style with which male managers are comfortable.”245 
That finding is profoundly irritating to some women. At one national 
Summit on Women’s Leadership, many participants railed against asking 
women to adjust to men’s needs. Why was the focus always on fixing the 
female? But as others pointed out, this is the world that women inhabit, 
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and it is not just men who find overly authoritative or self- promoting 
styles off- putting. To maximize effectiveness, women need ways of pro-
jecting a decisive and forceful manner without seeming arrogant or abra-
sive. Some experts suggest being “relentlessly pleasant” without backing 
down, and demonstrating care and competence.246 Strategies include 
expressing appreciation and concern, invoking common interests, em-
phasizing others’ goals as well as their own, and taking a problem- solving 
rather than critical stance.247 Successful women leaders such as Sandra 
Day O’Connor have been known for that capacity. In assessing her pros-
pects for success, one political commentator noted that “Sandy … is a 
sharp gal” with a “steel- trap mind … and a large measure of common 
sense… . She [also] has lovely smile and should use it often.”248 She did.

What women should not do to temper their assertiveness is use a 
tentative speaking style. They need a tone that will command respect. 
Yet when men are around, many women tend to fall back on deferen-
tial speech norms, such as verbal hedges and disclaimers (“I’m not sure 
this is correct, but …”).249 In mixed groups, women talk less, use more 
tentative speech patterns, and are less influential than men.250 Peggy 
McIntosh, a sociologist at Wellesley College, recalls a conference in 
which seventeen women in a row spoke during the plenary session, and 
all seventeen started their remarks with some sort of apology or dis-
claimer, such as “I’ve never thought about this very much,” or “I really 
don’t know whether this is accurate.” And this was a women’s leadership 
conference.251

Formal leadership training and coaching can help in developing in-
terpersonal styles, as well as capabilities such as risk taking, conflict 
resolution, and strategic vision. Effective leadership requires a reper-
toire of approaches, adapted to what the context demands, and training 
can help individuals acquire the range of skills required.252 Leadership 
programs designed for women or minorities can address their special 
challenges.253 Profiles of respected leaders can also provide instructive 
examples of the personal initiative that opens professional opportuni-
ties. Successful women generally have not just waited for the phone 
to ring. They have ventured out of their comfort zone, volunteered for 
tough assignments, and asked for opportunities that will help them 
advance.254 This is, to be sure, not a risk- free strategy; as noted earlier, 
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women are punished more than men for mistakes. But neither will it 
be possible for many women to develop and demonstrate their leader-
ship potential without looking for stretch assignments. Even if they 
don’t fully deliver, they can benefit by “failing forward”; early missteps 
can teach lessons that pave the way to future success.255

Women also need to identify long- term goals and those who can 
assist in advancing them.256 They should not be shy in asking for men-
toring and especially sponsorship.257 Deborah Gillis, president of 
Catalyst, notes the difference: “A mentor talks to you, offering advice 
and sharing experiences. A sponsor talks about you, advocating on your 
behalf, lending … [his or her] reputation and credibility.”258 As one 
leader noted, cultivating sponsors is a way to build respect and “invest-
ment in my success.”259 To forge such strategic relationships, women 
should recognize that those from whom they seek assistance face com-
peting demands. The best mentoring generally goes to the best men-
tees: people who are reasonable and focused in their concerns and who 
make sure the relationship is mutually beneficial. Because self- promo-
tion often seems unattractive in women, they should find others to 
promote them.260 And they should do their part in supporting others. 
Marie Wilson, former president of the Ms Foundation for Women and 
founder of the White House Project, advises women interested in lead-
ership to “encourage each other … and tell each other the truth, even 
when it’s painful.261

Aspiring leaders also need what psychologist Carol Dweck terms 
“a growth mindset.” Women should be continually trying to improve, 
confronting their deficiencies, and identifying any blind spots.262 
Perseverance in the face of adversity and criticism is equally important.263 
Angela Duckworth’s research documents the crucial role of “grit”— a 
combination of passion and perseverance— in accounting for profes-
sional achievement.264 Oprah Winfrey is a case study in such resilience; 
she was once fired from a television reporter job with the observation, 
“You’re not fit for TV.”265

Setting priorities and managing time are also critical leadership skills. 
As NRDC President Rhea Suh put it, mothers need to “raise their hands” 
for senior positions and insist that the workplace adapt.266 Women with 
substantial family commitments need to establish boundaries, delegate 
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domestic tasks, and give up on perfection; “done is often better than per-
fect.”267 “Let it go,” says Anne- Marie Slaughter.268

In negotiating workplace accommodations, women should emphasize 
that they will be “flexible with [their] flexibility … [and will] offer con-
tingency plans for possible conflicts.”269 Once they have secured a rea-
sonable arrangement, women should not “slip into balanced bliss” and 
assume that they “can park [their] … schedule in the DONE file.”270 
Women need to take initiative about regularly checking in with super-
visors to ensure they’re still on board. The challenge is to let everyone 
“know you’re available and committed— without being available and 
committed the whole time.”271 Women who step out of the labor force 
should find ways of keeping professionally active. Volunteer efforts, occa-
sional paying projects, continuing education, and reentry programs can 
all aid the transition back.

Women who seek committed relationships also need to find the right 
partner. For many individuals, say the authors of Getting to 50/ 50, “the 
most important career decision you make is whom you marry. (And the 
deals you make with him [or her]).”272 Interviews with leaders consis-
tently emphasize the importance of equality in intimate relationships.273 
Jennifer Granholm, a former governor of Michigan, notes that “my best 
‘strategy’ for success was marrying a man who was unabashedly encour-
aging and unafraid to be the primary parent. Whenever young women 
ask for my advice I tell them to ‘marry well’. And by that, I mean find a 
spouse that will allow you to soar.”274

So too, women must be self- reflective about their own goals and 
values. Just because there is a hoop on the road to advancement, women 
don’t always need to jump through it. Leadership experts Herminia 
Ibarra, Robin Ely, and Deborah Kolb emphasize the importance of an-
choring their efforts to a sense of larger purpose.275 When asked what 
advice she would give to aspiring women, Patricia Harrison, president 
of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, responded: “Know yourself 
and ask why do you want to lead. What do you want to do as a leader? 
Who are you? What are your values?”276

Finally, women who have reached leadership positions need to focus 
on empowering other women. Former secretary of state Condoleezza 
Rice notes that a key leadership characteristic is the ability to identify 
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leadership qualities in others.277 As Ilene Lang, former president of 
Catalyst, puts it, women should “be sure to pay it forward and advo-
cate for others as well.” Even from a purely self- interested perspective, 
this commitment makes sense. Catalyst research finds that leaders who 
support others “are more successful, for themselves and for their teams, 
in terms of advancement and compensation … Paying it forward pays 
back.”278 Obvious though this might seem in principle, it is complicated 
in practice by what is variously labeled the “leadership paradox” or the 
“paradox of power.” This paradox arises from the disconnect between 
the qualities that enable individuals to achieve leadership positions  
and the qualities that are necessary for individuals to succeed once they 
get there.279 People who reach top positions are generally propelled by a 
high need for personal achievement. Yet to perform effectively in these 
positions, they must focus on creating the conditions for achievement of 
others. Successful leadership requires subordinating their own self- inter-
est to a greater good. As the philosopher Laotse famously put it, “A leader 
is best when people barely know he exists. When his work is done, his 
aim fulfilled, they will say: ‘we did it ourselves.’ ”280

Strategies for Organizations

The most important strategy for organizations in ensuring equal access 
to leadership is a commitment to that objective, which is reflected in 
organizational policies, priorities, and reward structures.281 That com-
mitment must start at the top. An organization’s leadership needs not 
simply to acknowledge the importance of diversity, but also to establish 
structures for promoting it, and to hold individuals accountable for the 
results. Performance on diversity- related issues should be part of the job 
evaluation process.282 But it is not enough to include diversity in perfor-
mance appraisals if no significant rewards or sanctions follow as a conse-
quence.283 A commitment to gender equity should figure in promotion 
and compensation decisions.284

Successful leadership initiatives often involve task forces or commit-
tees with diverse members who have credibility with their colleagues 
and a stake in the results.285 The mission of that group should be to 
identify problems, develop responses, and evaluate their effectiveness. 
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Institutional self- assessment should be a critical part of all diversity ini-
tiatives.286 Leaders need to know how policies that influence inclusive-
ness play out in practice. This requires tracking progress on key metrics 
and collecting both quantitative and qualitative data on matters such as 
advancement, retention, assignments, satisfaction, mentoring, and work- 
family conflicts.287 The importance of self-evaluation was apparent at one 
of my recent presentations on diversity in the legal profession. After my 
keynote address, a young woman came to the podium and told me how 
well my description of gender barriers matched her experience. But what 
depressed her the most was that she had come to the program with her 
firm’s managing partner, who had leaned over during my comments and 
whispered, “Aren’t you glad we don’t have those problems at our firm?”

All too often, leaders are ill- informed about the gap between their or-
ganization’s formal commitments and daily realities. As earlier discussion 
indicated, many organizations have official policies on flexible and re-
duced schedules that are unworkable in practice. Periodic surveys, focus 
groups, interviews with former and departing employees, and bottom- up 
evaluations of supervisors can all cast light on problems disproportion-
ately experienced by women. Some organizations have created outside 
advisory councils that meet with leaders to review progress on key inclu-
sion measures.288 Monitoring can be important not only in identifying 
challenges and responses but also in making people aware that their ac-
tions are being assessed. Requiring individuals to justify their decisions 
can help reduce unconscious bias.289 And requiring leaders to quantify 
their results can prevent complacency. As Barnard President Debora 
Spar puts it, for an effort to advance women to be truly effective, it needs 
to be “reflected in cold hard numbers.”290

Whatever oversight structure an employer chooses, a central prior-
ity should be ensuring equitable allocation of professional development 
opportunities. Women with leadership potential need access to job as-
signments that will promote career advancement.291 Women should also 
have more than token representation in key positions such as members 
of management committees.292 Critical mass helps prevent marginaliza-
tion of diversity concerns.293

Well- designed training programs on leadership and bias can also be 
useful, although many existing programs fail to satisfy that description.294 
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U.S. companies spend almost $14 billion on leadership development, 
but as a McKinsey report notes, many of these initiatives are neither 
adequately evaluated nor effectively structured to provide core compe-
tencies and on- the- job learning.295 Accordingly, Harvard Professor Iris 
Bohnet advises organizations to “avoid showering women with generic 
leadership development” programs of unproven success.296 Rather, as 
she and other experts suggest, leaders need to invest in initiatives that 
have a demonstrated track record in advancing those they serve.297

Diversity training requires similar evaluation. As Alexandra Kalev and 
Frank Dobbin note, such training consumes “the lion’s share of the cor-
porate diversity budget yet studies suggest that it may do little to change 
attitudes or behaviors.”298 One review of close to a thousand published 
and unpublished studies of interventions designed to reduce prejudice 
found little evidence that training reduces bias.299 In a large- scale review 
of diversity initiatives across multiple industries, training programs did 
not significantly increase the representation or advancement of targeted 
groups.300 Part of the problem is that such programs typically focus only 
on individual behaviors and not institutional problems; they also pro-
vide no incentives to implement recommended practices, and can pro-
voke backlash among involuntary participants.301 As Bohnet points out, 
just telling people to resist stereotypes can “have the opposite effect— by 
making those stereotypes more salient.”302

That is not to suggest that all diversity training programs are doomed to 
failure. Some smaller- scale research offers a more optimistic picture. One 
survey of managing partners and general counsel of law firms reported 
largely positive responses to unconscious bias training. As participants put 
it, many people “don’t know what they don’t know,” and education can be 
helpful in “opening dialogue and making people aware.”303 So too, training 
programs can be useful in making people conscious of stereotype threat 
and how to give performance evaluations that do not trigger it. For ex-
ample, critical feedback should be coupled with expressions of confidence 
that the employee can meet the expected standards.304

Another common strategy is networks and affinity groups for women 
and minorities. These vary in effectiveness. At their best, they provide 
useful advice, role models, contacts, and development of informal men-
toring relationships.305 By bringing women together around common 
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interests, these networks can also forge coalitions on diversity- related 
issues and generate useful reform proposals.306 Yet the only large- scale 
study on point found that networks did not significantly advance career 
development; they increased participants’ sense of community but did 
not do enough to put individuals “in touch with what or whom they ought 
to know.”307 Such research counsels against complacency. Organizations 
need not just to establish a woman’s network; they need also to monitor 
its effectiveness and to devise strategies for improvement.

One of the most demonstrably successful interventions involves men-
toring and sponsorship, which directly address women’s difficulties in 
obtaining the support necessary for career development. Many organiza-
tions have formal mentoring programs that match employees or allow 
individuals to select their own pairings. Well- designed initiatives that 
evaluate and reward mentoring and sponsorship activities can improve 
participants’ skills, satisfaction, and advancement.308 However, many 
current programs are not effectively structured. Often they do not spec-
ify the frequency of meetings, set goals for the relationship, or require 
evaluation.309 Instead, they rely on a “call me if you need anything” ap-
proach, which leaves too many women reluctant to become a burden.310 
As noted earlier, ineffective matching systems compound the problem; 
women too often end up with mentors with whom they have little in 
common.311 Other programs demand a minimum amount of contact and 
“reams of reports,” which may make the relationship seem like one more 
pro forma administrative obligation.312

Formal programs also have difficulty inspiring the kind of sponsorship 
that is most critical. Women need advocates, not simply advisors, and this 
kind of support cannot be mandated. The lesson for organizations is that 
they cannot simply rely on formal structures or “paper mentors.”313 They 
need to cultivate and reward sponsorship of women and to monitor the 
effectiveness of mentoring programs. Identifying and nurturing high per-
formers should be a priority, as should training of potential sponsors.314 
Some successful programs pair high- potential women with senior man-
agers and hold those managers accountable for making women ready 
for promotions within a specified time period.315 In short, organizations 
need to create a culture of sponsorship, in which upper- level leaders are 
expected to support women for career development opportunities.316
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Designing effective work- family programs also should assume higher 
priority. Four out of five women say they need more flexibility at work.317 
The solutions are obvious in principle but elusive in practice. Promising 
approaches include expanding the number of upper- level positions that 
are eligible for extended parental leave, part- time work, and flexible 
schedules, ensuring that such positions have adequate responsibility and 
potential for advancement, and spotlighting the success of those with 
alternative work arrangements.318 Also critical is extending the time for 
caretakers to be evaluated for higher- level positions and providing path-
ways back to the fast track for those who step off temporarily. More or-
ganizations should follow the lead of those that have established “career 
customization,” which enables individuals to dial back (or dial up) their 
commitments without penalty.319 Such family- friendly policies improve 
recruitment, retention, and morale. One survey of seventy- two com-
panies found that these policies increased the proportion of women in 
senior management five years later, controlling for other variables.320 As 
Slaughter notes, organizations also need to rethink expectations of 24/7 
availability for everyone on the leadership track.321

To make all these reforms possible, they must be seen not as “wom-
en’s” issues but as organizational priorities in which women have a par-
ticular stake. Men must be allies in the struggle. As diversity experts 
note, “Inclusion can be built only through inclusion… . Change needs 
to happen in partnership with the people of the organization, not to 
them.”322 The challenge remaining is to create that sense of unity and to 
translate rhetorical commitments into organizational priorities.



      

2

WOMEN IN POLIT ICS

During one of the 2012 presidential debates, Mitt Romney famously 
emphasized his efforts while Massachusetts governor to identify quali-
fied women to serve in his administration. In his recollection, his staff 
collected “binders full of women.”1 Romney’s inartful phrase reflects a 
longstanding problem of women’s underrepresentation in political lead-
ership. How to get women out of binders and into office, and what differ-
ence that would make, are questions central to the women’s movement.

Increasing women’s representation in top political offices is also criti-
cal to advancing women’s representation in leadership more generally. 
Political leaders are role models for the nation and play crucial policy 
roles in addressing gender inequality. Other countries have done better 
than the United States in securing women’s leadership in politics, and 
have reaped the rewards on “women’s issues.”

The Underrepresentation of Women in Political Leadership

Until the last several decades, women in political office were notable for 
their absence. The only positions in which they held significant represen-
tation were on library and school boards.2 Overt prejudice was pervasive. 
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When the Gallup poll began asking whether voters would support a 
qualified woman for president in 1937, only a third said yes.3 In 1932, 
Hattie Caraway, who had been appointed to fill the Senate vacancy left 
by her deceased husband, became the first woman elected to the U.S. 
Senate. The Washington Post noted that she joined a “phalanx” of female 
Congressional colleagues, seven to be exact, and thus “the era of women 
is really upon us.”4 Almost thirty years later, when the nation’s third 
elected woman senator was opposed by another woman, Time magazine 
announced that “women permeate U.S. politics.”5 Yet in the 1970s, only 
two women served as governors and one as a senator. About 90 percent 
of state legislatures and more than 95 percent of Congress were male.6 
Until the late 1970s, women’s representation in the federal cabinet was 
less than 1 percent.7 Almost half of the first sixty women to win congres-
sional elections were widows who filled their husbands’ seats.8 In ex-
plaining his reluctance to appoint women, President Richard Nixon told 
an aide, “I’m not for women, frankly, in any job. I don’t want any of them 
around. Thank God we don’t have any in the cabinet.”9

When women ran for office, the tendency was to describe them in terms 
of their family status. For example, the Washington Post characterized op-
ponents in the 1990 Texas gubernatorial race as “A 57- year- old white- 
haired grandmother, Ms. Richards,” and “Mr. Williams, a West Texas 
oil man.”10 Women who achieved political leadership faced questions 
about their domestic responsibilities. Newly elected Congresswoman 
Pat Schroeder was asked by a male colleague how she could handle 
being both a mother and a member of the House. Schroeder reassured 
him that “I have a brain and a uterus and I use both.”11 For women lack-
ing a spouse or children, some explanation was necessary. A profile of 
Attorney General Janet Reno in the New York Times noted that she “has 
never married or had children … She remains close, however, to her two 
brothers Robert … and Mark; her sister Maggy … and various nieces 
and nephews.”12 Stereotypical characterizations of women politicians 
were common: “tart- tongued,” “screechy,” “shrill,” and “hectoring.”13 
Outside the United States, descriptions of women leaders were similar. 
Indira Gandhi of India was a “dumb doll,” Gro Harlem Brundtland of 
Norway was “nagging,” and Helen Clark of New Zealand was a “political 
dominatrix.”14
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Today, the political landscape looks quite different. Voters no longer 
report discriminating against women.15 Ninety- five percent of Americans 
say that they would vote for a qualified woman for president.16 Three- 
quarters believe that men and women are equally qualified for political 
leadership, and of the remainder, 11 percent of women and 7 percent of 
men think women make better leaders.17 Most Americans think that the 
country should have more women in elective office.18 In commenting on 
women’s progress, Hillary Clinton noted that she may have lost the 2008 
presidential nomination, but her eighteen million votes made it a close 
race: “Although we weren’t able to shatter that highest hardest glass ceil-
ing this time … it’s got about eighteen million cracks in it.”19

Despite this progress, gender disparities in political leadership remain 
persistent and pervasive. Women account for just 19 percent of Congress, 
25 percent of state legislatures, 12 percent of governors, and 19 percent 
of mayors of the nation’s one hundred largest cities.20 Women of color 
constitute just 6 percent of Congress, 5 percent of state legislators, 4 per-
cent of governors, and 6 percent of the mayors of the one hundred larg-
est cities.21 Almost half the states have yet to elect a woman governor 
or U.S. senator.22 Three states have never elected a black woman to their 
legislature, and only two women of color have ever served in the Senate.23 
There has never been a female secretary of defense or treasury, two of 
the most powerful cabinet positions.24 Given current rates of change, it 
would take close to one hundred years to equalize men’s and women’s 
representation in Congress.25 As Chapter One noted, the United States 
ranks ninety- seventh in the world for women’s representation in national 
legislatures, below Bangladesh, Bulgaria, and the United Arab Emirates.26

At the local and party levels, women’s underrepresentation can be 
just as bad. A profile of Los Angeles leadership found that men occupied 
seven out of eight of the city’s top positions.27 In political parties, the 
Republicans confront a shortage in female leadership. Only about a quar-
ter of women in Congress are Republican, and only one woman figured 
among a long list of potential 2016 GOP presidential contenders.28 Only 
seventeen Republican women have served in the Senate in its entire his-
tory.29 When Senate Speaker John Boehner announced an all- male list of 
2012 committee chairs, the ensuing outcry forced an appointment— of 
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just one woman, to head a relatively inconsequential committee on which 
she had never served.30

The problem is not performance. Researchers consistently find that 
when women run for office, they are just as effective in terms of fundrais-
ing and electability.31 They also receive about the same amount of media 
coverage.32 In experimental situations, Americans rate female candidates 
no worse than males, and in opinion surveys, women are rated equal to or 
better than men on seven of eight traits useful in politics.33

What then, accounts for women’s underrepresentation? The discus-
sion that follows explores a number of difficulties. The first is that women 
are less likely than men to run for office. Other difficulties involve the 
political and personal challenges that discourage women from running 
and undermine their performance. One major obstacle is the advantage 
of incumbency. The overwhelming majority of incumbents in state and 
federal legislative positions are men, most of whom successfully seek 
reelection.34 Another problem is that when women do run, they face a 
more challenging political landscape than men, which is partly due to the 
gender- related issues discussed below.35 Women also tend to run later 
in life because of family responsibilities, which makes it difficult to gain 
the experience necessary for the highest offices.36 Some evidence sug-
gests that local party leaders are less likely to recruit women than men as 
candidates, particularly women of color, and that women are much less 
likely to consider running unless they are asked.37 Twice as many female 
as male legislators report that they “had not seriously thought about run-
ning until someone else suggested it.”38 A final problem is that certain 
structural features of the American political system are not conducive to 
women’s representation.

In accounting for why women are less likely than men to run for politi-
cal office, political scientists Jennifer Lawless and Richard Fox surveyed 
some thirty- nine hundred potential candidates and identified recurring 
barriers:

• Women perceive the electoral environment as highly competitive 
and biased against female candidates

• Women are much less likely than men to see themselves as qualified 
for office
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• Potential female candidates are less competitive, less confident, and 
more risk- averse than their male counterparts

• Women are less likely than men to receive suggestions and encour-
agement to run for office

• Women react more negatively than men to many of the demands of 
modern campaigns

• Women have disproportionate family responsibilities that interfere 
with the time required for successful political careers.39

Other research suggests women are still underrepresented in occupations 
such as law that are launching pads for politics, although this disparity 
is declining.40 So too, although party officials (who are predominantly 
men) no longer display overt gender bias, they often recruit candidates 
from their own male- dominated networks.41

Although women in fact do as well as men when they run for office, 
the perception among women is otherwise. Seven out of ten women in 
Lawless and Fox’s study thought that female candidates did not raise as 
much money as similarly situated males, and a majority thought that 
women did not win as often.42 Among state legislators, only a minority 
of women, compared with 90 percent of men, believed that raising cam-
paign funds money was equally difficult for men and women.43 Sixty- two 
percent of Americans believe that one reason women are underrepre-
sented in political leadership is that they are held to higher standards.44 
Many female politicians believe that they need to work harder than men 
to be taken seriously by colleagues and constituents, and that they face 
less tolerance for mistakes.45 Congresswoman Virginia Foxx recalls in 
her early years in local elective office, making a motion and not having it 
seconded, and then watching when fifteen minutes later, a man made es-
sentially the same motion and it passed unanimously.46 Almost all female 
senators have stories of being kept out of rooms, clubs, and caucuses, 
and of being patronized, propositioned, and scolded for abandoning 
their children.47 Women of color are particularly likely to report political 
marginalization.48

Campaign experts similarly note that female candidates face more 
questions of credibility and credentials. As one consultant put it, “This 
is just the world we live in.”49 Some research has found that female 
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congressional candidates had to be more qualified than male opponents 
in order to succeed or to receive the same vote share, although recent 
research suggests that this qualification gap is fading.50 Still, many female 
politicians agree with Charlotte Whitman, the first female mayor of 
Ottawa, who famously maintained: “Whatever women do, they must do 
twice as well as men to be thought half as good. Luckily, this is not diffi-
cult.”51 Most American women think she’s right, except for the part about 
it not being difficult.

