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Introduction: Men Aren’t the Enemy

This book began with a flight to Des Moines. In most ways, it was uneventful. The businessman sitting next to me couldn’t have been friendlier. Over plastic cups of white wine, we chatted about his business, his new house in a New York suburb, and his kids’ sports teams.

Then I mentioned I was on my way to speak at a women’s conference. Suddenly my neighbor froze.

“Sorry!” he snapped. “Sorry I’m a man.”

I looked down awkwardly into the bottom of my wineglass. My seatmate gave me a sideways glance and reached for an explanation.

“I had to go through diversity training a few months ago. It was awful.”

The words tumbled out of him. The facilitator had beaten up on him and his male colleagues, he said. It felt like being sent to the principal’s office, or being sat in the corner. Hours of his life, wasted. And the message he and his male colleagues took away, he told me, boiled down to one accusation.

It’s all your fault.

My seatmate’s words struck me. The truth is, I’d heard some version of them dozens of times before. I’d seen the body language, the Don’t yell at me! flinch, more times than I cared to remember. I’d watched self-assured, confident men curl into that defensive crouch when the subject of women—or God forbid, the phrase “gender equality”—had come up.

My seatmate and I spent the rest of the flight in awkward silence.

The next morning, several hundred women gathered in a hotel ballroom. I had been invited to speak about some of the most common issues women face at work—being overlooked in meetings, being underestimated, watching men getting credit for our ideas. As I spoke, I watched those several hundred female heads nodding in recognition.

I stopped right in the middle of a sentence.

“We already know all of this,” I said. “We need men in this room to hear the message instead.”

* * *

FIRST THINGS FIRST: There will be no man shaming in That’s What She Said. No male bashing. No finger-pointing.

For years, the fastest way to drive men from a room has been to mention women’s equality. And who could blame them? The conversation implicitly made men the villain. Long before my epiphany in Des Moines, back in 1859, a Harper’s Weekly cartoon depicted men cowering in a courtroom while suffragettes berated them. In an 1875 cartoon, a gaggle of women yell at a wincing man, above the caption: “Female Suffrage, Male Suffering.”

Men felt demonized. They still do. A recent Harvard study found that corporate “diversity training” has made the gender gap worse, in part because it makes men feel bad about themselves. Which, as it happens, is what it was engineered to do. “We used to do it with a two-by-four,” Howard Ross, a veteran diversity trainer, told me. “We beat ’em up until they saw the error of their ways. If somebody cried, that was great.”

Women, meanwhile, have pretty much wiped our hands clean of men, cutting them out of the conversation altogether. An entire industry of books, conferences, and networking groups has blossomed to tell us that closing the gender gap is up to us, not them. We’re told we need to speak up, to be more confident, to demand to be paid what we’re worth. We talk endlessly among ourselves about all of this. What we don’t do is talk to men about it.
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That disconnect between men and women makes no sense to me. If women only talk among ourselves, we can only solve 50 percent of the problem. We need men to join the conversation, to be our partners. And as for the men, most of them aren’t anywhere near villains. They don’t need beating up with a two-by-four. They’d like to see an equitable workplace, they just can’t figure out what they’re supposed to do about it.

As Intel’s chief executive officer, Brian Krzanich, put it, “I have two daughters. I want them to have a world that’s got equal opportunity for them.”

And yet men often recoil from the conversation about closing the gap. Some simply aren’t interested. Others are sure they have no problem with women themselves; it must be some other guys who do. And some feel victimized, as if the very topic is an implicit accusation. They’re sure the gap doesn’t exist at all, that if anything, women are getting an unfair advantage when it comes to jobs and opportunities.

Indeed, by some measures outright hostility toward women has increased, or at least become more visible, over the past decade. It’s been fanned both by the Wild West of the Web, where misogyny and racism thrive, and by the same deep economic frustrations and rejection of “political correctness” that powered Donald Trump into the presidency.

Misogynistic corporate cultures have flourished at companies including Fox News, Uber, venture capital firms, film studios, media companies, and more, though when exposed the result has been the ouster of top executives. The tech industry has been roiled by multiple sexual harassment scandals. In Hollywood, after producer Harvey Weinstein was accused by multiple women of sexual harassment and assault over a thirty-year stretch, thousands of women in other industries came forward with their own