So too, women are more likely than men to understate their compe-
tence and qualifications.52 Despite similar credentials, men in the Lawless 
and Fox study were 60 percent more likely than women to assess them-
selves as “very qualified” to run for office, and women were more than 
twice as likely as men to rate themselves as “not at all qualified.”53 Women 
also rated themselves lower on character traits of political relevance such 
as being confident, competitive, risk- taking, entrepreneurial, and thick- 
skinned.54 Compared with men, women were less likely to receive en-
couragement to run for political office, both from political officials and 
activists, and from family and colleagues.55 In addition, women had more 
negative feelings than men did toward certain aspects of campaigning, 
such as fundraising, going door- to- door to meet constituents, possibly 
needing to engage in negative campaigning, losing privacy, and sacrific-
ing time with family.56

In commenting on these obstacles, some female politicians regret not 
being more proactive in their formative years. Former Michigan gover-
nor and attorney general Jennifer Granholm observed: “The most sig-
nificant obstacle has been my own foot on the brakes, especially when 
I was younger. I was not as aggressive as I might have been in pursuing 
positions; indeed, I was rather passive and was fortunate that others ap-
proached me.”57 So too, when asked about the barriers to women in poli-
tics, former Arizona governor and U.S. cabinet secretary Janet Napolitano 
noted that “when you are in elected politics, you have to develop a thick 
skin pretty fast and give up a lot of personal privacy. I don’t think we pre-
pare women to do that and to let things roll off their backs.”58

Women also walk a difficult line in coping with gender stereotypes. 
Voters have traditionally associated characteristics of toughness and 
strength with men, and many have favored these traits in political leaders 
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over characteristics associated with women, such as compassion and 
morality.59 Sixty- one percent of Americans believe that a male candi-
date is better equipped to handle military crises; only 3 percent think 
that a female candidate is.60 However, Katherine Dolan’s recent research 
on congressional races suggested that this maybe changing; voters did 
not evaluate male and female candidates differently on trustworthiness, 
competence, and leadership, and that gender stereotypes were not a sig-
nificant influence on voter behavior.61 Nor did women and men politi-
cians position themselves to capitalize on stereotypical expectations.62 
Party affiliation and incumbency were much more critical than gender in 
determining the outcomes of House and Senate races.63

Yet as other evidence suggests, female candidates confront challenges 
that men do not. As one researcher notes: “Women politicians and leaders 
often experience double binds because they encounter conflicting expec-
tations. On the one hand, they are supposed to comply with the female 
role by promoting women’s demands and being cooperative, warm and 
altruistic. On the other hand, they are supposed to comply with the role 
of politician by … being self- assertive, competent and competitive.”64 
Kim Campbell, Canada’s first female prime minister, noted the problem: 
“I don’t have a traditionally female way of speaking… . I’m quite asser-
tive. If I didn’t speak the way I do, I wouldn’t have been seen as a leader. 
But my way of speaking may have grated on people not used to hearing it 
from a woman. It was the right way for a leader to speak, but it wasn’t the 
right way for a woman to speak. It goes against type.”65 In the 2013 New 
York mayoral race, lesbian Christine Quinn was described as “bossy,” 
“combative,” and not “feminine” enough.66 Other women candidates 
similarly report being derailed for being too “tough.”67

The result is to leave women facing a double standard and a double 
bind. What is “hard hitting” in a male candidate can look “shrill” in a 
woman, and female candidates can face charges that “they’re not tough 
enough to be in charge or they’re too bitchy to be.”68 In Kelly Dittmar’s 
recent survey of campaign behavior, consultants believed that female 
candidates confronted conflicting demands to fit a masculine ideal while 
upholding femininity.69 As one consultant wrote, “To ignore gender in 
strategy, message, and how one deals with an opponent is malpractice.”70 
In commenting on women’s challenge, one pollster quipped that the 
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ideal female candidate for president would be a “combination of Jack the 
Ripper and Mother Teresa.”71

The double standard has been on display in recent presidential cam-
paigns. In 2011, when Michele Bachmann was seeking the Republican 
nomination for president, Time magazine put an unflattering picture of 
her on its cover over a headline that labeled her “The Queen of Rage.”72 
Hillary Clinton has long been dogged by concerns that she is “cun-
ning,” “savage,” and “pushy”— a “lady Macbeth in a headband.”73 In 
2008, Obama famously dismissed Clinton’s challenges in negotiating the 
toughness- likeability tradeoff with the comment, “You’re likable enough, 
Hillary.”74

The double standard figured in the 2016 race as well. Trump de-
nounced Clinton as “shrill.”75 He also claimed that if she were a man 
and she was “the way she is, she would get virtually no votes.”76 This 
prompted the observation by New York Times columnist Gail Collins, 
“Do not ask yourself how many votes Donald Trump would get if he 
were a woman and he was the way he is. Truly, you don’t want to go 
there.”77 Commentators similarly observed that if Bernie Sanders were 
a woman, he couldn’t get away with “shouting constantly. Scowling on 
TV. Sounding grumpy. Looking frumpy.”78 When told that one young 
voter liked Sanders because his hair was a mess and he yelled a lot, 
Clinton commented, “Boy, that would really work for any women we 
know.”79 In another interview, Clinton noted that she and other female 
politicians fret about how to “navigate what is still a relatively narrow 
path, to express yourself, to let your feelings show, but not in a way that 
triggers all of the negative stereotypes … You have to be aware of how 
people will judge you for being, quote, ‘emotional,’ and so it’s a really 
delicate balancing act.”80 When asked more generally about gender bias 
in political campaigns, Hillary Clinton responded: “Sexism is maybe 
less pronounced, less obvious, but it is still prevalent in our political 
scene… . [T] here’s still a double standard, there’s no doubt about that. 
I see it all the time where women are just expected to combine traits and 
qualities in a way that men are not. And it does make running for office 
for a woman a bigger challenge.”81

Women also shoulder disproportionate family obligations, which af-
fects their political aspirations. As Chapter One notes, those disparities 
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persist in dual career couples. Women are six times more likely than men 
to bear responsibility for the majority of household tasks, and about ten 
times more likely to be the primary child- care provider.82 The demands 
of politics, such as travel, irregular hours, and evening and weekend 
events, are hard to reconcile with significant caretaking responsibilities.83 
The perception lingers in some quarters that, as Bella Abzug once told 
Representative Patricia Schroeder, “You have little kids… . You won’t 
be able to do this job.”84 In recent congressional and mayoral races in 
New Hampshire, Illinois, and California, female candidates were asked 
whether being elected would leave them with enough time to be a good 
mother to their children.85 During her vice- presidential campaign, Sarah 
Palin was widely criticized for subordinating the needs of her child with 
Down’s syndrome.86

To be sure, those criticisms are declining as more women with young 
children are seen as successful in the political arena. Some female can-
didates have effectively capitalized on the image of “Mamma Grizzly” 
that Sarah Palin popularized.87 New Hampshire Senator Kelly Ayotte 
cast herself as the Granite Grizzly and portrayed her motherhood as a 
qualification for office.88 Yet the problems in juggling obligations persist. 
New Hampshire Senator Jeanne Shaheen recalls that she was once asked 
to address a group of women on work- life balance. And after a few days 
of work on the speech, she realized she couldn’t deliver it, because she 
didn’t have a real strategy. “My idea of work/ life balance has been learn-
ing to live with the guilt.”89 But just as having a family presents problems, 
so too does being unmarried or childless. In the view of some voters, 
a woman who does not choose to have children does not seem quite 
normal.90 So whatever their family situation, traditional gender expecta-
tions make running for office more challenging for women.

Comparative research also reveals structural features of the American 
political system that work against women. Female candidates do better in 
nations that have systems of proportional representation, which allocate 
legislative seats on the basis of the number of votes each party received. 
Women also do better where party control is strong and politicians are 
“more or less interchangeable representatives of party platforms.”91 By 
contrast, the United States has a simple majoritarian system and poli-
ticians depend more on personal visibility and credibility. Seniority is 
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often critical in establishing those credentials. Women do less well in part 
because they suffer greater penalties for interrupting their political career 
or starting it later due to family responsibilities.92

In addition, women face more primary opposition, perhaps because 
they are perceived as more vulnerable than men.93 Whatever the reason, 
women confront a more difficult primary terrain, which may discourage 
some from running for office.

Some women are also deterred or undermined by the heightened 
scrutiny and gendered barbs that they encounter as politicians.94 In com-
menting on the “excess[ive] criticism and sharper microscope” turned 
on women, Sarah Palin maintained that to “whine” about it did no good. 
“Fair or unfair, it is there. I think that’s reality, and it think it’s a given … 
[that women need to] work harder.”95 During debate in the New York 
senatorial race, Senator Kirsten Gillibrand and Republican candidate 
Wendy Long were asked whether they had read Fifty Shades of Grey. The 
Atlantic’s David Graham commented, “Yes that’s right, when you get two 
powerful women together for their one and only political debate, they’re 
forced to discuss S&M erotica… . Would anyone ask two male candi-
dates if they had subscriptions to Playboy?”96

The particular venom directed at Hillary Clinton is a cautionary 
tale. Neil Cavuto of Fox News Your World declared, “Men won’t vote 
for Hillary Clinton because she reminds them of their nagging wives. 
And when Hillary Clinton speaks, we hear ‘Take out the garbage.’ ”97 
Other commentators criticized her “cackle,” and her “abrasive,” “irri-
tating,” “scolding,” and “Hitlerian” manner.98 References to her as a 
“ball breaker” and “castrator” aired on cable television, and a Hillary 
nutcracker was sold as a novelty item.99 Tucker Carlson claimed that 
“when she comes on television, I involuntarily cross my legs.”100 Other 
commentators criticized her for enabling her husband’s sexual miscon-
duct and demonizing his victims. Chris Matthews of MSNBC claimed 
that the only reason Hillary Clinton was a U.S. senator and candidate 
for president was “that her husband messed around … She did not 
win … on her merit.101 That journalists felt entitled to make such 
comments speaks volumes about the differential tolerance of racism 
and sexism in political campaigns. After two men at a Clinton rally 
yelled out, “Iron my shirts,” Anna Quindlen observed that the most 
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striking aspect of the incident was that the “jeers got little coverage. 
If someone at an Obama rally had called out a similar remark based 
on racial bigotry— ‘shine my shoes,’ perhaps— not only would it have 
been a story, it would have run on page one.”102

Women’s appearance also attracts special scrutiny. The problem is 
longstanding. When Geraldine Ferraro stood before the Democratic 
national convention, anchor Tom Brokaw announced, “The first woman 
to be nominated for vice president … Size six.”103 Hillary Clinton’s oc-
casional show of cleavage and her preference for pantsuits has received 
widespread comment, including television star Tim Gunn’s observation 
that she “dresses like she’s confused about her gender.”104 A YouTube 
video of a Kentucky Fried Chicken bucket featured “Hillary Meal Deal: 
2 Fat Thighs, 2 Small Breasts, and a Bunch of Left Wings.” That image fig-
ured on buttons during the 2016 presidential campaign.105 Clinton her-
self claimed that during her time as First Lady, “If I change[d]  my hair-
styles I [could] knock anything off the first page of the paper.”106 Even 
interviews with her hair stylist received prominent media coverage.107

Other women have faced similar scrutiny. Wisconsin Congressman 
Jim Sensenbrenner chastised First Lady Michelle Obama because “she 
lectures us on eating right while she has a large posterior herself.”108 
Representative Michele Bachmann was criticized for wearing too much 
makeup to a political debate.109 Congressional candidate Krystal Ball 
was condemned for sexually suggestive college pictures.110 Elizabeth 
Warren was told that she had a “school marm” appearance, and that she 
came across in ads as a “smarter than thou older woman sporting granny 
glasses and sensible hair.”111 President Obama gave Kamala Harris the 
backhanded compliment of being the “best looking attorney general 
in the country.”112 Donald Trump asked about Carly Fiorina, “Look at 
that face! Would anyone vote for that?”113 (He later implausibly claimed 
that he was talking about her “persona,” not her looks).114 Vice presi-
dential candidate Sarah Palin received extensive attention for her beauty 
pageant history as well as severe criticism for the cost of her campaign-  
 financed wardrobe.115 It speaks volumes about our culture’s misplaced 
priorities, as well the pressures facing female candidates, that Palin’s 
campaign spent more on her makeup specialist than on her foreign 
policy advisor.116
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Comments about women’s appearance are often trivialized, and 
women who call them out are often criticized as whiny or humorless. Yet 
studies show that any comments made about a female candidate’s appear-
ance, regardless of their content, negatively influence public opinion.117 
Even if those opinions do not drive political behavior, demeaning press 
coverage may contribute to women’s reluctance to expose themselves to 
potentially bruising political campaigns.

Women may also be deterred or undermined by media portrayals of 
female candidates as less intelligent or mainstream than male candidates. 
Sarah Palin, Nancy Pelosi, and Hillary Clinton have been characterized 
as “crackpot,” “lunatic,” “diva,” “wackjob” “air head,” “dilettante” and 
“feminazi.”118 A Saturday Night Live parody famously summarized Palin’s 
foreign policy experience as “being able to see Russia from my house.”119 
To survive in politics, women need a thick skin. As one leader put it, “The 
first time I was called an idiot, it was really upsetting. Now I just think, 
‘You’re an idiot, too.’ ”120

The Difference “Difference” Makes

These gender barriers take on special importance if, as noted earlier, 
most Americans believe that having more women in office would be 
better for the country. Claims about the difference that gender differ-
ence makes in politics are longstanding. A  century ago, Rheta Childe 
Dorr’s What Eight Million Women Want envisioned a world in which 
women’s “special capabilities” were fully realized in the work of govern-
ing. The result, she asserted, would be that the “city will be like a great, 
well- ordered comfortable sanitary household. There will be no slums, no 
sweatshops, no sad women and children toiling in tenement rooms… . 
All the family will be taken care of, [and] taught to take care of them-
selves… .”121 Supporters of women’s suffrage similarly cast women as 
municipal housekeepers, whose “high code of morals” would “purify 
politics.”122 Disillusionment quickly set in, but convictions that women 
bring special strengths to the political process persist. In announcing 
her candidacy for the U.S. Senate, Blanche Lambert Lincoln explained 
that she was running because “nearly one of every three senators is a 
millionaire, but there are only five mothers.”123
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The argument for women’s increased representation in political lead-
ership rests on two premises. The first, based on descriptive represen-
tation, is that the presence of women is important in and of itself on 
symbolic grounds. It helps confer legitimacy on governing institutions 
and provides female role models. The more women who are visible at 
various leadership levels, the more likely girls are to indicate an interest 
in becoming politically active as adults, which will broaden the nation’s 
pool of potential leaders.124 A second premise, based on substantive rep-
resentation, is that the participation of women increases the likelihood 
both that women’s interests will be adequately represented and that gov-
erning institutions will function more effectively due to women’s dis-
tinctive backgrounds and governing styles.

The assumption that women would and should represent women’s spe-
cial interests is a relatively recent phenomenon. Early female politicians 
tended to avoid identification with women’s issues.125 California Senator 
Barbara Boxer wryly described the traditional approach of female can-
didates: “You never mentioned being a woman … you hoped nobody 
noticed.”126 Contemporary female politicians are more likely to see 
themselves as representing women, but with limited consensus on what 
that representation entails.127 Women do not speak with a single voice, 
and what constitutes “women’s interests” is not always self- evident. Yet 
even if, as I have argued elsewhere, it is possible to find common ground 
around many issues central to women’s well- being, the question remain-
ing is whether putting more women in office is a reliable way of advanc-
ing that agenda.128

Although it obviously depends which women are elected, most evi-
dence suggests that their greater presence in political leadership makes a 
difference, particularly in getting women’s issues onto the agenda. Both 
in Congress and in state legislatures, women are more likely than men to 
address women’s issues, to rank them as priorities, and to spend political 
capital on their behalf.129 Some studies also suggest that greater women’s 
representation leads to more women- friendly policies in state- by- state 
comparisons.130 Female legislators also have closer ties to women’s or-
ganizations, connections that cross party lines and increase the likeli-
hood that women’s interests will be considered.131 Women of color are 
particularly likely to champion issues of special concern to women and 



48  •  WOMEN AND L EADERSh I P

      

communities of color.132 A case in point on the difference that difference 
makes is the national Women’s Health Initiative. Women in Congress 
asked the General Accounting Office to audit spending by the National 
Institutes of Health. The audit revealed that only 13 percent of funds were 
spent on women’s health. As a result, congressional women on both sides 
of the aisle successfully pushed for greater funding for women’s health 
care and research.133

So too, many women in the executive branch here and abroad have 
made major strides in advocating women’s concerns. As secretaries of 
state, Madeleine Albright and Hillary Clinton made women’s rights a pri-
ority. In the 1980s, Norway’s first woman prime minister, Gro Harlem 
Brundtland, caused a worldwide sensation when she championed re-
productive rights and appointed women as 44  percent of her second 
cabinet.134 In Chile, Michelle Bachelet appointed a cabinet that was half 
women and put forward an array of women- friendly proposals.135 New 
Zealand Prime Minister Helen Clark pushed for measures such as paid 
parental leave, child care, and a unit for gender equality in the Human 
Rights Commission.136

Yet gender differences in political priorities should not be overstated. 
Researchers frequently find no consistent relationship between greater 
gender equality in political representation and greater gender equality 
in social policies or outcomes.137 In the United States, party affiliation is 
more important than gender in predicting legislators’ votes on women’s 
issues, and ideology is more important than gender in predicting spon-
sorship of legislation on these issues.138 As researchers note, the number 
of women in legislatures matters less than the extent to which the women 
members identify with women’s issues.139

Conservative Republican women often play a leading role in opposing 
legislation on matters such as reproductive rights and equal pay. When 
asked if Congress would be more likely to pass the Paycheck Fairness 
Act if there were more women members, Representative Rosa DeLauro’s 
short answer was “No.” It matters who those women are. “We’ve never 
been able to engage the Republican women,” DeLauro explained. “As 
a matter of fact, they’re the people who get up on the floor and speak 
against [the act.]”140 As politics has grown more polarized in recent 
years, it has become increasingly difficult to get women to cross party 
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lines in support of women’s issues. Coalitions are likely only on uncon-
troversial proposals, such as expanded treatment for autistic children of 
armed service members or violence against women in the military.141 
Moderate Republican women are in a particularly difficult position; it 
is hard to advance within the party and influence its agenda without 
toeing the conservative line on gender- related matters.142 It was no coin-
cidence that Carly Fiorina, the only female Republican candidate in the 
2016 presidential race, was adamantly prolife and opposed to funding for 
Planned Parenthood.143

Many female politicians also want to avoid too much affiliation with 
women’s issues “both because they want to be recognized as represent-
ing all the people … and [because] they believe that it undermines their 
potential power in the institution.”144 As one Senate staffer noted, “You 
don’t want to scare off men or have them be threatened by you. You do 
not wave the banner of women’s rights in their face.”145 For this reason, 
some female legislators prefer committee assignments that aren’t aligned 
with “soft” issues associated with women.146 Women also worry about ac-
cusations that they are playing the “gender card.” The charge has dogged 
Hillary Clinton, and has come not only from Donald Trump, but even 
from other women, including Carly Fiorina, who also faced the claim.147 
“People should not be voting for candidates based on their gender,” said 
Bernie Sanders, and his supporters lambasted Clinton advocates for 
“voting with their vaginas.”148

Clinton herself has been clear that “I’m not asking people to support 
me because I’m a woman [but because] I’m the most qualified, expe-
rienced and ready person to be the president.”149 But she also has em-
braced women’s issues, and responded to one of Donald Trump’s charges 
with the acknowledgment, “Well, if fighting for women’s health care and 
paid family leave and equal pay is playing the ‘woman card,’ then deal me 
in.”150 Clinton has further claimed that women bring special strengths to 
public office. As she told one interviewer, “I just think women in general 
are better listeners, are more collegial, more open to new ideas and how 
to make things work in a way that looks for win- win outcomes.”151

Evidence on that point is mixed. Some research finds few gender 
differences in political leadership style or approach.152 Although 
female politicians often claim that women are more likely than men 
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to be collaborative and conciliatory, profiles of major women leaders 
here and abroad do not always bear this out.153 Margaret Thatcher, 
Golda Meir, and Indira Gandhi were not known for conciliatory styles. 
Thatcher was famous for her arrogance and intolerance of dissent.154 “I 
am not a consensus politician,” she once declared. “I am a conviction 
politician.”155 As one historian noted, “Mrs. Thatcher simply didn’t 
behave as men thought a woman should behave. She was rude, she 
shouted, she interrupted, she was tough, she was ruthless… .”156 This 
assisted her because many men in her cabinet “simply didn’t know 
how to deal with an assertive woman, especially one in a position of 
political superiority.”157 Thatcher embraced the label of Iron Lady, and 
distanced herself from women’s issues. As she once put it, “I don’t 
notice that I’m a woman.” She also claimed that the “battle for wom-
en’s rights has been largely won. The days when they were demanded 
and discussed in strident tones should be gone forever. And I  hope 
they are. I  hated those strident tones you hear from some ‘women’s 
libbers.’ ”158 A  biographer described her as an “honorary man.”159 
Similarly, Indira Gandhi had an authoritarian approach and did little 
to advance gender equality.160 Golda Meir’s domineering style led her 
to be described as “the only man in the Ben Gurion government.”161 
In her autobiography, Meir assigns gender a minor role. She was not a 
“great admirer of the kind of feminism that gives rise to bra burning,” 
and believed that “being a woman has never hindered me in any way 
at all.”162 These women exemplified the view that Eleanor Roosevelt 
once expressed:  if women wanted to succeed in politics, they had to 
“learn to play the game as men do.”163

Yet more recent examples suggest that many American women 
politicians are interested in playing a different game. As Jay Newton- 
Small’s profile put it, they “tend to compromise more and grandstand 
less. They are better at building consensus” and putting “ego aside 
in search of a greater goal.”164 Forty percent of American voters be-
lieve that female politicians are better able to develop consensus.165 
Women’s tendency toward participatory styles of leadership is an asset 
in many political contexts such as budget processes and bipartisan 
coalition building.166 It is widely reported that female state legisla-
tors adopt more- collaborative, consensual styles than men and that  
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women in Congress have an approach that is “more collaboration, less 
confrontation; more problem- solving, less ego; more consensus build-
ing, less partisanship.”167 For example, during the government shut-
down in the fall of 2013, congressional women played a pivotal role 
in brokering a solution. A cottage industry of commentary echoed the 
views of a Time magazine article titled “Women Are the Only Adults 
Left in Washington.”168 French Finance Minister Christine Lagarde fa-
mously claimed that “women inject less libido and less testosterone 
into the equation.”169 Many Americans watching the 2016 Republican 
presidential debates undoubtedly agreed. No woman leader has come 
close to the female equivalent of Donald Trump’s reassurance to the 
nation about the size of his penis.170

Strategies for Change

To identify strategies for change, an obvious first step is to clarify the 
kind of change the nation is looking for. Is the goal simply to increase the 
number of women in political leadership? Or is it to advance women’s 
interests more generally, and to develop women’s leadership as a means 
to that end? Placing more women in power, regardless of their styles or 
ideologies, can have some benefit by creating role models for the next 
generation. But in the long run, the best way to achieve gender parity in 
political leadership is through recruitment and support of female candi-
dates who will make gender equity a policy priority.171 Expanding wom-
en’s political opportunities will require addressing the broader sources of 
sex- based inequality, such as gender stereotypes and gender disparities 
in family responsibilities. Examples such as Margaret Thatcher remind 
us that simply putting women in power does not necessarily empower 
women as a group. To advance gender equality, more votes and dollars 
must be targeted at politicians committed to that objective.

Strategies for increasing women in political leadership fall into two 
general categories. The most effective but least politically plausible are 
structural changes in the political system, such as switching to a system of 
proportional representation or imposing quotas for women’s representa-
tion. As noted earlier, women do better under proportional representa-
tion systems.172 They also benefit from quotas, which about a hundred 
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countries have adopted in some form, although not all are sufficiently 
ambitious or well enforced to make a difference.173 Some quotas reserve 
a certain percentage of seats in the governing body for women, and some 
require all parties to field a certain percentage of female candidates or 
nominees. In many countries, quotas have brought substantial prog-
ress.174 Persistent exposure to female politicians has increased voters’ 
willingness to support them.175 Globally, women’s representation in par-
liaments has more than doubled since the mid- 1990s.176 This growth has, 
in turn, helped expand the pool of women qualified to serve as cabinet 
ministers, whose representation has also more than doubled.177 However, 
in this country, quotas and proportional representation have been non-
starters, and Americans do not seem likely to change that view.

Accordingly, attention should focus on strategies designed to increase 
women’s willingness and capacity to run for office, and to remove ob-
stacles that stand in the way. For example, more support should go to 
organizations that provide mentoring and resources for aspiring women 
politicians. Former Michigan governor Jennifer Granholm did not find 
local mentors, but was fortunate to “team up with an organization [the 
Barbara Lee Foundation in Massachusetts] that provided me with strat-
egies and recommendations for success, and connected me with other 
elected women. That exposure was terrific.”178 A growing number of 
nonprofit groups are available to provide such assistance.179 Examples 
include: Ready to Run, VoteRunLead, Political Institute for Women, 
Yale Women’s Campaign School, Emerge America, Project GoPink, 
She Should Run, and the National Federation of Republican Women.180 
The Center for American Women and Politics’ Ready to Run Diversity 
Initiative offers specific workshops for African American women, Asian 
American women, and Latina women. These workshops help women of 
color build networks, identify role models, and develop campaign strat-
egies.181 However, many of these initiatives are grossly underfunded.182 
They deserve greater financial support from those who care about wom-
en’s leadership.

More initiatives should target younger women as well. Differences in 
political ambition start early. In high schools, more than twice as many 
male as female students indicated that they would consider running for 
office when they were older.183 A  case history that attracted national 
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attention is Phillips Exeter Academy, an elite prep school that has had 
only four girls as president of the student body in forty years.184 On col-
lege campuses, women are a majority of students but hold only a minor-
ity of student leadership positions.185 At Princeton, for example, women 
constituted 50  percent of undergraduates, but held only 14  percent of 
the top leadership positions.186 Male college students are twice as likely 
as female students to report that they definitely plan to run for office at 
some point in the future, and are also substantially more likely to be open 
to upper- level political offices (president, member of Congress, and 
mayor).187 The problem is not lack of interest in politics. Female students 
score higher in political knowledge than their male counterparts.188 The 
main difficulties, rather, are that female students are not encouraged and 
socialized to think about a political career, and they lack confidence in 
their qualifications and ability.189 As one young woman put it, “I just 
don’t feel smart enough regarding politics.”190

More efforts could focus on encouraging and training this next gen-
eration of women leaders. So, for example, the Girl Scouts’ national orga-
nization has partnered with congressional offices and federal agencies to 
run an internship program for high school students. It has also launched 
other initiatives that enlist girls in solving local community problems.191 
The Center for American Women and Politics has established “Teach a 
Girl to Lead, a national education and awareness campaign that makes 
resources available to parents, teachers, librarians, and students.192 The 
center also runs the NEW Leadership program, which offers summer in-
stitutes for college women. These institutes emphasize the value of civic 
engagement and the importance of having women in positions of politi-
cal leadership.193 Elect Her: Campus Women Win is an initiative that 
attempts to convince more female college students to run for student 
government. Additional funding and outreach by such programs could 
feed the pipeline for future office holders. It could also help address the 
gender gap in political advisory positions. Women are underrepresented 
among congressional staff and consultants working on federal and guber-
natorial campaigns.194 Opening more opportunities for women in these 
roles could expand the pipeline for leadership positions.

So too, political parties could do more to recruit women and to dispel 
the myth that they are less electable. More individuals could contribute 
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to funds such as Emily’s List, which provides support to Democratic 
female candidates, and to other initiatives that equip women for office.195

More positive, less gendered portrayals of female politicians in the 
press and entertainment media could also encourage women’s political 
ambition. Efforts such as Name It. Change It, a nonpartisan project of 
She Should Run, the Women’s Media Center, and Political Parity, can 
help monitor coverage of sexism in political campaigns and call out 
those responsible.196 Candidates and their supporters need to do the 
same. Examples of effective responses include Washington Senator Patty 
Murray’s decision to turn an insult from a state legislator into a campaign 
slogan. She embraced the label of a “mom in tennis shoes.”197 During 
Kathleen Sebelius’s campaign for governor of Kansas, her campaign pro-
tested when a reporter described her pink toenail polish and her oppo-
nent’s policy positions. Sebelius’s press secretary called the reporter and 
asked how he would feel if his own daughter were treated that way.198 
Hillary Clinton has similarly responded to sexism with a mix of humor 
and stoicism. Her website offers a hot pink “women’s card” and totebag 
proclaiming “Girls Just Wanna Have a Fun- da- mental Rights.”199 When a 
male pundit accused her of “shrieking” during her speech following the 
2016 Iowa caucus, Clinton observed, “We are still living with a double 
standard, and I know it. Every woman I know knows it… . I don’t know 
anything other to do than to just keep forging through it and just taking 
the slings and arrows that come with being a woman in the arena.”200

To make that arena more welcoming, we also need a strong women’s 
movement. Activism is essential to build support for gender equity 
initiatives and the women politicians who support them.201 Cross- 
national research finds that the presence of such a movement is a better 
predictor of women’s rights policies than the proportion of women’s 
representation in legislatures.202 A revitalized movement must more ef-
fectively respond to the needs of particularly disadvantaged subgroups. 
Research confirms what common sense suggests: women’s groups, like 
other public interest organizations, tend to focus on the concerns of 
their funding base. Less attention goes to issues that disproportionately 
affect those disadvantaged by race, class, sexual orientation, or related 
factors.203 In one study of women’s rights organizations, an interviewed 
staff member put it bluntly: welfare reform is “really just not our cup 
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of tea.”204 To alter those priorities, women’s organizations need to find 
more ways of making issues that are of concern to the disadvantaged 
also of concern to more women leaders.

The women’s movement also needs to do a better job in connecting 
with young women about the importance of gender in political con-
texts. The 2016 presidential campaign drew attention to the generational 
schism among women, particularly among those who support a pro-
gressive agenda.205 The problem was captured by one African American 
female college student who explained her support for Bernie Sanders 
over Hillary Clinton with the observation, “I don’t find gender that im-
portant.”206 Feminists need to do better in addressing those views and 
communicating the case for more women in political leadership.

None of this will be easy. But the last half century has witnessed dra-
matic changes in the nation’s willingness to elect women leaders. When 
women run, women can win. The challenge now is to convince more 
women of that fact, to address the obstacles in their way, and to support 
those who make gender equity a political priority.



      

3

WOMEN IN MANAGEMENT

A half century ago, the Harvard Business Review ran a survey of leaders 
titled “Are Women Executives People?” It found that 41 percent were 
“anti- woman executive” in principle, and only about a quarter would be 
comfortable working for a woman.1 Around the same time, some recruit-
ers on college campuses posted signs, “No women need apply.”2 In 1969, 
when Katharine Graham became the first woman CEO of a Fortune 500 
company, a position she inherited at the Washington Post after the death 
of her husband, she was totally unprepared. Not only was she unable 
to understand a balance sheet, she had not anticipated the sexism she 
encountered. Early into her role, when asked to speak on the status of 
women, she responded that the subject was one in which she was “hon-
estly not interested or educated.”3 Later, as she grew more aware that the 
business world “was essentially closed to women,” she thought “things 
would grow better with time … particularly when there were more 
women involved and less notice was given to any single one of us, but it 
didn’t happen that way. For one thing, there never were that many more 
of us— and still aren’t, at least not at the highest levels.”4

Graham’s assessment is still correct. The facts are frustratingly familiar. 
As Chapter One noted, women constitute a third of MBA graduates, but 
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only 4 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs.5 There are more men named John 
running S&P 1500 companies than there are women.6 In finance and in-
surance, women are almost half of middle managers but only 17 percent 
of senior managers in the largest firms.7 Globally, women hold less than 
a quarter of senior management roles, the stepping-stone to CEO posi-
tions.8 And in the United States, women of color account for 19 percent 
of the population but only 4 percent of the executives or senior- level 
management in S&P companies.9 A Catalyst report summarized the situ-
ation in its title: Still No Progress After Years of No Progress.10 At current 
rates of change, Chapter One pointed out that it could take more than a 
century to achieve parity in executive suites.11

Gender Bias

How much of women’s underrepresentation is attributable to gender bias 
is a matter of dispute. On being appointed as CEO of Hewlett Packard in 
1999, Carly Fiorina famously said, “I hope that we are at the point that 
everyone has figured out that there is not a glass ceiling.”12 After being 
fired from that position, Fiorina saw things differently: “After striving my 
entire career to be judged by results and accomplishments, the cover-
age of my gender, my appearance and the perceptions of my personality 
would vastly outweigh anything else.”13

Fiorina is not alone in her perceptions. To be sure, the workplace has 
improved considerably over the last quarter century, and female manag-
ers are no longer routinely asked to make copies or coffee.14 In a 2015 
Pew Research Center study, four out of five Americans say that men and 
women make equally good business leaders. And substantial minorities 
believe that women are better in some respects: they are more honest 
and ethical, and better mentors.15 Yet only a quarter of women in upper 
management and executive positions believe that they have an opportu-
nity to be promoted on the same timeline as men.16 Half of Americans 
think that a reason more women are not in top business positions is 
that women are held to higher standards and have to do more to prove 
themselves; half think businesses aren’t ready to hire women for those 
positions.17 A wide variety of research suggests that these perceptions are 
well founded. Objective qualifications alone cannot account for women’s 
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underrepresentation at the top.18 Differences in promotions persist even 
after controlling for relevant factors such as education and work experi-
ence.19 Indeed, in one survey of more than seven thousand executives, 
women rated higher than men on twelve of sixteen traits identified as 
important to leadership.20 In another survey of feedback data on sixteen 
thousand leaders, women were rated above men on overall effectiveness.21 
Yet those capabilities have not been matched by leadership opportuni-
ties. A survey of more than four thousand MBAs found, after controlling 
for relevant factors, that men started at higher levels than women and re-
ceived higher pay and more promotions.22 It takes greater education and 
experience for women to become CEOs than for men.23 In experimental 
situations in which participants receive written descriptions of manage-
rial behavior that differ only in the sex of the leader, women are evalu-
ated less favorably than men, particularly for male- dominated leadership 
roles.24 In one Harvard Business School experiment, MBAs were given 
two case studies, identical except that in one the CEO was named John 
and in the other was named Jane. Students rated Jane more negatively.25 
In other research, male MBAs perceived men as more likely than women 
to possess management characteristics.26 So too, credit for team success 
is more often given to male than female members.27

In large- scale surveys of senior executive women, the most frequently 
cited obstacle to advancement is “male stereotyping and preconcep-
tions.”28 The force of these stereotypes is apparent in experimental situ-
ations where male and female performance is objectively equal, but 
women are held to higher standards, and their competence is rated 
lower.29 Resumes are rated more favorably when they carry male rather 
than female names.30 Subjects who receive identical employee profiles 
except for gender give men higher bonuses even if meritocratic values are 
stressed.31 These biases are particularly acute for women of color. Asians 
are often thought technically competent, but lacking in leadership po-
tential, and other minorities are assumed to be beneficiaries of special 
treatment rather than meritocratic selection.32

Many women recount examples of lacking the presumption of com-
petence enjoyed by white men. Carly Fiorina recalls the time when a 
male boss told her flat out that, although people assumed that he must 
be pretty good or else he wouldn’t be in the job he was in, they didn’t 
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assume that about her. “You have to convince them… . [T] his was the 
first time it ever occurred to me that my gender alone could deny me the 
presumption of competence.”33 The absence of that presumption helps 
account for why 61 percent of female executives reported having been 
mistaken for a secretary at a business meeting.34 At a small dinner Steve 
Jobs hosted for then- President Bill Clinton, one of the guests asked Carol 
Bartz, former CEO of Yahoo, to get him a cup of tea.35 Deborah Gillis, 
president of Catalyst, recalls being at a meeting in which the organiza-
tion’s leader mistook a prominent international trade attorney for a sec-
retary who could bring him a glass of water. On being told of his mistake, 
he paused, “and without missing a beat replied, ‘It’s so tough these days, 
the lawyers look like secretaries, and the secretaries look like lawyers.’ ”36

So too, in managerial contexts, decision makers generally see women 
as more suited for jobs involving human relations than those involving 
high- visibility projects and line responsibilities for profits and losses.37 
The absence of such line experience is the major reason given by CEOs 
for women’s underrepresentation in leadership positions.38 Women 
are also assigned a disproportionate share of what Harvard Professor 
Rosabeth Moss Kanter labeled “office housekeeping”— tasks that have 
low visibility, status, and rewards, such as committee work and informal 
advising. Research shows that, as Sheryl Sandberg and Adam Grant ob-
served, “women help more but benefit less from it.” Men get more credit 
for taking on office housekeeping than women, and face less backlash for 
saying no. “A man who doesn’t help is ‘busy’ ”; a woman is “selfish.”39

Moreover, for women, effective performance does not necessarily sug-
gest leadership potential. In one recent study of twenty- eight hundred 
managers, supervisors who rated female subordinates somewhat higher 
than men in current competence still rated the women lower in long- 
term leadership potential.40

Lack of tolerance for mistakes also impedes women’s advancement 
and makes them more risk- averse than men.41 A Harvard Business Review 
survey reports that women leaders are more isolated than men and often 
“find it impossible to rally support in the wake of failure. More so than 
men, they crash and burn.”42 As one manager noted, “In my company, 
mistakes and missteps are rarely tolerated to the same degree for women 
as for men. A promising male may have two to three opportunities … 
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and will be tagged as ‘ballsy’ for taking on a difficult project, even if he 
fails. Women will be tagged as incapable or ‘not yet ready’ when they fail 
in the same situation.”43 As Gail McGovern, president of the American 
Red Cross, puts it, women leaders are “in a fishbowl. They are held to 
higher standards.”44

Partly as a response to these gender biases, men consistently overesti-
mate their abilities and performance, and women underestimate both.45 
A Hewlett- Packard study found that women applied for promotions only 
when they believed that they met 100 percent of the qualifications neces-
sary for the job; men were willing to apply when they met 60 percent.46

Women also suffer from the mismatch between the qualities associ-
ated with leadership and the qualities viewed as attractive in women.47 
The “great man” model of leadership is still with us, and the term has 
seldom been used generically. Most characteristics associated with lead-
ers are masculine: dominance, authority, assertiveness, and so forth.48 In 
recent years, this disjuncture between traditional femininity and leader-
ship has lessened somewhat. Women are becoming more like men in 
their career aspirations and achievements.49 More women now occupy 
highly visible leadership roles, and recent theories of leadership have 
stressed the importance of interpersonal qualities commonly attributed 
to women, such as cooperation and collaboration.50

Yet despite these trends, traditional gender stereotypes still leave 
women with a double standard and a double bind. As Chapter One 
noted, behavior that is assertive in a man seems abrasive in a woman, and 
women risk seeming too assertive or not assertive enough. Aggressive 
women are viewed as unpleasant to work with or for, and have difficulty 
enlisting respect, support, and cooperation from coworkers.51 “Attila the 
Hen” and “the Dragon Lady” are common labels.52 Only two women 
appear on a list of the fifty- one rated CEOs that employees enjoy work-
ing for.53 Indeed, some executive coaches have developed a market niche 
in rehabilitating “bully broads,” female managers who come across as 
insufficiently feminine.54 Carly Fiorina recalls that when she was the 
CEO of Hewlett- Packard, she was routinely referred to as a “ ‘bimbo’ 
or a ‘bitch’— too soft or too hard, and presumptuous besides.”55 Sally 
Krawcheck, former head of wealth management at Bank of America 
and former chief financial officer at Citigroup, notes that “men can show  
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temper and people do a ‘mental eye roll’ and move on.” But she can “count 
on one hand, on one finger, the number of tantrums I’ve seen a woman 
have. As she was having it, I remember thinking to myself, Bitchy… . 
Women need to operate in narrower emotional channels than men.”56 A 
marketing communications manager for a major international firm was 
told that she was a “bitch” but that if she were a man, it “wouldn’t be a 
problem.”57 At a global retail company, when women spoke up to defend 
their turf, “they were vilified. They were labeled ‘control freaks’; men 
acting the same way were called passionate.”58

In environments where men are dominating and confrontational, 
women risk being dismissed as “pushy” if they try to be heard by en-
gaging in similar behavior.59 Male CEOs who speak up often in meet-
ings are rated higher in competence than female counterparts who do 
the same.60 A study of performance reviews in the tech field found that 
negative comments about personality— such as being too abrasive— 
showed up in only twice in eighty- four critical reviews received by men 
and seventy- one of the ninety- four critical reviews received by women.61 
Other research on the tech field found that 84 percent of women had 
gotten feedback that they were too aggressive, 53 percent that they were 
too quiet, and 44 percent that they were both.62 Similarly, in a study 
by Stanford’s Clayman Institute for Research on Women and Gender, 
female employees received two and a half times the amount of feed-
back as their male colleagues concerning an aggressive communication 
style.63 Men’s reviews had about twice as many positive comments re-
lated to assertiveness and self-confidence. When study participants were 
asked which of two candidates they would pick for a top position, about 
90 percent selected the person described in terms related to individual 
initiative, the same terms that turned up more often in the men’s perfor-
mance reviews.64 Geraldine Laybourne, president of Disney/ ABC Cable 
Networks, asked whether men calling Mattel CEO Jill Barad too abrasive 
“have … met Ted Turner? Have they met Michael Eisner? Compared  
to most CEOs she is not abrasive. But maybe compared to their wives 
she is.”65

Self- promotion is also disproportionately punished in women.66 A 
telling business school experiment illustrated the problem. It gave par-
ticipants a case study about a leading venture capitalist with outstanding 
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networking skills. Half the participants were told that the individual was 
Howard Roizen; the other half were told that the individual was Heidi 
Roizen. The participants rated the entrepreneurs as equally competent 
but found Howard more likeable, genuine, and kind, and Heidi more ag-
gressive, self- promoting, and power- hungry.67 Even talking too much can 
penalize women. Yale School of Management Professor Victoria Brescoll 
asked male and female participants to rate a hypothetical CEO who 
talked more than others. Both sexes viewed a female CEO as less com-
petent and less suited to leadership than a male CEO who talked for the 
same amount of time. When the fictitious female CEO was described as 
talking less than others, her perceived competence shot up.68

Even the most accomplished women are subject to the double stan-
dard. One leader now widely acclaimed for her efforts to regulate high- 
risk derivatives while chair of the Commodity Futures Commission, 
was dismissed at the time as “strident.”69 Jill Abramson, former execu-
tive editor of the New York Times, was widely reported to have lost her 
job because she was “pushy,” “brusque,” and difficult to work with.70 
The publisher who let Abramson go insisted that gender had nothing to 
do with it; the dismissal, he said, was attributable to arbitrary decision 
making, failure to consult, and public mistreatment of subordinates.71 
Many knowledgeable observers were unconvinced. If Abramson were a 
male, they asked, would the story be the same? “Would there even be a 
story?”72

The backlash women experience makes them less willing to negotiate 
for opportunities or engage in self- promoting behaviors that may be nec-
essary for leadership roles.73 People are less likely to hire or want to work 
with women who negotiate than with men who do so.74 Those reactions 
can deter female managers from asking for what they need for career de-
velopment.75 Because women often internalize gender stereotypes, they 
generally see themselves as less deserving than men for rewards for the 
same performance and less qualified for key leadership positions.76

Many women also are reluctant to raise gender- related issues because 
those who do are often branded as “extremist,” “militant,” “strident,” 
“oversensitive,” “abrasive,” “disruptive,” or “difficult to work with.”77 Even 
if they express such concerns in gentle, nonconfrontational terms, women 
may worry that they will be viewed as “self- serving” “whiners” who are 
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unable to compete without special treatment.78 These risks may not seem 
worth taking if women lack confidence that their efforts will do much 
good. For women of color, who are often especially isolated in upper- 
level positions, the pressures to avoid divisive issues can be intense.79

In male- dominated settings, aspiring female leaders are also sub-
ject to special scrutiny and polarized assessments. Gender stereotypes 
are particularly strong when women’s representation does not exceed 
a token level, and too few counterexamples are present to challenge 
conventional assumptions.80 A small number of superstars will attract 
special notice and receive higher evaluations than their male counter-
parts, but women who are just below that rank tend to get dispropor-
tionately lower evaluations.81 At the same time, the presence of a few 
highly regarded women at the top creates the illusion that the glass 
ceiling has been shattered for everyone else. And when superstars fail 
or opt out, their departures attract particular notice and reinforce ste-
reotypes about women’s lesser capabilities and commitment.82

Gender stereotypes also affect socialization processes that steer 
women away from leadership positions, particularly in tech fields. Young 
women are often discouraged by geek culture from taking an active inter-
est in computer science.83 Gender socialization similarly points women 
towards staff positions in human relations and marketing, rather than 
line positions having profit- and- loss responsibilities, from which promo-
tions to top leadership are made.84

Some research also suggests that women may be sabotaged by what 
researchers label the “glass cliff ” phenomenon: the tendency to pro-
mote female leaders to high- risk positions.85 Several factors contrib-
ute to this tendency. Women may face less competition from men for 
these positions and may face more pressure to accept in order to dem-
onstrate their ability. Organizations that are struggling may also value 
qualities that are disproportionately associated with women, such as 
interpersonal skills and collaborative leadership styles. A  high- risk 
situation may also motivate decision makers to promote a nontradi-
tional candidate in order to signal to stakeholders that the organiza-
tion is headed in a bold new direction.86 Such high- risk positions may 
pose particular challenges for women because they have less peer sup-
port and fewer work- related resources than similarly situated men.87 
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Research on the glass cliff in American organizations is mixed, but the 
best recent study finds evidence of the phenomenon.88 That survey 
looked at all women who served as Fortune 500 CEOs and a corre-
sponding matched sample of male Fortune 500 CEOs. Researchers 
found that the women were far more likely to be appointed in an or-
ganization that was struggling; 42  percent of the women compared 
to 22 percent of the men were appointed in high- risk circumstances. 
Women were also more likely to be forced to step down than men 
(32 percent vs. 13 percent) and were less likely to continue to serve 
on corporate boards (27 percent vs. 67 percent).89

In- Group Favoritism

So too, women in traditionally male- dominated settings often lack 
access to the support, mentoring, and sponsorship that are available 
to their male colleagues.90 Even CEOs acknowledge the persistence of 
an unintended and unconscious “old boy’s network.”91 The relatively 
small number of women who are in positions of power may not have 
the time or the leverage, or in some cases the inclination, to assist all 
who hope to join them. Men who would like to fill the gaps in men-
toring frequently lack the capacity to do so or are worried about the 
appearance of forming close relationships with women.92 One study 
found that almost two- thirds of senior men admit that they’re hesitant 
to initiate any one-on-one contact with an up- and- coming woman.93 
Few companies are as insensitive as Wal- Mart once was, in holding 
executive retreats over quail hunting at Sam Walton’s Texas ranch and 
having middle managers’ meetings include visits to strip clubs.94 But in 
many corporate settings, even women in senior leadership roles have 
found themselves on the “outside looking in” when it comes to the 
inner circle where decisions are made.95 In a 2016 survey of women in 
Silicon Valley, two- thirds felt excluded from key social networking op-
portunities because of gender.96

Moreover, not all mentoring is created equal. As Chapter One 
noted, what aspiring leaders most need is not simply mentors but 
sponsors— those who will support them for prominent positions and 
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assignments. Research consistently finds that women in management 
are overmentored and undersponsored relative to their male peers.97 A 
Catalyst study looked at more than four thousand high- potential men 
and women with excellent credentials. Women reported getting more 
mentoring, but men’s mentors were more senior.98 Two years later, in a 
follow-up study, business school professor Herminia Ibarra asked how 
many of the women had been promoted since the Catalyst survey. She 
found there was no significant relationship between having had a mentor 
and receiving a promotion. One woman explained why: “I’m going to 
get mentored to death before I’m promoted.”99 Sallie Krawcheck notes: 
“if you look around Wall Street and corporate America, we’re putting 
women … in mentoring programs, we’re giving them special leader-
ship training, telling them how to ask for promotions— but we are not 
promoting them. … We are just making them busier.”100 As another 
leadership study concluded, all too often “women have mentors up the 
wazoo. But they have little to show for it in terms of money, promo-
tions, and satisfaction.”101

Differences across race and ethnicity can compound the problem. 
Women of color experience particular difficulties of isolation and exclu-
sion.102 Nearly half of black women and a third of white, Hispanic, and 
Asian women say that they haven’t received senior- level support in ad-
vancing their careers.103 In cross- racial mentoring relationships, candid 
dialogue may be particularly difficult. Minority protégés may be reluc-
tant to raise issues of bias for fear of seeming oversensitive. White men-
tors may be reluctant to offer candid feedback to minorities for fear of 
seeming racist or of encouraging them to leave.104

In- group favoritism is also apparent in allocation of work and client 
development opportunities. Women often encounter greater difficulty 
than men in obtaining important assignments that enable them to show-
case or develop their talents.105 A Catalyst survey of sixteen hundred 
“high potential” business school graduates found that men received as-
signments with higher budgets, responsibility, and visibility than com-
parably situated women.106 Unsurprisingly, given these patterns, only 28 
percent of senior- level women, compared with 40 percent of men, say 
they are very happy with their career.107
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Work- Family Conflicts

When Jamie Clark, the first female head of the federal Fish and Wildlife 
Service, became pregnant in 1999, the expectation was that she would 
resign. A biologist by training, she finally reminded her colleagues that 
pregnant women “get fat, they don’t get stupid.” Her situation was suf-
ficiently novel that when she gave birth, the Washington Post ran a story 
under the caption, “Fish and Wildlife Service Lands an Eight Pounder.”108

Although female leaders with children are no longer uncommon, the 
challenges they face remain. According to a recent Pew Research Center 
survey, more than half of Americans believe that women’s family respon-
sibilities are a reason they are not in top business positions.109 In another 
Pew study, 58 percent of millennial mothers said that being a working 
mother made it harder for them to advance in their career.110 Jack Welch, 
former CEO of General Electric, once voiced common views with un-
common candor: “There’s no such thing as work- life balance. There are 
work- life choices, and you make them, and they have consequences.” 
Women who take time off can still “have a nice career,” but their chances 
of reaching the top decline.111 According to the president of a New York 
executive search firm, “employers would love to hire more senior women 
but they can’t change the reality of the jobs that they’re filling. It’s very 
work- intensive, the hires are grueling. A lot of women are raising families. 
It’s not as attractive to them.”112 In one study of Harvard Business School 
alumni, nearly half of those who were married had chosen a job with 
more flexibility, and a quarter had slowed down the pace of their career; 
four in ten planned to interrupt their career for their family.113

Although work- family policies are not just women’s issues, women 
pay a disproportionate price because, as Chapter One noted, they still 
assume a disproportionate share of family obligations. Even in house-
holds where parents have similar career demands, a LeanIn.Org and 
McKinsey & Company study found that 41 percent of mothers reported 
doing more child care than their spouses and 30 percent reported doing 
more domestic chores.114 Five times as many senior men as women had 
a stay- at- home partner.115 Other studies find similar disparities. In one, 
three- quarters of male executives had a stay- at- home spouse; three- 
quarters of female executives had a spouse who worked full- time.116 In 

 



WOMEN IN  MANAGEMENT  •  67

      

another survey of nearly four thousand executives, only 10 percent of 
the women but 60 percent of the men had a spouse who didn’t work full- 
time outside the home.117 Consistent with these findings, a recent study 
of millennials found that 37 percent of women but only 13 percent of 
men said they planned to interrupt their career for children. A  third 
of the women did not expect their career to be equal to that of their 
spouse.118 A majority of Harvard male MBAs expected that their career 
would take precedence over their partner’s career, and that their partner 
would assume primary child- care responsibility.119

Women with substantial caretaking commitments face workplace 
challenges on several levels. The most obvious involves the lack of time 
to put in the extra hours that may be critical for demonstrating excel-
lence or for building sponsorship and mentoring relationships.120 In a 
Bain & Company survey, when employees were asked to rank the most 
important characteristics for promotion, the second most common 
one was willingness to put in extra hours.121 Sixty percent agreed that 
a key trait was an “unwavering commitment to long hours and con-
stant work.”122 A McKinsey study found most men and women agreed 
that a top- level career implies “anytime, anywhere” availability to work, 
and that this imposes a particularly severe penalty on female manag-
ers. When asked whether having children is compatible with a top- level 
career for women, more than a third of those surveyed thought it was 
not.123 Of Harvard MBA graduates, 73 percent of men and 85 percent 
of women believed that “prioritizing family over work” is the top bar-
rier to women’s career advancement.124 Some research also suggests 
that when workplaces demand total availability, women are more likely 
than men to request formal accommodations and suffer the marginal-
ization that results. Men are more willing and able to “pass” by look-
ing for ways to curtail their hours under the radar and retain a formal 
posture of total commitment.125 In a comment that signaled the priori-
ties of many organizations, Mark Zuckerberg, the founder and CEO of 
Facebook, told a group of would- be entrepreneurs that young people 
without families had an advantage because they “just have simpler  
lives … Simplicity in life allows you to focus on what’s important.”126

A related problem is that having children makes women, but not 
men, appear less competent and less available to meet workplace 
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responsibilities.127 Managers who take leaves receive significantly fewer 
promotions and smaller salary increases. They are regarded as less than 
fully committed.128 The term “working father” is rarely used and carries 
none of the adverse connotations of “working mother.” When General 
Motors President Mary Barra appeared on the Today show during the 
company’s ignition- switch scandal, Matt Lauer asked whether, as the 
mother of young children, she could do “both [jobs] well.”129 Lauer 
himself is the father of three children, which apparently hasn’t stopped 
him from doing his job. Wharton Business School’s Monica McGrath 
similarly recalls an example of motherhood bias in an executive manage-
ment meeting that she attended as a consultant. One of the managers 
present suggested that the woman who was the most qualified candidate 
for an overseas post probably would not want the job because she had 
two small children. Meeting participants “actually thought that this was 
a sensitive remark.”130 Screenwriter Terri Minsky remembers telling an 
executive she worked for that she was pregnant. He responded: “You are 
as useful to me now as if you had a brain tumor.”131

A final set of problems stems from the stigma incurred by those who 
seek accommodations for family responsibility. This stigma discourages 
women from taking advantage of flexible working schedules. As one 
female manager put it, “In my organization, everyone knows that taking 
up the offer of flextime means giving up any chance of being considered 
leadership potential.”132 In one McKinsey survey of some four thousand 
employees, only 3 percent of managers and fewer than 1 percent of senior 
executives worked part- time.133 In another McKinsey study of about 
thirty thousand workers, 90 percent thought taking an extended leave 
would hurt their position.134 Part- time status and time out of the work-
force generally results in long- term losses in earnings as well as lower 
chances for promotion.135 A sex discrimination case against the pharma-
ceutical company Novartis found that women who took advantage of the 
company’s work- family policies were penalized, and sometimes actively 
pushed out.136 Women who return from maternity leave or who opt for 
reduced or flextime often fall victim to the assumption that they won’t 
have sufficient time available for demanding assignments.137

Working mothers’ determination to display commitment has often 
reached ludicrous levels. One head of government and community 
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relations got a call from her boss in her hospital room hours after her 
first child was born. “There’s a doctor walking into the room. I’ll have 
to call you back,” she said. “All right. Well, try to call me by 10:00 a.m.,” 
he responded. “I said ‘Okay’. If I look back, it’s one of the conversations 
I would most love to have a do- over on… .”138

Strategies for Individuals

According to Sheila Wellington, former president of Catalyst, the most 
important advice from successful women is to “perform beyond expecta-
tions … This is how you counter the ‘competency’ barrier that women 
tell us they face when working with men.”139 Mastering details is one way 
to command respect.140 Former CEO Carol Barz advises women, “Don’t 
be half anywhere. Wherever you are, be there.”141 The CEO of a leading 
advertising agency agrees: “Don’t ever be in a job or a place where you’re 
not all in. When you’re there, you’re all in.”142 Of course, perpetual per-
fection is impossible. Women need to use “good enough strategically— 
and still be excellent when it really counts.”143 They also should be sure 
that their outstanding performance gets noticed. In one Catalyst study, 
the career advancement strategy that made the most difference in terms 
of promotions and professional satisfaction was drawing attention to suc-
cesses.144 To avoid self- promotion that can be off- putting, women ben-
efit from sponsors or other colleagues who can draw attention to their 
contributions.

Women also need to be proactive in pursuing positions and assign-
ments that will showcase their talents. In Think Like a Leader, Act Like a 
Leader, professor Herminia Ibarra notes that people “become leaders by 
doing leadership work.” They seek new activities and networks that will 
expand their skills and enhance their reputation and self confidence.145 
“Don’t settle for secondary or housekeeping positions,” advises Susan 
Herman, president of the ACLU.146 Valerie Jarrett, one of Obama’s chief 
advisors, recalls an occasion in her thirties when a client told her that 
she needed a promotion. Jarrett was doing work in the Chicago mayor’s 
office that her supervisor should be doing. After much prodding, Jarrett 
finally took the chance and asked her boss for a promotion. He imme-
diately said yes. Years later, she asked why he had never offered her the 
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position without prodding. He told her he’d been busy and just hadn’t 
thought about it.147

As Chapter One indicated, women also need a style that couples as-
sertive behavior with warmth and helpfulness.148 According to Red Cross 
President Gail McGovern, women who are bosses have to learn how to 
be “politely bossy.”149 One study that followed business school graduates 
for eight years found that women who combined male and female quali-
ties were promoted three times as often as purely “masculine” women, 
and 1.5 times as often as purely “feminine” women.150 The CEO of a con-
sulting firm noted the importance of her transformation from a “dictato-
rial maven,” ruling with “tight fisted authority,” to someone who “wanted 
to have a company that valued people, nurtured them and fostered their 
development as human beings.”151 Participatory styles can also be impor-
tant in making employees feel that they are involved and respected in de-
cision making.152 A blended style, however, may be less effective in highly 
masculine settings. There, research suggests that women should lead in 
an assertive and competent manner, accompanied by more feminine be-
havior only to the extent that it does not undermine their authority.153 
As one Wall Street executive put it: “You have to be strong and assertive 
without offending people. So you push a little and then back off, push 
a little and back off. You’re always testing the waters to see how far you 
can go.”154 Humor can also be useful in helping women fit in. McGovern 
recalls walking into an all- male meeting and hearing the room go silent. 
When she asked why, the chair explained that someone had told an off- 
color joke. She asked how off was the color and was told that the “f- word” 
was involved. She responded, “What the fuck is the f word?”155

Women also need to be strategic in their use of time and not short-
change investment in mentoring and sponsorship. Ilene Lang, former 
president of Catalyst, advises women to build their reputation “with a fo-
cused network of advocates.”156 Kate Wolford, president of the McKnight 
Foundation, stresses the importance of forming “relationships at all levels 
of the organization— including senior leadership who … [can be] advo-
cates for [your] personal and professional development as a leader.157 One 
CEO recalls that early in her career she had made the mistake of thinking 
that “time spent building relationships was fooling around as opposed to 
… serious business.”158
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This does not mean women must sacrifice their family commitments. 
Rather, as McGovern advises, aspiring leaders need to “figure out what’s 
important and pick an organization to work where the culture fits their 
desires.”159 That means purchasing as much domestic labor as feasible, 
but it may also mean avoiding employers whose primary advice on work- 
family issues is to “outsource your life.”160 Michelle Obama had a baby-
sitter crisis just as she was going for her interview as public liaison for 
the University of Chicago hospital. At the last minute, she tucked her 
daughter in the stroller and figured that, since this was partly why she was 
looking at this job, they needed to know that she put her family first. She 
took her daughter to the interview and got the job.161

Being self- reflective and strategic about goals is also critical. Women 
need to be careful what they wish for. Carol Robles Roman, president of 
Legal Momentum, recommends that women “make up [their minds] at 
the outset” about the leadership positions that interest them and then 
strategize based on how others have reached those positions.162 Nan 
Aron, president of Alliance for Justice, advises women to get some “quick 
successes under your belt. Think big but start small… . Know your 
strengths and play to them.”163

Women of color need to exercise special care in choosing where to seek 
leadership opportunities. Sandra Finley, president of the League of Black 
Women, advises women of color to “assess a company like you assess a 
neighborhood. Is it safe? Is it a community where you will be welcome? 
If you don’t see women like you at all levels, the company hasn’t figured 
it out and probably won’t on your watch.” “If you are hired laterally at 
a leadership level,” Finley suggests, “don’t go in alone. Bring a team [of 
subordinates] who can support you.”164

Finally, women should do what they can to help level the playing field 
for other women. Kathleen Westlock, former head of human relations at 
Cisco, notes that women can be “our best supporters or our own worst 
enemies. We need to make our voices heard.”165 A CEO of HSBC USA 
regrets “not having done more to change the status quo.” Rather, she kept 
her head down and focused on her own career. This turned out to be 
counterproductive because it left her isolated as she attempted to move 
up the organizational ladder.166 An executive VP and general counsel at 
Pfizer similarly advises women to “spend political capital, [and] stand up 
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for something you really believe in, rather than just [deciding to] go with 
the flow… . We’re undervaluing the role that we can play in the success 
of other people and the organization.”167

Strategies for Organizations

When asked for one piece of advice to organizations interested in 
advancing women to leadership positions, Jamie Clark, president of 
Defenders of Wildlife, responded, just “do it.”168 For this to happen, 
organizations need a commitment to that objective, reflected in or-
ganizational policies and priorities. This commitment often appears 
lacking. In one McKinsey study, although 80  percent of CEO’s re-
ported making diversity a priority, only about half of employees 
from those companies agreed that the CEO was committed to it.169 
In a similar survey, only a third of employees believed that their im-
mediate supervisor or the leadership team at their organization made 
gender equity a priority.170 In studies of human resources leaders, only 
a minority considered their company’s gender diversity programs ef-
fective or of high quality and well implemented.171 Ironically enough, 
some evidence indicates that organizations positioning themselves as 
highly meritocratic have more gender bias than other organizations. 
Because leaders in ostensibly meritocratic cultures see themselves as 
fair, they worry less about how their actions will be perceived, and suc-
cumb more easily to bias.172 For this reason, top management needs 
to be self- critical. Leaders need to survey women about their experi-
ence and create a culture in which candor is possible.173 Well- designed 
training programs should sensitize participants to the costs of uncon-
scious bias and strategies that can address it.174 Ideally, “senior male 
leaders should be the first to speak up when other men in the organi-
zation behave inappropriately, discriminate, or in any way undervalue 
the contributions of women in the organization.”175

In short, it is not enough for leaders to proclaim their commitment 
to equal opportunity; they also need a corresponding commitment to 
inclusiveness and to the policies and reward structures that will encour-
age it. To this end, organizations should set goals and targets and hold 
top management accountable in compensation and advancement.176 
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Leaders can also insist on diverse slates of candidates for any opening.177 
Policies that look good on paper are necessary but not sufficient, and or-
ganizations need to monitor the results, through both objective metrics 
and qualitative surveys. Too few companies take a deep dive into assess-
ments of their performance evaluation, work assignment, and mentoring 
processes. In one study, 69 percent of companies reported having a men-
toring program for women, but only 16 percent of these programs were 
judged to be well implemented.178 As earlier discussion indicated, too 
many women get too much mindless mentoring and too little real spon-
sorship. By contrast, effective initiatives match high- potential women 
with high- profile executives who can provide access to opportunities and 
who are held responsible for their mentees’ progress.179 Well- designed 
mentoring programs are correlated with modest gains in female repre-
sentation in managerial positions.180

So too, organizations can do more to support women’s professional 
development. One company has developed a program that helps women 
analyze their strengths and align them with leadership positions, and 
that matches program participants with senior leaders throughout the 
organization.181

Organizations also need more effective work- family strategies. Half 
of surveyed women want fewer hours; three- quarters want flexible work 
options.182 Yet too many companies seem oblivious to these concerns, 
and a few have moved in the opposite direction. In one widely publi-
cized example, CEO Marissa Mayer announced she was ending work- 
at- home hours at Yahoo. Then, in one of the most tone- deaf decisions 
in recent memory, she had a nursery for her own baby built right next to 
her office.183 The needs that Mayer recognized in her own life could have 
been addressed for others in the company through onsite child care and 
flexible telecommuting policies.

A growing number of organizations, however, have pioneered pro-
grams that are cost- effective for all concerned. The CEO of a startup com-
pany allows more than half of its professionals to work fewer than forty 
hours a week by choice. Her strategy is to design work around discrete 
projects and to allow people to decide how much to take on.184 Other 
companies promote women’s leadership by ensuring that those who work 
part- time or adopt flexible schedules have the same career development 
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opportunities as those working traditional hours.185 KPMG account-
ing offers compressed workweeks, flexible hours, telecommuting, job 
sharing, and reduced workloads. Deloitte’s Mass Career Customization 
allows individuals to work less, work from different places, and shoul-
der less responsibility if they need to accommodate caretaking commit-
ments.186 Telstra’s “All Roles Flex” permits management- level employees 
to determine what arrangement works best for them and the business. 
Supervisors can veto the arrangement for business reasons, but then work 
with human resources and the employee to find a viable alternative.187

Such policies have payoffs for organizations as well as employees. 
One study of alternative work schedules found that the majority of flex-
ible workers increased the productivity of their work, in terms of both 
quality and quantity. Employees working flexibly were more commit-
ted and more satisfied.188 Accounting, which is a profession scarcely 
indifferent to the bottom line, has developed a business model that 
more than offsets the costs of work- family accommodation by increas-
ing retention.189 Although some leadership positions may be hard to 
reconcile with substantial family demands, many women could be 
ready to cycle into those positions as caregiving obligations decrease. 
The challenge lies in creating workplace structures that make it easier 
for employees with substantial family responsibilities to remain on a 
leadership track, and to ensure that those who temporarily step out of 
the workforce or reduce their workload are not permanently derailed 
by the decision.

To this end, some organizations have pioneered reentry programs. 
One of the most effective has been sponsored by Brenda Barnes, who 
quit her job as president and CEO of PepsiCo’s North American opera-
tion to raise her three children. When they left for college, she became 
CEO of Sara Lee. The company has a multitude of flexible work options 
and a program called Returnships. It recruits midcareer professionals 
who have been out of the workforce for a number of years and offers 
them the chance to retool and retrain, with an eye toward a permanent 
job.190 Alpha Company has created an intensive ten- week reentry pro-
gram for mid-  and senior- level women that is designed to build skills, 
confidence, and engagement.191
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Another promising strategy involves organizational outreach in 
fields where women are particularly underrepresented. So, for example, 
technology experts recommend creating gender- balanced internship 
programs for technical positions and building strong ties to confer-
ences, professional organizations, and higher educational institutions 
where there are substantial proportions of women.192 Organizations 
should also take a long view by helping to build a female leadership 
pipeline in STEM fields by supporting educational initiatives at the 
elementary, secondary, and collegiate levels.

Finally, self- assessment should be a critical part of all diversity initia-
tives.193 Leaders need to know how policies that affect inclusiveness play 
out in practice. This requires collecting both quantitative and qualitative 
data on matters such as advancement, retention, assignments, satisfac-
tion, mentoring, and work- family conflicts. As earlier discussion indi-
cated, many organizations have official policies on flexible and reduced 
schedules that are viewed as unworkable in practice. Surveys, exit inter-
views, and focus groups can identify problems disproportionately expe-
rienced by women.

This is not a modest agenda. But in an increasingly competitive econ-
omy, organizations cannot afford to shortchange half the nation’s leader-
ship talent. The payoffs from more inclusive workplaces are substantial, 
and employers as well as women will benefit.



      

4

WOMEN IN LAW

One irony of this nation’s continuing struggle for diversity and gender 
equity in employment is that the profession leading the struggle has 
failed to set an example in its own workplaces.1 In principle, the bar is 
deeply committed to equal opportunity and social justice. In practice, it 
lags behind other occupations in leveling the playing field. Part of the 
problem lies in lack of consensus on what exactly the problem is. What 
accounts for gender inequalities in the law? Who is responsible for ad-
dressing them? What responses would be most effective? These are not 
new questions. But recent economic and client pressures have made clear 
the need for better answers. Many of the obstacles to equity in legal prac-
tice are symptomatic of deeper structural problems.

The Gap Between Principle and Practice

Viewed historically, the American legal profession has made substan-
tial progress in the struggle for gender equity. Until the late 1960s, 
women constituted no more than about 3 percent of the profession and 
were largely confined to low- prestige practice settings and specialties.2 
Now, close to half of new lawyers are female, and they are fairly evenly 
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distributed across substantive areas.3 Women also express approximately 
the same overall level of satisfaction with practice as do men.4

Yet significant gender inequalities persist. Women constitute more 
than a third of the profession but only 18 percent of law firm equity part-
ners and 21  percent of general counsel of Fortune 500 corporations.5  
Just under 3  percent of partners are women of color.6 Women are less 
likely than men to make partner even controlling for other factors, in-
cluding law school grades and time spent out of the workforce or on 
part- time schedules.7 Studies find that male lawyers are two to five times 
more likely to become partner than female lawyers.8 Even women who 
never take time out of the labor force and who work long hours have a 
lower chance of partnership than similarly situated men.9 The situation 
is bleakest at the highest levels. Only 12  percent of chairs and manag-
ing partners at the one hundred largest firms are female.10 Women are 
also underrepresented in leadership positions such as membership on 
management and compensation committees.11 According to one recent 
survey of graduates of differently ranked law schools, the average man, 
whatever tier school he attended, had roughly twice the chance of be-
coming a partner in a large firm as the average woman.12 Gender dis-
parities are similarly apparent in compensation, with women of color 
at the bottom of the financial pecking order.13 These disparities persist 
even after controlling for factors such as productivity and differences in 
equity- nonequity status.14

So too, although female lawyers report about the same overall career 
satisfaction as their male colleagues, women experience greater dissat-
isfaction with key dimensions of practice such as level of responsibility, 
recognition for work, and chances for advancement.15 Among lawyers in 
large firms, the ABA’s Commission on Women in the Profession found 
stark differences among racial groups. White men graded their career sat-
isfaction as A, white women and minority men graded theirs as B, and 
minority women hovered between B minus and C plus.16

In attempting to account for why most women lawyers’ overall satis-
faction is no different from men’s, researchers suggest two explanations. 
The first involves values. Women may attach less significance to aspects 
of their work environment on which they are disadvantaged, such as 
compensation and promotion, than to other factors such as intellectual 
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challenge, which evokes greater satisfaction among female than male at-
torneys.17 A second theory is that women have a lower sense of entitle-
ment, in part because their reference group is other women or because 
they “have made peace with second best.”18 In either case, female lawyers’ 
dissatisfaction with key aspects of practice, as well as their underrepre-
sentation in leadership positions, should be cause for concern in a profes-
sion committed to equal opportunity and diversity.

Explaining the Gap

In a parody of diversity efforts during a celebrated British television 
series, Yes Minister, a stodgy white male civil servant explained the folly 
of such initiatives. By his logic, if women had the necessary commitment 
and capabilities, they would already be well represented in leadership 
positions. Since they weren’t well represented, they obviously lacked 
those qualifications. It should come as no surprise that similar views have 
been common among some leaders of the American bar. After all, those 
in charge of hiring, promotion, and compensation decisions are those 
who have benefited from the current structure, and who have the greatest 
stake in believing in its fairness. Although many leaders have been willing 
to concede the persistence of bias in society in general, they have been 
less likely to see it in their own institutions. Rather, they have attributed 
racial, ethnic, and gender differences in lawyers’ career paths to differ-
ences in capabilities and commitment.19

Those traditional views, however, have been subject to increasing 
challenge. My own recent survey of managing partners in large firms and 
Fortune 100 corporate counsel found that virtually all the participants 
mentioned diversity as a high priority in their organization, and many 
were dissatisfied with the progress they had made. One managing part-
ner expressed widespread views: [“We’re] not nearly successful enough, 
no question about it.”20 Some attributed the low representation of law-
yers of color to clogs in the pipeline. But others acknowledged uncon-
scious bias and “diversity fatigue.”21 With respect to women generally, 
the problem was commonly explained in terms not of credentials but of 
commitment and client development. Because women continue to have  
disproportionate family responsibilities and are more likely to reduce 
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their schedules or to take time out of the workplace than men, they are 
assumed to be less available, less dependable, and less worthy of extensive 
mentoring.22 In one survey, although women and men reported working 
similar hours, more than a quarter of male lawyers thought their female 
counterparts worked less and a fifth rated the number of hours these 
women worked as “fair to poor.”23 So too, women are often presumed to 
be less adept in business development and in the self- promotional abili-
ties that underlie it.24

These attitudes may help to explain the relatively rosy assessment 
that many white male lawyers offer of diversity initiatives. In a survey by 
Catalyst, only 11 percent of white lawyers felt that diversity efforts were 
failing to address subtle racial bias, compared with almost half of women 
of color. Only 15 percent of white men felt that diversity efforts were fail-
ing to address subtle gender bias, compared with half of women of color 
and 40 percent of white women.25

The research summarized below, however, suggests that many law-
yers underestimate the impact of unconscious bias and overestimate 
the effectiveness of current responses. Women cannot solve their own 
problems just by “leaning in,” to borrow Sheryl Sandberg’s term. In the 
words of Linda Chanow, executive director of the Center for Women in 
Law, “Women can ‘lean in’ as much as they want. … But the culture of 
law firms and their persistent implicit biases can undermine and inhibit 
women’s success.”26 Lawyers who are truly committed to a just and inclu-
sive workplace need a better understanding of what gets in the way. This 
includes deeper appreciation of how racial, ethnic, and gender stereo-
types affect not just evaluations of performance but performance itself, 
and the relative value attached to specific performance measures.

Gender Bias

Gender stereotypes play a well- documented, often unconscious, role in 
American culture, and legal workplaces are no exception. These stereo-
types subject women to double standards and a double bind. Despite 
recent progress, women, particularly women of color, often fail to receive 
the presumption of competence enjoyed by white men.27 In national sur-
veys, between a third and three- quarters of female lawyers believe that 
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they are held to higher standards than their male colleagues.28 Studies 
of performance evaluations support those perceptions; researchers find 
that similar descriptions of performance result in lower ratings for women 
than men.29 Racial and ethnic bias compounds the problem. One recent 
survey found that senior lawyers rated the writing skills of a junior lawyer 
much lower if they believed the lawyer was black rather than white.30 So 
too, as Chapter One noted, male achievements are more likely to be at-
tributed to capabilities, and female achievements to external factors.31 In 
a survey of performance appraisals at a Wall Street law firm, women re-
ceived more positive comments than the men, but were less than half as 
likely to be mentioned as potential partner material.32

Women, particularly women of color, also receive less latitude for mis-
takes.33 As one African American attorney put it, “There is no room for 
error.”34 This, in turn, may make lawyers reluctant to seek risky “stretch 
assignments” that would demonstrate outstanding capabilities. Biased 
assumptions about lawyers’ commitment or competence can also affect 
allocation of work. As Joan Williams and Veta Richardson note, the 
result is to prevent women and minorities from getting opportunities 
that would demonstrate or enhance their capabilities, which creates a 
cycle of self- fulfilling prophecies.35

So too, mothers, even those working full- time, are assumed to be less 
available and committed, an assumption not made about fathers.36 In one 
representative study, almost three- quarters of female lawyers reported 
that their career commitment had been questioned when they gave birth 
or adopted a child. Only 9 percent of their white male colleagues, and 
15 percent of minority male colleagues, had faced similar challenges.37 
Yet women without family relationships sometimes face bias of a differ-
ent order: they may be viewed as “not quite normal” and thus “not quite 
leadership material.”38

Women are also rated lower than men on qualities associated with 
leadership, such as assertiveness, competiveness, and business develop-
ment.39 And as Chapter One noted, when women do display assertive-
ness, it is often penalized. Female lawyers risk seeming too feminine, or 
not feminine enough. Either they may appear too “soft” or too “strident— 
either unable to make tough decisions or too pushy and arrogant to com-
mand respect.”40 Women of color are subject to the intersection of race 
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and gender bias. Assertive African American women risk being dismissed 
as angry blacks; Asian women are often overlooked for leadership roles 
because they are perceived as insufficiently forceful and outgoing.41 Even 
the most accomplished lawyers can encounter such biases. Brooksley 
Born, now widely acclaimed for her efforts to regulate high- risk deriva-
tives while chair of the Commodity Futures Commission, was dismissed 
at the time as “abrasive,” “strident,” and a “lightweight wacko.”42 In com-
menting on those characterizations, a former aide noted, “She was seri-
ous, professional, and she held her ground against those who were not 
sympathetic to her position. I don’t think that the failure to be ‘charming’ 
should be translated into a depiction of stridency.”43

A related set of obstacles involves in- group favoritism. Chapter One 
documented the preferences that people feel for members of their own 
sex, race, and ethnicity, and law is no exception.44 As a consequence, 
women and minorities face difficulty developing “social capital”: access 
to advice, support, sponsorship, desirable assignments, and new busi-
ness opportunities.45 In law firms, racial and ethnic minorities often 
report isolation and marginalization, while many white women simi-
larly experience exclusion from “old boys” networks.46 In ABA research, 
62 percent of women of color and 60 percent of white women, but only 
4 percent of white men, felt excluded from formal and informal net-
working opportunities; most women and minorities would have liked 
better mentoring.47

Part of the problem lies in numbers. Many organizations lack suffi-
cient women and minorities at the senior level who can assist others on 
the way up. The problem is typically not absence of commitment. In a 
Catalyst study, almost three- quarters of women who were actively en-
gaged in mentoring were developing female colleagues, compared with 
30 percent of men.48 But the underrepresentation of women in leader-
ship positions, along with the time pressures for those juggling family 
responsibilities, leaves an insufficient pool of potential mentors.

Although a growing number of organizations have formal mentor-
ing programs, these do not always supply adequate training, rewards, 
or oversight to ensure effectiveness.49 Nor can these formal programs 
substitute for relationships that develop naturally and that yield not 
simply advisors but sponsors— individuals who act as advocates and are 
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in positions to open opportunities. As participants in one ABA study 
noted, female mentors may have “good intentions,” but are already 
pressed with competing work and family obligations or “don’t have a 
lot of power so they can’t really help you.”50 Concerns about the appear-
ance of sexual harassment or sexual affairs discourage some men from 
forming mentoring relationships with junior women. Discomfort con-
cerning issues of race and ethnicity is equally problematic.51 In cross- 
racial mentoring relationships, candid dialogue may be particularly  
difficult. Minority protégés may be reluctant to raise issues of bias for fear 
of seeming oversensitive. White mentors may hesitate to offer candid 
feedback to minority associates for fear of seeming racially biased or of 
encouraging them to leave. The result is that midlevel lawyers of color 
can find themselves “blindsided by soft evaluations”: “Your skills aren’t 
what they are supposed to be, but you didn’t know because no one ever 
told you.”52

In- group favoritism is also apparent in allocation of work and client 
development opportunities. Many organizations operate with informal 
systems that channel seemingly talented junior lawyers (disproportion-
ately white men) to leadership tracks, while relegating others to “work-
horse” positions.53 In the ABA Commission study, 44 percent of women 
of color, 39 percent of white women, and 25 percent of minority men 
reported being passed over for desirable assignments; only 2  percent 
of white men noted similar experiences.54 Williams and Richardson’s 
research similarly finds that women and minorities are often left out of 
pitches for client business.55 What women get instead are a dispropor-
tionate share of nonbillable “housekeeping” tasks, such as committee 
and administrative work.56

Lawyers of color are also subject to “race matching”; they receive cer-
tain work because of their identity, not their interests, in order to create 
the right “look” in courtrooms, client presentations, recruiting, and mar-
keting efforts. Although this strategy sometimes opens helpful opportu-
nities, it can also place lawyers in what they describe as “mascot” roles 
in which they are not developing their own professional skills.57 Linda 
Mabry, the first minority partner in a San Francisco firm, recounts an ex-
ample in which she was asked to join a pitch to a company whose general 
counsel was African American. “When the firm made the pitch about 
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the firm’s relevant expertise, none of which I possessed, it was clear that 
the only reason I  was there was to tout the firm’s diversity, which was 
practically nonexistent. In that moment I wanted to fling myself through 
the plate- glass window of that well- appointed conference room.”58 Race 
matching is particularly irritating when lawyers of color are assumed to 
have skills and affinities that they in fact lack. Examples include a Japanese 
American who was asked to a meeting to solicit a Korean client, and a 
Latina who was assigned documents in Spanish even after she explained 
that she wasn’t fluent in the language.59 “Oh, you’ll be fine,” she was told. 
“Look up [anything unfamiliar] in a dictionary.”60

Workplace Structures and Gender Roles

Escalating workplace demands and inflexible workplace structures pose 
further obstacles to gender equity. In law, as one director of diversity 
noted, women are disadvantaged by a “culture that focuses heavily on 
hours as a metric of contribution.”61 The vast majority of lawyer fees are 
calculated on an hourly basis, which rewards time rather than efficiency. 
Hourly demands have risen significantly over the last quarter century, 
and what hasn’t changed are the number of hours in the day. Constant 
accessibility has become the new norm, with attorneys electronically 
tethered to their workplaces.

The problem is compounded by the inadequacy of structural re-
sponses. Despite some efforts at accommodation, a wide gap persists be-
tween formal policies and actual practices concerning work- life conflicts. 
Although more than 90 percent of American law firms report policies 
permitting part- time work, only about 6 percent of lawyers actually use 
them.62 Many lawyers believe, with good reason, that any reduction in 
hours or availability will jeopardize their careers.63 Part- time status and 
time out of the workforce generally result in long- term losses in earnings 
as well as lower chances for partnership.64 In one survey of University of 
Michigan law school graduates, just a single year out of the workforce 
correlated with a one- third lower chance of making partner and an earn-
ings reduction of 38 percent.65 Deborah Epstein Henry, president of 
Flex- Time Lawyers, notes that many firm leadership tracks are simply too 
linear and rigid for women with families. Lawyers who temporarily go off 
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the full- time track find that “it’s a very unforgiving model that doesn’t let 
you back in.”66

To avoid such penalties, many women go to extraordinary lengths to 
demonstrate commitment. All too common are stories of the “faster than 
a speeding bullet” maternity leave, or women in hospital delivery rooms 
drafting documents while timing contractions. If you’re billing at six- 
minute intervals, why waste one? Those who opt for a reduced schedule 
after parental leave often find that it isn’t worth the price. Their schedules 
aren’t respected, their hours creep up, the quality of their assignments 
goes down, their pay is not proportional, and they are stigmatized as 
“slackers.”67 In a Working Mother survey of the “Fifty Best Law Firms for 
Women, “no lawyer promoted to partner was working a reduced sched-
ule.”68 Even full- time attorneys can experience penalties, as Williams 
and Dempsey found in What Works for Women at Work. A  lawyer who 
missed one meeting to take a child to the emergency room found that for 
years afterward, that absence figured prominently in assessments of her 
commitment.69

Expectations about commitment can also affect hiring decisions. One 
lawyer reported that her firm hired a woman with great credentials and 
spent two years training her, and then she had a baby and left. A second 
woman did the same. The firm was not large, so the expense of such at-
trition was significant. One partner responded by stating privately, “You 
know it’s illegal, you’re not allowed to say it, but the next time a woman 
comes through here, don’t even bring her into my office. I’m not going to 
interview her.”70

Although work- family conflicts are not just “women’s issues,” women 
suffer the greatest cost. As Chapter One noted, despite a significant in-
crease in men’s domestic work, women continue to shoulder the major 
burden.71 It is still women who are most likely to get the “emergency” 
phone call that federal district judge Nancy Gertner received on her first 
day on the bench: “Mama, there’s no chocolate pudding in my [lunch].”72 
And it was a mother, not her equally busy husband, who heard from her 
resentful child, “I want to be a client when I grow up.” In the American 
Bar Foundation’s survey of young lawyers, women were about seven times 
more likely than men to be working part- time or to be out of the labor 
force, primarily due to child care.73 In a University of Michigan study, only 
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1 percent of fathers had taken substantial parental leave, compared with 
42 percent of women.74 Part of the reason for those disparities is that the 
small number of fathers who opt to become full- time caretakers experi-
ence particular penalties. Male lawyers suffer even greater financial and 
promotion consequences than female colleagues who make the same 
choice.75

Although bar leaders generally acknowledge the problem of work- life 
balance, they often place responsibility for addressing it anywhere and 
everywhere else. In private practice, clients get part of the blame. Law 
is a service business, and expectations of instant accessibility reportedly 
make reduced schedules difficult to accommodate. Resistance from su-
pervisors can compound the problem. In a competitive work environ-
ment, they have obvious reasons to prefer junior lawyers to be at their 
constant beck and call.76 Many attorneys report working for partners 
who “don’t themselves have work- life balance, and they don’t think 
others should [either].”77 The message of too many employers’ work- life 
programs is for lawyers to “outsource your life.”78

In my recent survey of large law firms and corporate counsel of-
fices, many managing partners and general counsel commented on the 
problem:

Everyone feels stressed. … It’s the profession we’ve chosen.
We run a 24/ 7 business… . We have a difficult and time-committed job.
It’s a tough environment to be part- time in.
Clients expect availability twenty- four hours a day.
It’s really difficult in the industry, especially for primary caretakers.
When you go on a reduced schedule, there are times when you have to 

work full-time to demonstrate you can do the job… . Sometimes 
people don’t recognize that.

It’s a real tough [issue]. We do programs on the subject but I’m not 
sure people have time to attend.79

Yet the problems are not as insurmountable as is often assumed. The 
evidence available does not indicate substantial resistance among cli-
ents to reduced schedules. They care about responsiveness, and part- 
time lawyers generally appear able to provide it.80 In one survey of 
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part- time partners, most reported that they did not even inform clients 
of their status and that their schedules were adapted to fit client needs.81 
Accounting, which is also a service profession, has developed a busi-
ness model that more than offsets the costs of work- family accommo-
dation by increasing retention.82 Considerable evidence suggests that 
law practices could do the same, and reap the benefits in higher morale, 
lower recruitment and training expenses, and less disruption in client 
and collegial relationships.83 Millennial women are particularly eager 
to see such changes; many reject their predecessors’ “gave- it- all at the 
office approach.”84 Although some leadership positions may be hard 
to reconcile with substantial family demands, many women could be 
ready to cycle into those positions as caregiving obligations decrease. 
The challenge lies in creating workplace structures that make it easier 
for lawyers of both sexes to have satisfying personal as well as profes-
sional lives, and to ensure that those who temporarily step out of the 
workforce or reduce their workload are not permanently derailed by 
the decision.

The Case for Gender Equity

The legal profession has a substantial stake in addressing the barriers 
to women in leadership. A growing number of bar leaders recognize as 
much. In my recent survey of managing partners and general counsel, 
participants stressed that diversity was not just the “right thing to do,” 
but was also critical to organizations’ economic success. As one put it,  
“A diverse team is a more effective team: it has a broader base of experi-
ence … and the client gets a better product.” Another agreed: “We’re in 
the human capital business. [Diversity is a way to get] the best people 
and the best decision making.”85

The report of one women lawyers’ leadership summit, Manifesto on 
Women in Law, elaborated the business case for gender equity. Its core 
principles state:

A. The depth and breadth of the talent pool of women lawyers estab-
lishes a clear need for the legal profession to recruit, retain, develop 
and advance an exceptionally rich source of talent.
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B. Women increasingly have been attaining roles of influence through-
out society; legal employers must achieve gender diversity in their 
leadership ranks if they are to cultivate a set of leaders with legitimacy 
in the eyes of their clients and members of the profession.
C. Diversity adds value to legal employers in countless ways— from 
strengthening the effectiveness of client representation to inserting 
diverse perspectives and critical viewpoints in dialogues and decision 
making.86

Social science research reviewed in Chapter One supports such claims. 
Organizations that fail to respond are likely to experience a competitive 
disadvantage. As an ABA Presidential Commission on Diversity points 
out, increasing numbers of corporate clients are making diversity a prior-
ity in allocating work. More than a hundred major companies have signed 
the Call to Action: Diversity in the Legal Profession, in which they pledge 
to “end or limit … relationships with firms whose performance consis-
tently evidences a lack of meaningful interest in being diverse.”87 A grow-
ing number of clients impose specific requirements, including reports on 
diversity within the firm and in the teams working on their matters, as 
well as relevant firm policies and initiatives.88 Wal- Mart, which has been 
the most public and detailed in its demands on outside lawyers, specifies 
that firms must have flexible time policies and include as candidates for 
relationship partner for the company at least one woman and one lawyer 
of color. It has also terminated firms that have failed to meet its diver-
sity standards.89 The Gap inquires into flexible time policies, and sets 
out expectations for improvement with firms that fail to meet its goals.90 
Microsoft provides incentives for firms to hit its diversity targets.91

However, the significance of these initiatives should not be overstated. 
Almost no research is available to assess the impact of these policies, to 
determine how widely they are shared, or to ascertain how often com-
panies that have pledged to reduce or end representation in appropriate 
cases have actually done so. Many observers believe that clients are “not 
pulling the trigger” when firms fail to deliver diversity.92 In my recent 
study of large firm leaders, only one reported losing business over the 
issue, and many were frustrated by clients who asked for detailed infor-
mation on diversity and then failed to follow up or to reward firms that 
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had performed well.93 Still, the direction of client concerns is clear, and 
in today’s competitive climate, the economic and symbolic leverage of 
prominent corporations should not be discounted.

Nor should organizations overlook the other benefits of diversity 
initiatives. Some policies, such as those involving work- family accom-
modations, make business sense. So does fostering diverse perspectives 
and effectively managing any conflict that results. Many practices that 
would improve conditions for women serve broader organizational in-
terests. Better mentoring programs, more equitable work assignments, 
and greater accountability of supervising attorneys are all likely to have 
long- term payoffs, however difficult to quantify with precision. Skeptics 
of the business case for diversity often proceed as if the business case for 
the current model is self- evident. Few experts on law firm management 
agree.94 In a world in which the talent pool is half female, it is reasonable 
to assume that firms will suffer some competitive disadvantage if they 
cannot effectively retain and advance women.

The question then becomes how organizations can help institutional-
ize diversity and build cultures of inclusiveness. And equally important, 
what can women and minorities do to enhance their own career options?

Strategies for Individuals

To improve their chances for success, women and minorities should be 
clear about their goals, seek challenging assignments, solicit frequent 
feedback, develop mentoring relationships, build professional contacts, 
and cultivate a reputation for effectiveness. Succeeding in those tasks 
also requires attention to unconscious biases and exclusionary networks 
that can get in the way.

So, for example, aspiring female lawyers need to develop a style that 
is assertive without seeming abrasive. As Chapter One indicated, some 
experts suggest being “relentlessly pleasant” without backing down and 
expressing warmth and concern as well as demonstrating competence.95 
Leadership training and coaching can help in developing such interper-
sonal styles, as well as other strategic capabilities. One such capability is 
negotiation on their own behalf. Women do better bargaining for others 
than for themselves.96 As one law firm partner put it, “Women tend not 
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to ask at home or at work. They just suck it up!”97 More women need 
to acquire the skills and sense of entitlement that would enable them to 
negotiate for what they need and deserve.

Women can also learn by example. Michele Mayes, one of the na-
tion’s most prominent African American general counsels, recalls that 
after receiving some encouragement from a woman mentor, she ap-
proached the chief legal officer at her company and “told him I wanted 
his job.”98 After the shock wore off, he worked up a list of the skills 
and experiences that she needed. He also recruited her to follow him 
to his next general counsel job. She never replaced him, but with his 
assistance, she prepared for his role in other Fortune 500 companies. 
Louise Parent, the general counsel of American Express, describes 
learning to “raise my hand” for challenging assignments and being 
willing to take steps down and sideways on the status ladder in order 
to get the experience she needed.99 Terry McClure, who became the 
general counsel of United Parcel Service, was told earlier in her career 
that she needed direct exposure to business operations if she wanted 
to move up at the company. After accepting a position as district man-
ager, she suddenly found herself as a “lawyer, a black woman, [with] 
no operations experience walking into a … [warehouse] with all the 
truck drivers.”100 Her success in that role was what helped put her in 
the candidate pool for general counsel.

Time management is another important leadership skill. For those 
with substantial family commitments, establishing boundaries and del-
egating domestic tasks is especially critical. What lawyers should not sac-
rifice is time spent developing relationships with influential mentors and 
sponsors.101 In a Harvard Business School case study of leadership in law, 
a nationally prominent litigator emphasized the importance of going to 
informal social events that can help “establish yourself as a player” and 
can make people feel comfortable with you.102 So too, an ABA publica-
tion aimed at minority women lawyers advised them to “show up” and 
“speak up” at social gatherings and meetings that could build their net-
works of support.103

In seeking such support, women need to recognize their own respon-
sibility to be effective mentees and to make sure that the relationship 
is mutually rewarding. Lawyers who step out of the labor force should 
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find ways of keeping professionally active. Volunteer efforts, occasional 
paying projects, continuing legal education, and reentry programs can all 
aid the transition back.

Finally, and most importantly, lawyers who want committed relation-
ships need supportive partners. As one law firm leader put it, “If your 
career is not as important to your partner as it is to you, you don’t stand 
a chance.”104

Strategies for Organizations

To ensure equal access to leadership opportunities, organizations need a 
commitment from the top, which is reflected in workplace policies and 
practices.105 As one Fortune 500 general counsel noted, diversity must 
remain “a consistent focus, incorporat[ed] in the way we do business, as 
opposed to … the next flavor of the month.”106 General counsel have a 
special responsibility to push for diversity not only in their own work-
place but also in their outside law firms. This means withdrawing busi-
ness from firms that fail to place women and minorities in leadership 
positions.107

To build cultures of inclusion, many organizations have found it useful 
to create task forces or committees with diverse and respected mem-
bers.108 Part of the mission of that group should be evaluation. As an 
ABA Presidential Commission on Diversity recognized, self- assessment 
must be a critical part of all diversity initiatives.109 Quantitative and qual-
itative data are necessary to monitor matters such as advancement, reten-
tion, assignments, satisfaction, mentoring, and work- family conflicts. As 
earlier discussion indicated, many firms have official policies on flexible 
and reduced schedules that are viewed as unworkable in practice. A key 
priority should be sharing information about which strategies are most 
effective. What has helped firms deal with powerful partners who rate 
poorly on diversity? Are incentives such as mentoring awards and signifi-
cant bonuses effective in changing organizational culture? More experi-
mentation and pooling of information could help organizations translate 
shared commitments into workable policies.

Another high priority should be developing effective systems of evalu-
ation, rewards, and allocation of leadership opportunities. Women and 
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minorities need to have a critical mass of representation in key positions 
such as membership on management committees.110 Supervisors and 
heads of practice groups need to be held responsible for their work as-
signments and their performance on diversity- related issues. That per-
formance should be part of self- assessments and bottom- up evaluation 
structures.111 If organizations are serious about enhancing equity in lead-
ership, they need to reward and sanction gatekeepers who can make it 
possible.112

A case study in the kind of tokenism unlikely to succeed comes 
from a leaked memorandum from a leading Atlanta firm. It proposed 
ways for attorneys to “become more involved” in diversity efforts. 
Among the suggestions were to invite “diverse” attorneys to lunch or 
a weekend social event, or to “take 20 minutes and ask a female attor-
ney and/ or a diverse attorney ‘where do you want to go from here?’ ” 
Lawyers were also reminded to bill the time spent on these collegial 
interchanges. The memorandum circulated on the Internet under the 
title, “Is This the Most Offensively Misguided Diversity Memo You’ve 
Ever Seen?”113

One strategy that requires additional evaluation and research is train-
ing. Some surveyed lawyers have been “lukewarm” about the usefulness 
of diversity education, and some experts who have studied its effective-
ness are even less enthusiastic.114 The large- scale review of diversity 
initiatives described in Chapter One found that training programs did 
not significantly increase representation or advancement of targeted 
groups.115 Part of the problem is that such programs typically focus only 
on individual behaviors and not institutional problems; they also pro-
vide no incentives to implement recommended practices and sometimes 
provoke backlash among involuntary participants.116 Yet findings from 
my recent survey of managing partners and general counsel offer a more 
mixed picture. Although some leaders felt that programs were “not solv-
ing a problem that we had,” many felt they were useful. As one law firm 
managing partner put it: “Not all men see that there is a need to address 
women’s issues. They see women partners and don’t see inhibitions.”117 
According to another firm chair, “Most people don’t think they need it, 
but most take from the training the need for understanding the possibil-
ity of unconscious bias.”118
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Another common strategy that varies in effectiveness is women’s ini-
tiatives, or affinity groups, aimed at promoting professional develop-
ment. A survey by the National Association of Women Lawyers found 
that virtually all large firms had such initiatives, and many other em-
ployers have launched similar efforts.119 Not all evaluations are posi-
tive. The only large- scale study on affinity groups, which was in the 
corporate rather than legal sector, did not find them effective in career  
development.120 Research by the National Association of Women 
Lawyers notes that not all women’s initiatives are well conceived or well 
funded; and when such an initiative “focuses primarily on female skill 
development, it unfairly assumes that women themselves are the barrier 
to their own achievement of parity. Decades of research suggest other-
wise.”121 However, many female lawyers feel that these efforts are useful 
in developing networks and informal mentoring relationships.122 Well- 
designed initiatives can also help in identifying effective reform strate-
gies and generating the collective support necessary to achieve them.123

Another strategy, one with well- documented benefits, involves men-
toring. The most effective programs evaluate and reward mentoring 
activities and specify some level of contact. Formal programs are not, 
however, a substitute for informal efforts to encourage not only mentor-
ing but also sponsorship. Women need advocates whose support cannot 
be mandated.

More attention to work- family issues is also critical. Too many organi-
zations appear resigned to the idea that law is a 24/ 7 profession and that 
there is little they can do to address the issue. In my survey of managing 
partners and general counsel, one commented: “You have to be realistic. 
It’s a demanding profession… . I don’t claim we’ve figured it out.”124

Those attitudes need to change, and so do part- time policies that few 
lawyers feel willing or able to use. Surveying lawyers and collecting data 
on reduced- schedule utilization rates and promotion opportunities 
are critical in educating leaders about whether formal policies work in 
practice as well as principle. More firms should adopt “new models” of 
practice, in which lawyers customize their schedules and cut their over-
head expenses by working from home or onsite at clients’ workplaces.125 
More organizations should follow the example of companies such as 
Wal- Mart, where in- house lawyers have the option to cut back hours 



WOMEN  IN   LAW •  93

      

or work from home some number of days per week. In emergencies, 
all lawyers are expected to be flexible. But that is not common. As the 
company’s executive vice president and chief administrative officer put 
it, “These days I always tell people we’re running a law department, not 
a fire department.”126

Of course, in private practice, where lawyers are serving client needs 
and not calling the shots, there may be more times when part- time attor-
neys have to work longer hours or adjust their schedules. But in general, 
firms should provide more opportunities for lawyers to scale back their 
time commitments or temporarily step out of the workforce without 
paying a permanent professional price. For example, one Chicago firm 
allows its associates to choose whether to bill two thousand hours a year 
and be paid top dollars or to bill eighteen hundred and earn less; more 
than half of associates choose the reduced schedule.127 Women with 
families would also benefit from broader structural reforms that evaluate 
performance less on billable hours and more on responsiveness, client 
satisfaction, and quality of work.128

Law may be a demanding profession, but too much talent will fall by 
the wayside if workplaces don’t make better adjustments. More support 
for emergency child care and for lawyers moving on and off reduced 
schedules is necessary to level the playing field.

Organizations can also help expand the pool of lawyers of color 
through scholarships and other educational initiatives designed to 
prepare underrepresented minorities for law schools. The ABA’s 
Pipeline Diversity Directory describes about four hundred such pro-
grams throughout the country.129 For example, a growing number 
of law firms and corporations have contributed to the Law Preview 
Scholarship Program, which assists underrepresented low- income 
students.130 Some law schools have partnered with donors to create 
scholarships for disadvantaged students and provide them with sup-
port networks for career development.131 Skadden and Arps commit-
ted $10 million for a ten- year program offering law school preparation 
to students from low- income backgrounds.132 In commenting on that 
example, one ABA official noted, “this is the kind of money we need 
to make a difference… . Now we need just 500 other firms to take 
action.”133
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As someone who has studied gender equity in the legal profession for 
almost three decades, I find the issues addressed in this chapter frustrat-
ingly familiar. But what is encouraging is that these concerns are now 
widely shared. As one law firm chair observed, “Ten years ago, it wasn’t 
uncomfortable to walk into a room with a non- diverse team. The tem-
perature of the water has changed. It’s hard to succeed without a commit-
ment to diversity.”134 The challenge now is to translate that aspirational 
commitment into daily practices.



      

5

WOMEN IN ACADEMIA

“Higher Ed Presidential Pipeline Slow to Change” ran the title of a 
recent article in The Higher Education Workplace. At a time when women 
constitute more than half of undergraduate, master’s degree, and Ph.D. 
students, they account for less than a quarter of college presidents and 
a third of chief academic officers at doctoral institutions.1 Women’s 
share of presidential positions hasn’t budged in a decade, and it is lower 
at the most elite institutions. At top- ranked universities, women hold 
about 16 percent of provost and president positions.2 Particularly in the 
most elite institutions, racial and ethnic minorities still lag far behind. A 
Chronicle of Higher Education headline summed it up: “At the Ivies, It’s 
Still White at the Top.”3 The story reported that only 10 to 20 percent 
of upper- level administrators were racial or ethnic minorities. Other re-
search similarly finds that women of color are concentrated in less pres-
tigious institutions and on lower rungs of the academic ladder.4

To be sure, the academy has done better than other sectors in advanc-
ing women. Not all female presidents feel that their “experience has been 
gendered,” as Bates President Clayton Spencer put it. She believed that it 
has been “relatively easier for women to advance [in the university] than 
it has been in other areas.”5 The numbers bear this out. But the relatively 
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greater progress that women have made in academia also fosters the per-
ception that the “woman problem” has been solved. In a recent survey at 
Stanford, virtually all the male participants and about half the female par-
ticipants believed that leadership positions were equally attainable.6 Yet 
the data suggest otherwise. In Stanford as elsewhere, women, particularly 
women of color, are still underrepresented in leadership roles for much 
the same reasons as in other occupational fields: unconscious bias, in- 
group favoritism, and work- family conflicts.7 However, one factor unique 
to academia poses a special challenge. For most female administrators, 
the path to advancement begins with a tenured position. And the time-
line for tenure, the first seven years of an academic appointment, usually 
coincides with women’s peak childbearing years. Women’s professional 
and biological clocks are ticking on the same schedule, and women who 
sacrifice academic concerns for family interests often take themselves 
out of the leadership pool. The discussion that follows explores this and 
other challenges, and the individual and institutional strategies that can 
best address them.

Unconscious Bias

A major obstacle to women seeking academic leadership positions 
involves lingering and largely unconscious gender bias. Some male- 
dominated administrations and boards of trustees doubt women’s 
ability to lead large, complex institutions or balance work and family 
obligations.8 Rarely are those doubts explicitly expressed. As Kathleen 
McCartney, president of Smith College, notes:  “Sexism has gone un-
derground. Often you have a gut impression that an experience is gen-
dered, but it’s hard to know. We have to make the invisible visible.”9 
Empirical research helps. It has consistently found that women still do 
not enjoy the presumption of competence enjoyed by white men.10 An 
illuminating case study of such bias came from Yale researchers. They 
asked science faculty at six major universities to evaluate an applicant 
for a lab manager’s position. All of the professors received the same de-
scription of the applicant, but in half the descriptions the applicant was 
named John, and in the other half, Jennifer. Professors rated John more 
competent and more likely to be hired and mentored than Jennifer.11 
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In another study, one involving academic letters of recommendation, 
letters for women were likely to include “grindstone adjectives” such 
as “thorough,” “hardworking,” and “conscientious,” while letters for 
men were likely to include words like “achievement” and “accomplish-
ment.”12 Gender stereotypes may also help account for women’s under-
representation at the leadership level in certain fields. One recent study 
found fewer women in disciplines where innate raw talent was thought 
essential for success.13 In one telling incident, a Stanford scientist who 
transitioned from being Barbara Barres to Ben Barres reported that after 
he gave a well- received academic speech, he overheard a member of the 
audience say, “His work is much better than his sister’s.”14

So too, women in academic leadership frequently report needing to 
work twice as hard and be twice as good in order to be viewed as equal 
to men.15 When they manage to attain upper- level positions, a common 
assumption is that they gained the slot only because they were women.16 
High- level female administrators often feel that they must do more than 
their male colleagues to establish their competence.17 Debora Spar, presi-
dent of Barnard, recalls questions being raised over “my capability, my 
clout, and my overall potential to take charge.”18 In one study of female 
university presidents, participants recounted having their abilities ques-
tioned concerning finances, facilities, and athletics.19 Other common 
complaints include not being listened to and not being taken as seriously 
as male colleagues.20 As one woman put it, “I am still taken aback by the 
level of … disrespect female administrators experience, behavior that 
male colleagues would not direct at male administrators.”21

Women of color are particularly likely to encounter doubts concern-
ing their competence and credentials.22 Many are assumed to be benefi-
ciaries of affirmative action and often report marginalization, tokenism, 
and reservations about their own abilities.23 The title of a prominent 
anthology on women of color in the academy summed it up: Presumed 
Incompetent.24 Many contributors reported experiences along the lines of 
a black law professor who received a course evaluation stating, “I know we 
have to have affirmative action but do we have to have her?”25 A common 
view, expressed with uncommon candor to another contributor, was, 
“You only got the position because you are a black female and the de-
partment gets to count you twice.”26 The stigma often associated with 
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affirmative action implies that many women of color “cannot possibly be 
here on [their] own merit.”27 A survey of Latina professors found that 
half had experienced subtle or overt discrimination, and other studies 
have found higher percentages of underrepresented minorities reporting 
a negative campus climate.28 Women of color are constantly reminded 
of their different status yet “feel compelled to behave as though this dif-
ference did not exist.”29 The result is to add pressure to be overprepared 
in order to gain credibility.30 Lesbian leaders report dealing with “stereo-
types, discomfort, or morbid fascination.”31

So too, women, particularly women of color, find that peers and su-
periors are often intolerant of their mistakes. This can be costly in a 
leadership position; one serious misstep in an unforgiving environment 
can waylay a career.32 Women who worry that they will be judged more 
harshly than their male counterparts may avoid risks that could provide 
substantial professional development. As Chapter One indicated, many 
women also internalize prevailing stereotypes and discount their own 
leadership potential. Lack of confidence can keep women from even as-
piring to top positions or proactively shaping their careers to lead there. 
In Susan Madsen’s study of women university presidents, none had a 
career path targeted at a presidency.33 Other research similarly finds that 
many female administrators simply “fell into positions.”34 In my own 
survey, even some of the most accomplished women, including Drew 
Faust, president of Harvard, did not actively seek leadership positions.35 
Because women often report that they are not recruited into upper- level 
administrative ranks as frequently as men, too much talent falls by the 
wayside.36

A related problem, as Smith President McCartney pointed out, is that 
“qualities we value in a leader we don’t like in a woman.”37 As in other 
fields described in this book, many traits traditionally associated with 
leadership in academia are masculine. Women thus confront a double 
bind and a double standard.38 They can appear too assertive or not asser-
tive enough, and what is assertive in a man can be seen as “overbearing” 
in a woman.39 Either way, women do not seem sufficiently “presiden-
tial.”40 Upper- level female administrators report being perceived as too 
“weak” or too “pushy and aggressive.”41 As one president put it, “I think 
the problem that women have is that everyone wants you to be sweetness 
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and light, and if you are sweetness and light then you’re too soft to make 
tough decisions.”42 By contrast, female academics who fall on the other 
end of the sweetness spectrum risk being criticized as “cold,” “unfeeling,” 
“insensitive,” “hard- nosed,” “nasty,” and “ironfisted.”43 In describing the 
president at the University of Nevada at Las Vegas, one regent noted, 
“If she were a man, she would be regarded as an aggressive and strong 
leader, but as a woman, to many people she is a bitch.”44 At a Harvard 
Education School program for aspiring women leaders, participants were 
asked how many of them had been described as “bossy.” Every hand in 
the room went up.45 Fear of being labeled pushy or problematic also si-
lences women who feel that they have not received equal treatment.46 
The fears are not unfounded.47

A further problem involves in- group favoritism. Research reviewed 
in Chapter One documents the preferences that individuals feel for 
members of their own groups. These members are likely to experience 
more loyalty and career opportunities than similarly qualified outsiders. 
Academia is no exception, as a recent New York Times article reported 
under the title “Professors Are Prejudiced, Too.”48 What some experts 
label “the cloning effect” results in subtle, often unintentional, marginal-
ization of women. As one female participant in a leadership study put it, 
men are “not actively excluding anybody,” but they aren’t actively includ-
ing them either.49 Another female faculty member agreed: “I don’t think 
it’s a conscious thing, but it has consequences in the end.”50 Women in 
upper- level academic administration often remain out of the loop of 
support and sponsorship available to their male colleagues.51 And be-
cause the numbers of women in academic leadership lag behind those 
of men, there are fewer female mentors for aspiring colleagues.52 Again, 
this shortage is particularly pronounced for women of color; their isola-
tion can be especially acute.53 Women are similarly underrepresented on 
the governance boards that select presidents, and male members of those 
boards may be more comfortable with male leaders.54

Women also end up with disproportionate academic housekeep-
ing tasks— the grunt work of low- level committee and administrative  
assignments— both because women are more likely than men to be 
asked and because they are less likely to say no.55 For example, in one 
survey of about fourteen hundred political science professors, women 
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advised more undergraduate students and participated on more com-
mittees than their male colleagues.56 In other surveys, female faculty 
spent more than four more hours per week on university service com-
mittees and were twice as likely as male colleagues to volunteer to be 
on a committee.57 These assignments take time away from other, more 
highly valued tasks involving research and teaching. One woman who 
was recruited to be a principal investigator because a campus center 
needed a female PI on a large grant responded that she would do it, but 
expressed the hope that “there’s not a swimsuit and eveningwear com-
petition with this also.”58

In fields where women are particularly underrepresented, the bur-
dens are particularly great. As one computer scientist put it, “I know 
in my case, if it’s got the word ‘computer’ in it, I don’t care what it is, 
I’m on that panel. I get stuck on [that] committee.”59 Women of color 
are especially vulnerable. They are often expected to be the “face of 
diversity,” as well as to mentor minority students who also have dis-
proportionate problems fitting in.60 One participant in a leadership 
study noted that “we’ve got a Native American on our faculty, and boy 
is she spread thin.”61 Her account was confirmed in another study of 
Native American women, which reported that for many participants, 
service work was a “full- time job by itself.”62 All too often, such service 
is unrewarded or unrewarding. Many female academics report experi-
ences similar to those of Barnard President Spar, who “can’t count the 
number of times I’ve been the token women on a committee, panel or 
council … I can’t help but feel I’m sometimes selected for the wrong 
reasons— chosen for my biology rather than my brains, bearing the 
brunt of the sheer distance between the appearance of equality and 
true appreciation of women leaders.”63

Work- Family Conflicts

A final barrier to women in academic leadership involves work- family 
conflicts. Colleges and universities are what sociologists label “greedy 
institutions.”64 The time demands of running complex organizations, 
coupled with evening and weekend events, pose challenges for anyone 
with significant caretaking commitments. When asked about one 
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piece of advice she would give to women interested in leadership posi-
tions, Debora Spar responded:

Think very very hard about how you envision the other aspects of your 
future— those outside your corner office with a view. Do you want chil-
dren? Do you want to eat dinner with them every night? Every other 
night? Or will you be happy with the nanny feeding them, feeling their 
foreheads for fevers and chaperoning field trips in your stead? Sixty- plus- 
hour work weeks are often the norm.65

So too, as Chapter One documented, despite men’s increasing assump-
tion of family responsibilities, women continue to assume a dispropor-
tionate burden in the home. “When push comes to shove,” said Bates 
President Spencer, “if forced to choose between the best interest of 
their children or their job,” more women than men will choose their 
children.”66 Other research similarly finds that most women chief aca-
demic officers do not wish to become president, partly because of the 
time demands and heavy social obligations.67 When, as is often the case, 
administrative positions are understaffed and underfunded, they are un-
attractive to those with substantial caretaking commitments.68 Women’s 
unequal family responsibilities make it harder for them than for their 
male colleagues to achieve tenure, to assume academic leadership roles, 
and to compile performance records that would equip them for such 
administrative positions.69

Because women’s peak childbearing years coincide with the time 
when academic career foundations are laid, aspiring female leaders face 
challenges that colleges and universities must do more to address. Too 
often women simply assume that leadership positions are incompatible 
with their personal commitments, without asking whether the positions 
themselves could be restructured or better supported. As one woman 
who had stepped down from a demanding role put it, “I consider this 
a great failure on my part.”70 And when women do ask for accommo-
dations, they are too often stigmatized or viewed as insufficiently com-
mitted. One participant in a leadership study recalled a discussion over 
scheduling a meeting in which she had said, “That’s fine, but I need to be 
able to leave at five o’clock.” To which a male faculty member responded, 
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“Yeah, it’s always the women who have to leave at five o’clock.”71 Shirley 
Tilghman, former president of Princeton, noted that “we haven’t figured 
out how to make it possible for women to think about work and family as 
complementary. Until we figure this out, I think we’re always going to be 
sort of running uphill.”72

A related problem is that, as University of California President Janet 
Napolitano points out, in upper levels of academia, “people move around 
where jobs become available. And it’s harder for women to do that… . 
They are less portable.”73 But this gender disadvantage is not an intracta-
ble feature of academic life. It is culture, not biology, that assigns women 
the role of trailing spouse. And the culture can and should change to 
grant wives’ careers equal priority with those of their husbands.

Strategies for Individuals

What enables women to overcome these obstacles and rise to positions of 
authority, and what makes them effective once they get there? Do women 
lead differently from men? A growing body of research on women who 
reach positions of academic leadership speaks to these issues.

As Chapter One reported, women leaders tend to have a more 
democratic decision- making approach than men.74 Academics are no 
exception; female leaders in higher education gravitate toward partici-
patory, consultative leadership styles.75 Part of the reason, one presi-
dent observed, is that women “have been socialized to be concerned 
about relationships.”76 This concern lends itself to a collaborative 
approach that is well suited to academic environments, which value 
nonhierarchical, process- oriented leadership.77 However, this style 
is not without its difficulties. To some audiences, a participatory ap-
proach can seem weak and indecisive.78 Women have often responded 
by adopting a more authoritative style, or an “androgynous” approach 
that combines traditionally masculine and feminine traits.79 For many 
women, the goal is to appear assertive but not abrasive.80 As Harvard 
President Drew Faust points out, “Women are read as much more 
aggressive. I  think you just have to be aware of that. You have to be 
firm, you have to be clear, you have to not be angry. And if someone 
says you’re angry, you just have to live with that.”81 Nannerl Keohane, 
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former president of Wellesley and Duke, described her style as com-
bining both “forcefulness and sensitivity.” She would “work for collab-
oration, try to bring in partners, and look for a win- win where lots of 
people can get credit.”82 In the phrase quoted earlier from University 
of Michigan President Mary Sue Coleman, women benefit from being 
“relentlessly pleasant.”83

However, as many female academics have recognized, there is “no 
one model of successful leadership that fits all circumstances.”84 Women 
need to adapt to what the situation demands.85 As one explained, their 
approach must

grow out of the needs of the times. If the house is on fire, you’d better be 
very directive. If you are going to revise the promotion and tenure guide-
lines, you had better be very participatory. If you have a style and some-
body can say, “you’re always going to do this,” you’re going to be a disaster 
because you don’t have enough sense to read the situation and know what’s 
required.86

A substantial body of research finds that leaders who are most successful 
have a repertoire of styles that can fit diverse contexts.87

In addition to that mix of styles, certain other qualities appear critical 
to academic leaders’ success. High ethical standards are at the top of the 
list.88 Academic women leaders speak of not losing sight of core values, 
needing to be open and honest, and serving as a model of integrity. A 
related quality is a willingness to put the institution’s interests first.89 
Successful presidents recognize that it is “not about you.”90 Obvious 
though this seems in principle, it can prove challenging in practice. 
Individuals often rise to a position of leadership because they have high 
needs for personal achievement. But once they are in such a position, 
especially in higher education, they must subordinate those needs. This 
will often require using their power to empower others.91

Another critical leadership quality is a capacity for lifelong learning. 
Female presidents emphasize a willingness to do their homework, hear 
criticism, acknowledge mistakes, and reflect on failures.92 Self- knowledge 
and commitment to continuous personal development are essential to 
success. James Kouzes and Barry Posner find that “the best leaders … 
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are the best learners.”93 To facilitate learning, women should get outside 
their comfort zone and look for leadership opportunities that build a 
broad skill set.94

Aspiring leaders should also seek mentors and sponsors and culti-
vate the ability to connect with others. Formal and informal networks 
of women can be helpful in building bridges at all stages of an academic 
career. Advice and support from individuals who have held academic 
leadership positions is often necessary for professional development.95 
Many women presidents report such assistance, even mock job inter-
views.96 By the same token, mentoring and sponsoring the next genera-
tion of leaders is part of their own professional responsibilities.97

Other key leadership traits are judgment and conflict management. 
Effective leaders pick their battles wisely. They are not always presiding 
over a “peaceable kingdom,” and some have encountered situations where 
the faculty was “split on almost everything.”98 Often high- level adminis-
trators face an initial period of intense scrutiny, which former University 
of Miami President Donna Shalala labeled the “gotcha phase.”99 During 
this period, they need to tread especially carefully and consult broadly 
before embarking on significant change. Academic administrators may 
also need advice or training in mediating disputes, since these are skills 
that are not central to successful faculty careers. Commonly advised 
strategies involve expressing concern for all parties, helping them iden-
tify shared values and objectives, focusing on underlying needs, and cre-
ating structures for ongoing problem solving.100

In making their way across academic minefields, leaders need to set 
clear priorities. Sometimes they have to keep their head above the fray. 
One woman earned the label “get it done Dunn” because of her ability to 
remain task- oriented.101 As another woman put it, “You can’t fight for every 
issue. It’s demanding and exhausting and may distract you from issues that 
matter more… . Women [should] choose their battles deliberately, cau-
tiously, and carefully.”102 Among the factors to consider are timing, the 
odds of winning, the price of losing, and the values at issue. In “Lessons 
from the Experiences of Women of Color Working in Academia,” Yolanda 
Niemann advised, “Focus on what is in your power to challenge, change, 
or address.”103 Some presidents have warned against seeking too much too 
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soon. “Don’t try to change things until you are in a position of strength,” 
one leader advised.104 Women need to give others “the time to become 
accustomed to your ideas … You are in this for the long haul; be strategic 
with your influence and your energy.”105 Extensive consultation is often 
essential to legitimate change.106 Presidential power must be earned, not 
assumed, and is a resource not to be squandered prematurely.107

A case history in the value of incremental change is the failed campus 
coup at the University of Virginia. In 2012, the board of trustees sum-
marily forced the resignation of Teresa Sullivan on the grounds that she 
lacked “bold and proactive leadership” on controversial issues such as 
budgetary cuts and online education.108 But when the campus erupted 
in protest, the board was forced to retreat and reinstate Sullivan. What 
she had recognized and the trustees had not was that, as she explained 
to a New York Times reporter, “This was an institution steeped in tradi-
tion. People love the tradition, and they would not react well to sudden 
change.”109 Clearly the trustees had also not reckoned with all the stake-
holders that now influence what happens in higher education. Academic 
institutions rarely tolerate dictatorial decision making, whether by 
boards or by presidents.

Exercising good judgment also requires good listening. As one presi-
dent put it, “Being able to just sit and listen is more than half of communi-
cating. It is the hardest thing we do. It’s much more tiring than talking.”110 
Another similarly commented on the importance of strategic silence. 
Leaders need to understand stakeholders’ concerns, and “you can only do 
that if you are quiet enough to listen to what they are saying.”111 Good lis-
tening skills are also the foundation of other key leadership abilities such 
as forming alliances, facilitating teamwork, and building consensus.112

Finally, a striking number of female leaders mentioned a qual-
ity that seldom figures in leadership texts. Donna Shalala, who has 
held three academic presidencies, as well as a cabinet position, put it 
bluntly:  “You have to have a good sense of humor.”113 Other leaders 
agreed; humor can go a long way in relieving tension and stress.114 It 
can also communicate difficult truths.115 The ability to laugh at oneself 
is especially critical.116 Of course in higher education, as in every other 
context, leaders need cultural sensitivity. They should be aware of the 
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power dynamics of a situation, and avoid using humor in ways that 
might alienate potential supporters.117

Finally, and most importantly, women need to be self- reflective and 
proactive in shaping their career paths. This sometimes requires saying 
no to tasks that do not lead to advancement, which women find more dif-
ficult to do than men.118 Women of color should be especially careful not 
to become the “all- purpose ‘woman minority’ ” member of committees, 
task forces, panels, and so forth.119 As a past president of the American 
Association for Higher Education put it, women of color need to be “se-
lective” and “selfish” about their time commitments: “Institutions do not 
hug back! You have to be the keeper of your career trajectory.”120

Women also should let upper- level administrators know that they are 
interested in leadership opportunities.121 Keohane advises, “Take time 
to think carefully about your significant priorities in life, and engage in a 
realistic assessment of your strengths and weaknesses, your preferences 
and aversions … what you are good at, and what you enjoy. If, after this 
exercise, you really want this leadership position, Go For It! Develop a 
strategy, learn a lot about the institution; find allies and hone your argu-
ments for being chosen.”122

Strategies for Institutions

Significant progress toward gender equity in higher education will re-
quire greater commitment to that objective. Diversity in leadership is 
critical in creating role models and nurturing the aspirations of half the 
nation’s talent pool. The first, and most essential, step is for campus 
leaders to recognize the underrepresentation of women and minorities 
as a significant problem and to hold administrators accountable for ad-
dressing it. Research reviewed in Chapter One consistently finds that 
the most important factor in ensuring equal access to leadership op-
portunities is commitment to that objective, which is reflected in work-
place policies and reward structures.123 Decision makers need to be 
held responsible for results as well as for practices that influence those 
results, such as evaluation, career development, mentoring, and work- 
family accommodation.
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In short, campus leaders must make diversity and equity a priority and 
to assess progress in achieving them. To that end, academic administra-
tions need to monitor results. Campuses should compile information on 
recruitment, hiring, promotion, and retention, broken down by sex, as 
well as race and ethnicity. A key recommendation of Stanford’s recent Task 
Force on Leadership was for the university to develop appropriate met-
rics for assessing the inclusivity of high- level and pipeline positions and 
to make annual public progress reports.124 Surveys of current and depart-
ing faculty can also provide valuable information on equity, work- family, 
and quality- of- life issues. Decision makers need to know whether men 
and women are advancing in equal numbers, whether they feel equally 
supported in career development, and whether they are performing equal 
amounts of service work. Campuses should assess their own progress in 
comparison with similar institutions.

Inclusive search processes are another key strategy. Institutions need 
to diversify their search committees, and those committees must also 
diversify their candidate pools.125 The practice of looking only to aca-
demic officers for presidents and provosts not only puts women at a dis-
advantage, it also preempts access to “new ideas, new viewpoints, and 
innovative ways of addressing new challenges.”126 One way to encourage 
more inclusive search processes is to increase their transparency and to 
actively encourage applications for open positions. Stanford’s task force 
recommended that the university create a website providing information 
about leadership opportunities and how individuals can express interest 
in being considered. The task force also recommended that department 
chairs and other senior administrators explore faculty interest in admin-
istration as part of their review and mentoring processes.127 Another pos-
sibility is for search committees to operate with a modified version of the 
Rooney Rule, developed to identify minority and female candidates for 
professional football coaching and management positions.128 Under this 
approach, committees could agree to include a woman as a finalist for any 
open leadership position.

Any serious commitment to expand women’s leadership opportuni-
ties requires a similarly serious commitment to address work- family con-
flicts. To be sure, most institutions have come a long way since the time 
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that Smith President McCartney couldn’t get a maternity leave because 
it wouldn’t be “fair to the men.”129 Best practices and model programs 
are readily available on matters such as flexible and reduced schedules, 
tenure- clock- stopping provisions for primary caretakers, telecommuting, 
leave policies, child- care subsidies, and onsite facilities.130 Such options 
are necessary but not sufficient to retain potential leaders. Academics 
must also feel free to take advantage of them, and some research suggests 
that a substantial percentage of women attempt to avoid bias by not using 
family-  friendly policies that are available.131

For that to change, campuses need to monitor policies for their per-
ceived effectiveness and accessibility. Institutions of higher education 
must ensure that those who seek temporary accommodations do not pay 
a permanent price. Individuals on reduced or flexible schedules should 
not lose opportunities for challenging assignments or eventual promo-
tion. If colleges and universities want the most able and diverse lead-
ership candidates possible, the working environment must do more to 
support them.

Greater attention should also focus on education and mentoring. 
Well- designed training programs can help in building awareness of 
implicit racial and gender bias.132 Leadership development programs 
can assist women and minorities in acquiring the skill set necessary 
for upper- level positions.133 Most surveyed campuses have yet to in-
stitute such programs, and either need to create them or subsidize 
opportunities that exist offsite.134 One study found that two- thirds of 
faculty who became department chairs lacked preparation for their 
roles.135 Many women also lack the multiple mentors and sponsors 
that are critical for advancement. Creating faculty women’s forums 
and minority women’s alliances can be helpful in building networks of 
support. Where informal relationships are lacking, formal mentoring  
programs can help fill the gap. Of course, relationships that are assigned 
are seldom as effective as those that are chosen. But at least struc-
tured programs can keep talented but unassertive women from falling 
through the cracks, and remove concerns about appearances of favor-
itism or sexual impropriety that can inhibit informal mentoring rela-
tionships. Well- designed initiatives that evaluate and reward mentoring 
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activities can improve skills, satisfaction, and retention. Adequate feed-
back structures can also help ensure that those holding leadership pipe-
line positions are getting the advice they need to thrive and advance. 
Leaders who express commitment to diversity need to persuade others 
and hold them accountable.136

Campuses should also make more efforts to equalize service work 
and compensate faculty who do more than their fair share. Course relief 
and additional research assistance could help ensure that women, par-
ticularly women of color, are not penalized for disproportionately as-
suming responsibilities that meet institutional needs.137 Efforts to build a 
more inclusive environment should be affirmatively valued in promotion 
decisions.138

Higher education should also do more to recognize the importance 
of diversity and gender equity in curricular, programming, and research 
priorities. These issues should be integrated into relevant courses, and 
institutions should pay attention to the inclusiveness of conferences, 
lectures, and other extracurricular programs.139 So too, professional and 
MBA programs should increase research support for scholars and con-
tinuing education for practitioners on equity and diversity. We need to 
know much more about what works in the world, and academic institu-
tions are uniquely positioned to help fill the gap.

Prominent female presidents offer examples of leadership on 
gender equity. Drew Faust at Harvard has made it a priority to at-
tract more female students and faculty into science, technology, 
math, engineering, and business. Under her leadership, the number 
of female faculty has risen from 24 to 40 percent.140 One of the first 
acts of former Princeton President Shirley Tilghman was to appoint 
a woman provost, despite the fact that many viewed one woman 
at the top of this previously all- male institution as more than suf-
ficient. Another important initiative was a Steering Committee on 
Undergraduate Women’s Leadership. It identified an underrepresen-
tation of female undergraduates in influential campus positions, and 
among winners of academic prizes and postgraduate fellowships. As 
comparative data attested, these patterns were by no means unique to 
Princeton.141 And unless academic institutions address problems in 
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the leadership pipeline at its origin, they are unlikely to see different 
results at its end.

Higher education can and must do better in modeling equal oppor-
tunity. College campuses are gatekeepers for positions of leadership in 
American society, and these institutions ought to reflect the diversity of 
the society they serve.



      

6

WOMEN ON BOARDS

Announcing that he was “shit tired” of the “boys club” dominating 
Norway corporations, the nation’s minister of trade and industry pre-
dicted “radical change.”1 That was in 2002, and the change came the 
following year in the form of a 40 percent quota for women on corpo-
rate boards. In subsequent years, the percentage of female representa-
tion grew from 6 to 40 percent. Some of those who initially doubted 
that Norway could find qualified women changed their views, and one 
quipped that it was business as usual in the boardroom, except for “less 
dirty talk.”2 Other nations followed suit with mandatory or aspirational 
quotas specifying a minimum proportion of women on boards; many 
more have voluntary targets in corporate governance codes.3

In the United States, support for gender diversity has grown in prin-
ciple, but lagged in practice, and controversy has centered on whether 
and why diversity matters.4 The stakes in this debate are substantial. 
Corporate boards affect the lives of millions of employees and consum-
ers, and the policies and practices of the global marketplace.5 As recent 
scandals demonstrate, failures in board governance can carry an enor-
mous cost.6 Who gains access to these boards is therefore an issue of 
broad social importance.
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The Underrepresentation of Women

The last two decades have witnessed substantial progress in appoint-
ments of women to corporate boards. No longer do we see companies 
even in the feminine hygiene or baby food industry with no female mem-
bers.7 However, women still hold only 19 percent of the seats on Fortune 
500 boards, and women of color, 3 percent.8 In S&P 1500 companies, the 
figures are worse: women occupy only 15 percent of seats.9 Board direc-
tors named Robert, William, and James exceeded the total number of 
women.10 Female directors are also underrepresented as chairs of com-
pensation, audit, and nominating committees, which are among the most 
influential board positions.11 At the current rate of change, it would take 
almost seventy years before women’s representation on corporate boards 
reached parity with that of men.12

Moreover, some of the most encouraging numbers on board diversity 
may conceal less promising trends. Much of the growth in women di-
rectors over the last decade may be attributable to the same individuals 
sitting on more boards.13 Many commentators worry that these “trophy 
directors,” who serve on as many as seven boards, are spread too thin 
to provide adequate oversight.14 Another concern is that appointment 
of one or two token female members will lessen pressure for continued 
diversity efforts.

The Case for Diversity

The growing consensus within the corporate community is that di-
versity is an important goal. The case for diversity on boards rests on 
two primary claims. The first is that it provides equal opportunity. The 
public has a strong interest in “ensuring that opportunities are available 
to all … that women entering the labour market are able to fulfil their 
potential, and that we make full use of the wealth of talented women” 
available for board service.15 The second claim is that diversity will im-
prove organizational processes and performance. This “business case 
for diversity” tends to dominate debates, because it appeals to a cul-
ture steeped in shareholder value as the metric for corporate decision 
making.16 This is also the claim that provokes most controversy.
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Despite growing acceptance of the business case for diversity, empiri-
cal evidence is mixed. Some studies have found positive correlations be-
tween board diversity and various measures of financial performance.17 
Others have found the opposite or no significant relationship.18 A recent 
meta- analysis of 140 studies covering thirty- five countries found that or-
ganizations with more women on their boards had higher accounting re-
turns (measured by returns on assets, and higher returns on equity) and 
returns on invested capital), but not stronger market performance (mea-
sured by stock performance and shareholder returns).19 What further 
complicates the issue is that correlations do not demonstrate causation. 
It could be that better firm performance leads to more board diversity, 
rather than the reverse.20 More successful firms may be better positioned 
to attract the female and minority candidates in high demand for board 
service.21 Larger and better- performing organizations may have more re-
sources to devote to pursuing diversity and may face more pressure from 
the public and large institutional investors to increase diversity on their 
boards.22 Finally, some third factor could be causing both improved per-
formance and greater board diversity.23 Scholars also question whether 
focusing on short- term accounting measures of financial performance is 
the best way to measure the impact of diversity. Research is lacking on 
the relationship between board diversity and long- term stock price per-
formance, which is the “gold standard” measure of shareholder value.24

These mixed results may reflect not only differences in research meth-
odology, but also differences in the context in which diversification 
occurs.25 The failure to include a critical mass of women may in some 
cases prevent the potential benefits of diversity.26 Those benefits may 
also be reduced by organizations’ well- documented tendency to ap-
point women who are least likely to challenge the status quo, or who are 
“trophy directors,” with too many board positions to provide adequate 
oversight.27

Given the inconclusive evidence of the impact of gender on financial 
performance, many commentators believe that the “business case for di-
versity” rests on other grounds, particularly its effects on board decision- 
making processes, corporate reputation, and governance capacities.

A common argument, which tracks the claims set forth in Chapter 
One, is that diversity enhances board decision- making and monitoring 
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functions.28 This assertion draws on social science research on small- 
group decision making, as well as studies of board processes and mem-
bers’ experiences.29 The basic premise is that differences in people’s 
knowledge and experience affect how they seek and interpret informa-
tion.30 Diversity in board backgrounds may thus inform decision making 
and lessen the tendency for boards to engage in groupthink— a phe-
nomenon in which members’ efforts to achieve consensus override their 
ability to “realistically appraise alternative courses of action.”31 Diverse 
boards also make sense because they can tap into the skills of a wider 
talent pool.32

The literature on board decision making reflects several theories about 
the process by which diversity enhances performance. The first theory is 
that women and men have differing strengths, and that greater inclusion 
can ensure representation of valuable capabilities. For instance, some 
empirical evidence suggests that women tend to be more financially 
risk- averse than men.33 For this reason, many commentators have specu-
lated that more female participation in corporate decision making could 
have helped to curb the tendencies that caused the most recent financial 
crisis.34 They cite evidence suggesting that women are “more prudent” 
and less “ego- driven” than men in financial management contexts.35 One 
study found that the presence of at least one woman on a company’s 
board was associated with a reduction of almost 40 percent in the likeli-
hood of a financial restatement.36 Another study found that banks with 
female CEOs and board chairs acted more conservatively during the fi-
nancial crisis.37 Other research has pointed in similar directions, includ-
ing studies from researchers at Harvard and Cambridge Universities, 
which found a correlation between a high level of testosterone and an 
appetite for risk.38 Some commentators also rely on evidence indicating 
that women have more trustworthy and collaborative styles, which can 
improve board dynamics.39 As one female director put it, “Women are 
more cooperative and less competitive in tone and approach… . Women 
often provide a type of leadership that helps boards do their jobs better.”40

A second theory of how diversity enhances performance is that women 
have different life experiences from men, which enables the board to 
consider “a wider range of options and solutions to corporate issues.”41 
Compared to male directors, female directors are more likely to hold an 
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advanced degree, to have an interest in philanthropy and community 
service, and to come from a position other than CEO and COO.42 One 
survey of nearly four hundred corporate directors concluded that female 
directors exhibit a stronger commitment to corporate social responsibil-
ity.43 So too, in a recent Catalyst study, boards with greater gender di-
versity performed better across four of six measures of corporate social 
responsibility: environment, consumer relations, contributions to the 
community, and responsible supply chain management.44

Other research also suggests that diversity in experience is produc-
tive by generating cognitive conflict: “conflicting opinions, knowledge, 
and perspectives that result in a more thorough consideration of a wide 
range of interpretations, alternatives, and consequences.”45 Diversity can 
enhance the quality of a board’s decision- making and monitoring func-
tions because diverse groups are less likely to take extreme positions and 
more likely to engage in higher- quality analysis.46 Some scholars have 
similarly suggested that diverse boards can help prevent corporate cor-
ruption and encourage socially responsible behavior because they are 
“bold enough to ask management the tough questions.”47 In one study, 
female directors expanded the content of board discussions and were 
more likely than their male counterparts to raise issues concerning the 
effects of corporate action on multiple stakeholders.48 Other research 
finds that boards with more women tend to be more engaged in moni-
toring and strategic oversight.49

Such claims, however, require significant qualifications. Although re-
search suggests that functionally or occupationally diverse groups may 
solve problems more quickly and effectively than homogeneous teams, 
demographic diversity may not improve decision- making processes 
and outcomes in the same ways.50 Despite the differences in male and 
female board member backgrounds noted above, their educational, so-
cioeconomic, and occupational experiences tend to be fairly similar.51 
Accordingly, some commentators have questioned the extent to which 
demographic diversity brings relevant diversity in perspectives.52 Even 
when women and minorities have a different view, if they are represented 
at only a token level then they may lack sufficient leverage to affect the 
discussion. Studies on the influence of gender on leadership behavior 
are mixed, but some suggest that men and women who occupy the same 
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role tend to behave similarly.53 Moreover, demographic diversity can lead 
to greater conflict and poorer communication, which can counteract or 
overshadow the benefit of broader perspectives.54

Despite such qualifications, most research suggests that gender diver-
sity can bring some benefits. As Scott Page summarizes the evidence, de-
mographically diverse groups tend to outperform homogeneous groups 
“when the task is primarily problem solving, when their identities trans-
late into relevant tools, when they have little or no [difference in what 
they value], and when their members get  along with one another.”55 
Other researchers find that interacting with individuals who are differ-
ent forces group members to prepare better, anticipate alternative view-
points, and think creatively.56 In a French study, board members believed 
that the increased presence of women had led to “more methodical, even 
reasoned deliberation, with … less conflict, and more civil behavior.”57

Additional empirical studies have identified a positive correlation be-
tween diversity and measures of good governance. Boards that have a 
higher representation of women hold more meetings, have a higher atten-
dance rate, experience greater participation in decision making, engage 
in tougher monitoring, and are more likely to replace a CEO when the 
stock performs poorly.58 A  study by the Conference Board of Canada 
found that, on average, organizations whose boards have two or more 
women adopt a greater number of accountability practices and regularly 
review more nonfinancial performance measures than organizations with 
all- male boards.59 The study further found that boards with more women 
paid greater attention to audit and risk oversight than all- male boards.60 
In a Scandinavian survey, women prepared better for board meetings 
and asked more questions than their male counterparts.61 However, as in 
many of the preceding studies, correlation does not demonstrate causa-
tion, and it could be that well- governed corporate boards are more com-
mitted to diversity and seek greater gender parity.62

A third theory on how diversity enhances performance is that its 
very existence sends a positive message to stakeholders and improves 
corporate governance. Board diversity can imply commitment to equal 
opportunity, responsiveness to diverse stakeholders, and enlightened 
leadership, which can enhance the corporation’s public image.63 Catalyst 
research finds that increasing women’s representation on corporate 
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boards is associated with expanded executive opportunities for women.64 
Drawing on signaling theory, some researchers argue that a critical mass 
of women “conveys a credible [positive] signal to relevant observers of 
corporate behavior.”65 Conversely, the adverse publicity that Twitter re-
ceived when it went public with a board of all white men is an illumi-
nating case study. It demonstrates the reputational costs of a leadership 
structure that fails to reflect the diversity of the community the company 
serves.66 As subsequent discussion notes, such case studies suggest the 
value of making employees, consumers, and the general public more 
aware of board composition.

In the final analysis, however one evaluates the evidence on gender 
and financial performance, there are other strong justifications for di-
versity, including values such as fairness, good governance, and equal 
opportunity, as well as the symbolic message it sends to corporate stake-
holders.67 Board service offers members valuable leadership experience 
and credentials, as well as contacts and financial compensation. Women 
deserve equal access to those benefits. Some evidence also suggests that 
firms with more women on the board also have more women top execu-
tives and are more likely to appoint a woman CEO.68 This creates a feed-
back cycle in which the presence of more female executives enlarges the 
pool of potential female board members, which leads to further growth 
in the number of female executives.69

A diverse board also suggests that women’s perspectives are important 
to the organization, and that the organization is committed to gender 
equity practice as well as principle.70 Corporations with such a commit-
ment have access to a wider pool of talent and a broader mix of leadership 
skills than corporations that lack such a commitment.71 For all of these 
reasons, the vast majority of corporate board members support inclu-
sive leadership. Four- fifths of surveyed American directors believe that 
diversity at least “somewhat” enhances board effectiveness and company 
performance, and more than a third believe that it does so “very much.”72

Barriers to Diversity

Given the growing support for diversity on corporate boards, why 
has it been so difficult to achieve? One obvious explanation is that the 
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research on performance is too mixed to make diversification a prior-
ity. Antonio Perez, former CEO of Kodak, put the point bluntly: “The 
real barrier … [is that many] corporations don’t believe that it is a busi-
ness imperative.”73 Only about a third of male directors (compared with 
almost two- thirds of female directors) believe that gender diversity is 
a very important board attribute.74 Other explanations involve uncon-
scious bias:  devaluation of women’s competence, in- group favoritism, 
and counterproductive effects of tokenism.75 These factors both directly 
impede appointment of qualified female candidates, and prevent others 
from gaining the leadership experience that would make them attractive 
choices.76 A third explanation is resistance to “special preferences.”77 As 
with other forms of affirmative action, opponents believe that selecting 
members on the basis of gender reinforces precisely the kind of sex ste-
reotyping that society should be seeking to eliminate.78

One of the most common explanations for the underrepresentation 
of women on corporate boards involves the traditional pipeline to board 
service.79 Less than a quarter of surveyed directors “very much” believe 
that there is a sufficient number of qualified diverse candidates.80 Part 
of the reason is what has traditionally counted as a qualification. The 
primary route to board directorship has long been through experience 
as a CEO of a public corporation. One study found that a majority of 
male Fortune 500 directors were CEOs or former CEOs, and another 
found that nearly half of new appointments hold that status.81 A National 
Association of Corporate Directors survey determined that CEO- level 
experience was the most important functional background in the search 
for a new director, with 97 percent of respondents considering profes-
sional experience “critical” or “important” for board candidates.82 Given 
the low representation of women in top executive positions, their talents 
are likely to be underutilized if selection criteria are not broadened. As 
Chapter Three reported, women constitute only 4 percent of Fortune 
500 CEOs and 15 percent of Fortune 500 executive officer positions.83 
Even women and minorities who reach upper- level management posi-
tions often do so through routes other than profit- and- loss responsibil-
ity, which provides crucial experience for board positions.84 From male 
directors’ perspective, lack of executive experience is the primary reason 
that the percentage of women on boards is not rising.85
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However, recent developments— including requirements of director 
independence and financial expertise, restrictions on current CEOs serv-
ing on outside boards, and greater attention to age and tenure limits— 
may encourage boards to revisit traditional criteria for membership and 
expand the pipeline for women.86 The number of active CEOs who serve 
on the boards of other public companies, and the proportion of newly 
elected independent directors who are CEOs, has decreased significantly 
during the last decade.87 There is “no widely accepted” research demon-
strating that active CEOs make better board members or ensure better 
monitoring by the board.88 In fact, one survey found that 79 percent of 
corporate directors do not believe that “active- CEO directors [are] better 
than average directors.”89 As more corporations have positive experi-
ences with board members of varied backgrounds, they may see the value 
in relying less on chief executives, whose experience may come at a cost 
because they are “used to running the show” and juggle many competing 
priorities.90

Moreover, considerable evidence suggests that the primary reason 
for women’s underrepresentation on boards is not lack of qualifications. 
Eighty percent of top female executives at public companies do not serve 
on any boards, which suggests a large pool of untapped talent.91 When 
one large survey asked why corporate boards are so male- dominated, 
only 30 percent of male members and 7 percent of female members cited 
a lack of qualified women.92 A greater barrier, according to most experts, 
is closed social networks and the “in- group” favoritism that they reflect.93 
Research summarized in Chapter One describes the preferences that in-
dividuals feel for those who are like them in important respects.94 Such 
favoritism keeps women out of the informal networks of support from 
which appointments are often made.95 This form of bias is particularly 
likely in contexts where selection criteria are highly subjective, as is often 
true in board selections.96 When the Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) asked stakeholders about barriers to diversity, about half identi-
fied directors’ tendencies to rely on their personal networks to identify 
new board members.97 As one interviewee noted, board members want 
to ensure that new members “fit in,” which limits the candidate pool.98 
Female directors see exclusion from such social networks as the most im-
portant reason for women’s underrepresentation on corporate boards.99
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In- group favoritism also influences perceptions of competence.100 
Evidence cited in earlier chapters noted how members of in- groups tend 
to attribute accomplishments of fellow members to intrinsic character-
istics, such as intelligence, drive, and commitment.101 By contrast, the 
achievements of out- group members are often ascribed to luck or special 
treatment.102 As one study concluded, “women’s competence has to be 
widely acknowledged in the public domain or through family connec-
tions before boards … will be prepared to ‘risk’ having a woman on the 
board.”103 Many female directors report they have to be “twice as good 
as men” to get board appointments.104 “I have to establish my credentials 
over and over,” noted one board member. “It never stops.”105 Because in- 
group preferences can disadvantage women at every stage in their careers, 
they are less likely to have the experience and credentials thought neces-
sary for board appointments.106 Lack of mentoring and sponsorship of 
women directors also keeps them from obtaining additional board ap-
pointments.107 Women of color experience particular difficulties of isola-
tion and exclusion.108

A final barrier is the lack of turnover in board membership. According 
to one commentator, “What’s holding women back isn’t bias. It’s the fact 
that no one ever leaves the boards.”109 Board members are often reluc-
tant to give up positions that provide prestige and a significant salary, 
especially at the end of their careers.110 Forty percent of public company 
directors are age sixty- eight or older.111 Despite the thousands of board 
seats within large public companies, relatively few seats turn over in a 
given year.112 The GAO study found that only 4 percent of seats in the 
S&P 1500 open each year.113 Even if women were to receive the major-
ity of new board appointments, the progress toward gender equity will 
continue to be slow unless the number of seats becoming available sig-
nificantly increases.114

Gender Bias in the Boardroom

Women’s underrepresentation on boards can also impair their perfor-
mance as members. Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s pathbreaking research, 
confirmed in multiple subsequent studies, found that women in token 
positions often encounter “social isolation, heightened visibility, … and 
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pressure to adopt stereotyped roles. They are likely to do less well in the 
group, especially if the leader is a member of the dominant category.”115 
Thus, underrepresentation may make it more difficult for women and mi-
norities to be heard on an equal basis with other board members.116 Many 
women feel marginalized in board deliberations. “I have to yell for them 
to hear me,” one female director told Harvard Business Review research-
ers.117 Outsiders often have limited opportunities to influence group de-
cisions, particularly in the context of corporate boards where key decision 
making can take place in unofficial social settings that exclude women.118 
As another female director noted in the Harvard Business Review study, 
“I’m consistently not included in informal gatherings, such as golf games 
and dinner, by some male board members.”119

The marginalization that token members experience may also un-
dermine their effectiveness, which discourages further appointment of 
outsiders. For example, a director may “make herself socially invisible 
to avoid disrupting perceived group harmony and alleviate discomfort 
felt by the rest of the (all male) board.”120 As one woman put it, “If you 
emphasize how different you are, you are considered a troublemaker.”121 
The result is that women’s strengths may go unrecognized, and their si-
lence may reinforce “antiquated beliefs that a woman brings nothing new 
to the table.”122 Alternatively, some directors may fall into the role that 
sociologists identify as the “queen bee” syndrome; they “ ‘revel in the 
notoriety of token status,’ [enjoy] the perceived advantages of being the 
only woman in the group, and ‘excessively criticiz[e]  potential women 
peers.’”123 The lesson is that the effectiveness of women on boards may 
depend on whether they have achieved a critical mass, and avoided the 
dynamics of tokenism.124

Strategies for Change

Strategies to counteract these dynamics and promote board diversity fall 
into three main categories. The first focuses on increasing women’s ca-
pacity for service. The second includes legal strategies that might expand 
the pool of qualified members and level the playing field for their ap-
pointment. The third category involves ways to encourage voluntary cor-
porate diversity efforts.
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One obvious strategy to increase the number of women on corporate 
boards is to broaden the pool of qualified applicants. Efforts should begin 
early because, as one expert notes, “women need to gain [quantitative] 
skills … such as accounting, finance, and mathematics earlier in life, 
especially because quantitative skills require years of development.”125 
Formal mentoring programs, leadership workshops, and diversity advi-
sors or coaches can all help interested applicants enhance their qualifi-
cations, expand their networks, and overcome barriers to self- promo-
tion.126 Providing mentors who themselves have had board experience 
may be especially critical in bringing qualified candidates to the attention 
of board nominating committees.127 Australia has had success in educat-
ing potential female directors and then pairing them with mentors who 
pledge to assist them for a year and, at the close of the relationship, help 
place them on a corporate board.128 In the United States, many private 
groups, in association with advocacy organizations and universities, have 
established female director networks that provide mentors to aspiring 
board members.129

Law can also play a greater role in reducing the obstacles to women 
who seek leadership positions, including both board appointments and 
managerial jobs that make candidates attractive. One common pro-
posal is to require corporations over a certain size to disclose data con-
cerning recruitment, retention, and promotion of women.130 A number 
of countries mandate such disclosures, and obligating U.S. companies 
to supply such information would make it easier for corporations to 
benchmark their performance relative to other similarly situated or-
ganizations, and for stakeholders to hold poor performers account-
able.131 The government could also require transparency surrounding 
the board search process by requiring companies to disclose whether 
women and minority candidates were considered or interviewed for 
open positions.

An even stronger approach would be to require corporations to adopt 
a version of the “Rooney Rule,” developed for professional football. As 
noted in prior chapters, such a rule would obligate organizations to con-
sider a woman as a finalist for an open leadership position. Securities and 
Exchange Commissioner Luis Aguilar has suggested that “many corpo-
rate boards may need their own Rooney [R] ule.”132
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The strongest measure would be to follow the example of countries 
that have established gender quotas for board membership.133 As in-
dicated earlier, Norway led the way. Spain and the Netherlands have 
followed suit with legislation setting aspirational targets of balanced 
representation of both sexes.134 Belgium requires a third of directors 
to be female, Italy requires a third, Germany requires 30 percent, and 
Finland requires government bodies and state- owned enterprises to 
have equal representation of men and women absent “special reasons 
to the contrary.”135 Effective in 2017, France will impose a 40 percent 
quota.136 The United Arab Emirates and India now require certain 
companies to have women on their boards.137 The United Kingdom 
and Sweden have been debating similar legislation.138

Critics contend that quotas do not address the problems preventing 
underrepresented groups from obtaining relevant experience, and that 
the focus should be on eliminating those obstacles and enhancing the 
qualifications of women and minorities.139 Critics further argue that 
quotas will simply lead to more unqualified directors, either because of 
an insufficient supply of well- prepared women, or because boards will 
fill seats with women who won’t speak up. For example, in France, “in 
private, chief executives say they will look for female board members … 
who will look decorative and not rock the boat.”140

Evidence on the impact of quotas is mixed. Some research suggests 
that the greater presence of women correlates with slight losses in the 
company bottom line, which has been linked to women’s lower level 
of top management experience and greater reluctance to support lay-
offs.141 A study by economists in the United States and Norway found 
that legislative mandates on quotas did not do much in the short run to 
increase women’s representation in executive ranks, decrease the gender 
pay gap, or produce more family- friendly policies.142 This has led crit-
ics to denounce quota measures as “purely symbolic politics.”143 One 
other unintended effect of Norway’s quota requirements is that because 
only ASAs (i.e., public limited liability companies) had to comply, many 
companies simply changed their status.144 However, the upside is that the 
presence of more women on boards has reportedly led to more focused 
and strategic decision making and decreased conflict.145 Law professor 
Aaron Dhir’s in- depth study found that Norwegian directors generally 
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believed that “quota- induced diversity has positively affected boardroom 
work and firm governance.”146 They emphasized the “range of perspec-
tives and experience that women bring to the boardroom, as well as the 
value of women’s independence and outsider status to the work of the 
board. They also stressed women’s greater propensity to engage in more 
rigorous deliberations, risk assessment, and monitoring.”147 Contrary to 
critics’ concerns, Norwegian directors did not believe that quotas had 
significant adverse effects in stereotyping women as beneficiaries of pref-
erential treatment.148 As one put it, “you can’t stigmatize 40 percent.”149

A study of the French quota system found that most directors believed 
that the addition of female members had improved the process but had 
not changed the substance of board decision making. What had made a 
greater difference than the sex of the new board members was their out-
sider status; women were more likely to be foreign, to be expert in a wide 
range of areas, and to be drawn from nonelite networks than their male 
counterparts.150 That outsider perspective reportedly led them to ask dif-
ferent and more difficult questions than their male colleagues.151

In the United States, resistance to quotas builds on longstanding con-
cerns about any departure from meritocratic principles.152 Facebook 
CEO Mark Zuckerberg typifies this view. When asked in 2011 why his 
five- member board had no women, he responded, “I’m going to find 
people who are helpful, and I don’t particularly care what gender they 
are… . I’m not filling the board with check boxes.”153 A year later, in an-
ticipation of having the company go public, and in the wake of strong 
public protests (including a petition signed by fifty- three thousand indi-
viduals), Zuckerberg managed to find a qualified woman: his own COO. 
Forbes ran a story under the title, “Sheryl Sandberg Named to Facebook 
Board, Finally.”154

However, many corporate leaders still privately share Zuckerberg’s 
view. They worry that preferential treatment will encourage tokenism, 
result in unqualified appointments, stigmatize beneficiaries, and dimin-
ish their credibility.155 This may be part of the reason why a majority of 
American female directors oppose quotas, even though they believe that 
the strategy would increase board diversity.156 Given this resistance to 
mandatory quotas, the only U.S. legislation related to board diversity has 
taken a voluntary approach. For example, in August 2013, the California 
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State Senate passed a resolution formally urging companies to increase 
gender diversity on their boards.157

A more politically palatable alternative to quotas is a “comply- or- ex-
plain” approach.158 This approach can take several forms. A common 
proposal is that “companies with a lower proportion [than 30 percent 
women on their boards] would have to explain [in their annual reports] 
if they proposed to fill a vacancy with a man.”159 Social science research 
suggests that requiring individuals to give reasons for particular actions 
improves decision- making quality, reduces reliance on stereotypes, and 
helps to level the playing field for underrepresented groups.160 The UK 
has its own version of comply- or- explain.161 The 2010 revision of the 
country’s corporate governance code (applicable to the 350 largest com-
panies) included the principle that companies should conduct searches 
for board candidates “with due regard for the benefits of diversity on the 
board, including gender.”162 Companies must comply with that principle 
or explain their noncompliance.163

Australian public corporations are subject to a similar comply-   
or- explain mandate.164 It requires that “companies should establish a 
policy concerning diversity and disclose the policy or a summary of that 
policy. The policy should include requirements for the board to establish 
measurable objectives for achieving gender diversity and for the board to 
assess annually both the objectives and progress in achieving them.”165 
Seventeen other nations have comparable comply- or- explain provisions, 
and the European Council adopted a directive that requires large, pub-
licly traded firms to describe their policy on board diversity and the out-
comes that have flowed from it.166 If companies do not have such a policy, 
they must provide a “clear and reasoned explanation as to why this is the 
case.”167

The United States has adopted a comply- or- explain approach in other 
corporate governance contexts. For example, under the Sarbanes- Oxley 
Act of 2002, companies must disclose whether they have adopted a 
code of ethics for senior financial managers and whether their boards’ 
audit committees have at least one financial expert.168 If they have not 
adopted such a code or appointed an expert, the companies must explain 
why. Also, under the Dodd- Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer 
Protection Act, firms must disclose whether they have separated the role 



126  •  WOMEN AND L EADERSh I P

      

of the board chair and chief executive officer, and if they have not done 
so, they must explain why not.169

The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) enacted a rule, 
which went into effect in 2010, pushing companies in the direction of 
greater disclosure on diversity issues.170 The rule requires companies 
to disclose “whether, and if so how, the nominating committee (or the 
board) considers diversity in identifying nominees for director.” In addi-
tion, companies whose boards have a diversity policy must explain how 
the policy is implemented and how the company assesses its effective-
ness.171 The SEC allows companies to define diversity “in ways that they 
consider appropriate,” and acknowledges that some may focus on racial, 
ethnic, and gender diversity, while others may “conceptualize diversity 
expansively to include differences of viewpoint, professional experience, 
education, skill and other individual qualities and attributes that contrib-
ute to board heterogeneity.”172

Dhir’s analysis of the first four years of experience under this rule 
finds that almost all companies (98  percent) claim to consider diver-
sity in making board appointments.173 Companies can, however, fulfill 
their reporting obligation by expressly rejecting diversity in the board 
nomination process. Berkshire Hathaway, for example, stated that in 
“identifying director nominees, the Governance, Compensation, and 
Nominating Committee does not seek diversity, however defined.”174 
Only 8  percent of corporations reported having a formal diversity 
policy.175 When interpreting diversity, most companies focused on ex-
perience rather than sociodemographic characteristics. Whether the 
reporting rule has had significant impact on board diversity remains un-
clear.176 In commenting on the effectiveness of the current disclosure 
rule, SEC Commissioner Luis Aguilar notes that many companies’ brief 
statement failed to identify “any concrete steps taken to give real mean-
ing to its efforts to create a diverse board.”177 Dhir believes that the rule 
would be stronger if the SEC made clear that diversity includes race, 
gender, and other demographic characteristics. Identity- related charac-
teristics were what commentators on the rule wanted to see disclosed. 
SEC Commissioner Mary Jo White recently indicated that a review of 
the effectiveness of the disclosure rule will be a priority for the commis-
sion in the year ahead.178
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An even more effective approach in securing transparency and ac-
countability would be to require companies to adopt policies with 
measurable objectives for achieving diversity and to assess progress in 
achieving them, or to explain why they have not adopted such policies. 
Comply- or- explain approaches are more politically feasible than manda-
tory quotas, but their effectiveness remains uncertain.179 Comparative 
data on other countries’ experience with such rules is lacking.180 Future 
research will be necessary to see if these approaches actually produce 
greater female representation on boards.

If they do not, another option is to require a binding shareholder vote 
on diversity. Shareholders could decide whether the company should 
“consider diversity in board appointments, adopt a diversity policy, spec-
ify diversity targets, and enforce such targets by internal mechanisms.”181

A final set of strategies involves voluntary organizational efforts to di-
versify boards, to promote inclusiveness in boardroom culture, and to 
build the pipeline of qualified women.182 One possibility is for boards 
to set their own goals or requirements for new appointments in order to 
ensure a critical mass of women and minorities.183 Such approaches often 
involve a “structured search” that starts with an analysis of the board’s 
functional needs and then identifies female and minority candidates 
who could fill them.184 Whatever the process, companies need to estab-
lish appropriate criteria and an inclusive nominating committee that is 
committed to diversity.185 Ilene Lang, former president of Catalyst, re-
calls a board search where the position was described in “unintentionally 
gender- stereotyped language” even though she had been on the commit-
tee that wrote the description.186

Boards also need to expand their searches beyond the traditional pool 
of CEOs, and to consider other corporate executives, nonprofit directors 
and officers, university presidents, and academic experts.187 Professional 
consultants, who now conduct approximately half of board searches, can 
help identify promising candidates from outside the board’s network and 
from less traditional backgrounds.188 At least sixteen organizations and 
initiatives have also formed to assist companies diversify their boards.189 
These and other efforts to demonstrate a commitment to diversity could 
help boards make service seem more attractive to well- qualified mem-
bers of underrepresented groups.190
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Other diversity strategies are for companies to institute age limits 
and term restrictions, which open up seats for women and minorities, 
and to reduce the influence of CEOs in the membership selection pro-
cess.191 Some commentators argue that the interests of top corporate 
executives may be skewed by their desire to maintain control and high 
personal compensation.192 Such considerations may lead them to prefer 
candidates who share their interests— socially similar, fellow CEOs.193 
Simply giving the board more power over the appointment process could 
expand the pool of potential candidates.

Nonprofit organizations should also focus on making board diversity 
(or its absence) more visible and enlisting pressure from stakeholder 
groups to push for change. Some empirical research has found a signifi-
cant increase in women and minority directors when companies include 
pictures of the board in annual reports.194 Disclosure not only prompts 
stakeholders to press for diversity, it may also encourage institutional  re-
flection and reform.195

Some prominent companies in Silicon Valley, including Hewlett- 
Packard, Intel, Google, Yahoo, Facebook, and LinkedIn, have released 
information about the diversity of their employees and leaders.196 The 
workforces of these technology companies tend to be 60 to 70 percent 
male and approximately 90 percent white and Asian.197 Many of the 
companies released the numbers through official blog posts pledging to 
increase diversity and transparency.198 Such voluntary disclosure efforts 
can help bring more attention to the issue and may ultimately enlarge the 
pool of candidates qualified for board service.

Large institutional investors could also demand such disclosure and 
use their leverage to advance diversity among companies in which they 
hold significant shares.199 The Thirty Percent Coalition is a group com-
posed of leading women’s organizations, institutional investors, execu-
tives, elected officials, and activists who joined together in 2011 to achieve 
30 percent representation of women on public company boards.200 The 
coalition has reported some success in using letter- writing campaigns 
and shareholder resolutions to target companies with no women serving 
on their boards.201 In the United Kingdom, the group has helped increase 
women’s representation to 23 percent, up from 12.5 percent when the 
organization started.202
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Activists can also bring more attention to the performance of particu-
lar companies by publishing report cards and rankings on board diver-
sity. Such ratings are a form of “soft power” that is often effective in se-
curing change.203 One organization, 2020 Women on Boards, releases an 
annual Gender Diversity Index of Fortune 1000 Companies.204 U.S. stock 
exchanges, such as NASDAQ and NYSE, could follow the example of 
exchanges in Australia and New Zealand that require listing companies 
to provide greater disclosure regarding board composition and search 
processes.205

Investors can also act, individually and collectively, to make board di-
versity a higher priority in investment decisions. For example, in 2009, 
the Women’s Leadership Fund was created to invest up to $2 billion in 
publicly listed companies with a high percentage of women in senior posi-
tions, including board members; the fund also pushes for change in com-
panies lacking such gender representation.206 One strategy for exerting 
pressure is through diversity- related proxy proposals. Such proposals have 
been underutilized.207 A study of one year’s proxy submissions found that 
shareholders in U.S. companies filed only twelve diversity proposals— and 
retracted ten of these subsequent to negotiation.208 One of the propos-
als that shareholders did not withdraw targeted Urban Outfitters, which 
had never had a female director. The corporation opposed the proposal 
but eventually announced that it was appointing a female director— the 
CEO’s spouse.209 Another strategy that has had partial success is for share-
holders to initiate informal contact with companies concerning gender 
and racial inclusion.210 More investors should pursue such strategies to 
reward and reform companies on the basis of their diversity records.211

A related approach is for organizations that publish indexes for so-
cially responsible investing and corporate social responsibility to include 
measures of diversity in leadership.212 Only a few publications now com-
pile information along these lines, despite evidence that many investors 
are interested in receiving it.213 If diversity on boards becomes part of 
the standard criteria for measuring corporate social responsibility, then 
investors, consumers, and public- interest organizations can more readily 
hold corporations accountable.

Finally, professional organizations can urge public companies to 
do more to diversify their boards. For example, the American Bar 
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Association is considering a resolution that would call on these compa-
nies to ensure that their boards more closely reflect the diversity of the 
workforce; it would also urge governmental bodies and investors to call 
on public companies to adopt and publicly disclose diversity policies and 
practices.214

As recent initiatives make clear, board membership remains a signif-
icant issue in the struggle for more equitable leadership structures. As 
sites of institutional power, boards need to become more inclusive. To 
that end, it matters to get the arguments right, and to make a case for 
diversity that is based on compelling arguments about equal opportu-
nity and board governance, rather than on more contested claims about 
financial performance. The gains in diversity that corporate America has 
made over the last quarter century demonstrate its capacity for progres-
sive change. But the distance we remain from truly inclusive corporate 
boards reminds us of the progress yet to be made.



      

7

CONCLUSION

At Seneca Falls, New York, a national park commemorates the adoption 
of the 1848 Declaration of Sentiments, the nation’s first statement of 
women’s rights. The park includes an interactive exhibit that invites visi-
tors to envision what the world would look like if men and women were 
truly equal. When last I visited, suggestions included:

• Homophobia would be unnecessary
• Revlon would go bankrupt
• Things would be pretty much the same, only women would be 

equally responsible

This book offers a different vision, one in which women’s full inclusion 
improves the quality of leadership and promotes fundamental values of 
merit and fairness.

This chapter concludes the discussion by reviewing the major themes 
of the book, and considering what women want from leadership and 
what constitutes success in that role.

 

 



132  •  WOMEN AND L EADERSh I P

      

Leveling the Playing Field

For women who aspire to positions of influence, this is a time of transi-
tion. The last half century has witnessed a transformation in gender roles, 
but expectations of equality outrun experience. Women remain under-
represented at the top and overrepresented at the bottom of political and 
occupational hierarchies. Women are 25 percent of college presidents, 19 
percent of Congress, 19 percent of corporate boards, 18 percent of law 
firm equity partners, 12 percent of governors, and 4 percent of Fortune 
500 CEOs. At current rates of change, it would take more than a century 
to reach gender equity in leadership.

Women’s choices account for only part of the gender gap in positions 
of greatest status and power. Women are less likely to run for political 
office than men, and more likely to reduce their workforce participa-
tion or take extended leaves. But those individual choices are made in 
a context of gender inequalities. Women do not believe that they have 
the same political and occupational opportunities as men, and they re-
ceive less encouragement, mentoring, and support for leadership aspi-
rations. Women also assume disproportionate responsibilities in the 
home, which limits their options in the world outside it. Although young 
women report comparable ambitions as men, they encounter more 
bumps along the road to achieving their goals.

Some of the obstacles involve gender bias. Women, particularly 
women of color, are more likely to have their competence and creden-
tials questioned. Women’s mistakes are less tolerated, and more readily 
recalled than those of white male colleagues. In- group favoritism and 
inadequate mentoring compound the problem. Motherhood is penal-
ized in ways that fatherhood is not. Moreover, such gender bias often 
becomes self- perpetuating. It prevents women from getting assignments 
and opportunities that might prove their capabilities. Women also suffer 
from the disconnect between qualities associated with leadership and 
those associated with femininity. The line between too assertive and not 
assertive enough is difficult to navigate, particularly because what seems 
assertive in a man can seem abrasive in a woman.

Other obstacles stem from women’s disproportionate assumption of 
family responsibilities. The extended hours and constant availability that 
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characterize most leadership positions are often difficult to reconcile 
with those responsibilities. When asked at a Stanford talk how women 
can solve the work- family conflict, Gloria Steinem once responded, 
“Women can’t until men are asking that question too.”

The good news is that more men are doing just that. In a Pew survey, 
half of fathers say they find it very or somewhat difficult to balance work 
and family, and 46 percent say they are not spending enough time with 
their children.1 Not only are more men expressing a desire for more 
family time, examples of leaders who insist on it are increasingly vis-
ible, including at the highest levels. While president, Bill Clinton put 
off an important trip to Japan so he could help his daughter, then a high 
school junior, prepare for her midterms.2 So too, a New York Times ar-
ticle titled, “He Breaks for Band Recitals,” reported that Barack Obama 
was willing to leave key meetings in order to “get home for dinner by 
six” or attend one of his daughters’ school functions. According to a 
senior advisor, certain functions “are sacrosanct on his schedule— kid’s 
recitals, soccer games …”3 However, the true test of leadership on 
work- family issues is when the leaders not only model caretaking com-
mitments in their own lives, but also extend that same opportunity to 
subordinates.

More good news is that a growing number of male leaders are recog-
nizing the case for gender equity. Organizations with a commitment to 
diversity in leadership have access to a broader pool of talent and better 
mix of skills and perspectives than organizations lacking such a commit-
ment. In an ever- more- competitive workplace, the inability to attract and 
retain the most qualified women carries obvious costs. Women outper-
form men on most of the capabilities related to leadership.4 More diverse 
groups are better at problem solving and avoiding groupthink.

Ensuring women’s access to leadership positions also advances fun-
damental principles of equal rights and increases the likelihood that 
women’s interests will be reflected in decision making. Just as female 
politicians are more likely than their male colleagues to make women’s 
issues a priority, there is reason to hope that many female CEOs and 
university presidents will be particularly sensitive to women’s concerns. 
A larger number of women in leadership positions will also mean more 
mentors and role models for those who are aspiring to such positions.
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What then can be done to enhance women’s leadership oppor-
tunities? At the organizational level, the first priority should be a 
commitment to gender equity that is reflected in organizational poli-
cies, priorities, and reward structures. The tone at the top is critical. 
Leaders need to set goals, hold individuals accountable, and resist 
“diversity fatigue.”5 They should also develop initiatives that can 
level the playing field. Examples include monitoring hiring deci-
sions and performance evaluations for subtle evidence of bias; estab-
lishing mentorship and sponsorship programs; and addressing work- 
family conflicts through effective part- time and flexible schedule 
options, telecommuting, child- care assistance, and related policies. 
Self- evaluation is equally important. Organizations need to know 
how gender equity principles play out in practice. Greater transpar-
ency regarding organizational performance can assist stakeholders 
in holding leadership accountable.

At the societal level, we should push for more effective work- family 
policies, what Anne- Marie Slaughter calls a “care infrastructure.”6 In 
What Women Want, I have described such policies in some detail.7 They 
include access to quality, affordable child care, paid parental and medical 
leave, and a right to request part- time or flexible work schedules. We also 
need more specific initiatives targeted at increasing women’s representa-
tion in politics such as training and mentoring for female politicians. And 
to achieve more inclusive board memberships, we should require pub-
licly traded companies to consider demographic diversity when selecting 
members, or explain why they do not do so. The media and grassroots 
organizations can also pressure employers, boards, universities, and po-
litical parties to include more women at leadership levels. For example, 
the Gender Avengers is a group devoted to increasing diversity by publi-
cizing its absence in conferences and public dialogue.

At the individual level, women should be more proactive in seeking 
leadership positions, demanding gender equity policies, and supporting 
politicians and organizational leaders who make those policies a priority. 
Women should be clear about their goals and look for opportunities to 
develop skills and mentoring relationships. Setting priorities, managing 
time, taking risks, and finding a style that blends warmth and assertive-
ness are critical to professional development. So is striking a sustainable 
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balance between work and family, and having a partner who will enable 
it. Women who succeed in reaching leadership positions should also re-
flect on what it is they are leading for, and how they can support oppor-
tunities for other women.

Leadership for What

“What is the purpose behind what I’m doing? What purpose will link 
me to my ideal of excellence? Of a good person? Of a good society?”8 
Those are the questions posed by Laura Nash and Howard Stevenson 
of the Harvard Business School, who studied the careers of successful 
leaders. They found that those who are most fulfilled do not lose sight 
of such questions. Nor do they settle for answers that center on the ex-
ternal rewards of leadership. Individuals who are motivated by intrinsic 
goals, such as personal growth and assisting others, tend to be more satis-
fied than those motivated primarily by extrinsic goals, such as wealth or 
fame.9 Part of the reason is that material desires tend to grow as rapidly 
as they are satisfied. If self- worth is confused with net worth, leaders can 
become trapped on a “hedonic treadmill”: the more they have, the more 
they need to have.10 Money and status are positional goods; individu-
als’ satisfaction depends on how they compare relative to others, and in-
creases in wealth or position are readily offset by changes in reference 
groups.11 Leaders who look hard enough can always find someone get-
ting more.

How then can women with high needs for achievement and rec-
ognition find greatest fulfillment? A  wide variety of research suggests 
that professional satisfaction depends on feeling effective, exercising 
strengths and virtues, and contributing to socially valued ends that 
bring meaning and purpose.12 As one British leader put it, “You make 
a living by what you get; you make a life by what you give.”13 Nash and 
Stevenson found

four irreducible components of enduring success: happiness (feelings of 
pleasure and contentment); achievement (accomplishments that com-
pare favorably against similar goals others have strived for); significance 
(the sense that you’ve made a positive impact on people you care about); 
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and legacy (a way to establish your values or accomplishments so as to 
help others find future success).14

Leaders must strike a balance among all four domains. This, in turn, re-
quires being clear about what matters most. When asked for one piece of 
advice that she would give to aspiring women, Carolyn Miles, president 
of Save the Children, responded, “Decide [the] values that are important 
to you and stick with them.”15

What constitutes “legacy” is often the hardest measure of accomplish-
ment to assess. The philosopher William James insisted that the greatest 
use of life is to spend it on something that outlasts it. Contemporary re-
search on happiness similarly finds that goals transcending the self have 
the greatest impact on individuals’ sense of fulfillment.16 It is, however, 
important not to confuse fame with legacy.17 A focus on ensuring recog-
nition of one’s legacy can get in the way of achieving it; leaders can be 
tempted to hoard power, status, and credit. Leadership experts under-
score the distinction between “making a difference” and “making ‘my’ 
difference and making sure everyone knows it.”18 Thinking about legacy 
is helpful only if it directs attention to ultimate goals and values, not if it 
diverts energy into quests for personal glory.

In a tongue- in- cheek list of the advantages of being a woman artist, 
the Guerrilla Girls put first, “working without the pressure of success.” 
Although that needs to change, women need to pursue their own defi-
nition of success and not assume that external rewards are an adequate 
measure of a well- lived life. Part of that life should include doing for other 
women what was done for them. To make significant progress on women’s 
leadership, those who reach positions of influence need to assume some 
responsibility for using their time and talents on behalf of other women.

For some women, this will require a shift in perspective; they may 
have achieved leadership positions by ignoring the significance of 
gender. When asked about instances of gender bias in her career, Patricia 
Harrison, president of the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, re-
ported that “I never focused on gender bias… . I just pushed through 
until I reached my goal and then I delivered.”19 When asked for one 
piece of advice for women interested in leadership positions, Ingrid 
Newkirk, president of PETA, advised, “Don’t concentrate on being 
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a woman.”20 But to get to a world in which gender doesn’t matter in 
leadership opportunities, women who become leaders cannot afford 
to ignore its influence. We don’t yet live in that world, and we are un-
likely to reach it unless women take the lead in challenging barriers to 
gender equity. Of course, in addressing those barriers, women need to 
pick their battles wisely. As former secretary of state Condoleezza Rice 
points out, women faced with bias based on sex or race sometimes do 
best by ignoring or overcoming it, but there are also times when the 
stakes justify confronting the problems directly.21 Madeleine Albright 
famously claimed that “there’s a special place in hell for women who 
don’t help other women.”22 Of course, reminding women of that re-
sponsibility can be counterproductive in some contexts, as it was in 
the 2016 Clinton presidential campaign.23 However, Albright’s point 
is one that those who care about gender equity can ill afford to ignore. 
There are special rewards for female leaders whose legacy includes 
helping those who might follow them. A feminist bumper sticker re-
minds us that “well- behaved women do not make history.” Those who 
reach positions of leadership have a unique ability to ruffle a few feath-
ers in pursuit of equal opportunity for others.

Those efforts will benefit not only women. An early slogan of the 
feminist movement asserted that “women’s liberation is men’s liberation 
too,” and better work- family policies will help everyone with significant 
caretaking responsibilities. So too, increasing the number of leaders who 
have a participatory collaborative style may serve organizational inter-
ests. Enlisting men as allies on these issues should be a critical priority. 
A frequently reprinted Punch cartoon pictures a meeting with a group of 
men seated around the table and one woman. The chair looks out at the 
woman and says, “That’s an excellent suggestion, Miss Trigg. Perhaps one 
of the men here would like to make it.” The humor works on two levels. It 
not only captures the familiar experience of female employees in having 
their insights reattributed to male colleagues. It also points up the value 
in having men take responsibility for issues related to women’s advance-
ment. When men speak out on these issues, their voices carry special 
force because their commitment cannot be attributed to self- interest.

We should, of course, be careful not to overestimate the difference that 
women’s different leadership approaches and priorities will bring. Early 
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feminists were bitterly disappointed when gaining the vote did not, as pre-
dicted, “purify politics,” end poverty, or secure for women “all the opportu-
nities and advantages of life.”24 Putting more women in positions of power 
is not an all- purpose prescription for empowering all women. But it will 
bring us closer to a meritocracy that is fair to individual women and that 
takes full advantage of their talents. Our nation can afford to do no less.
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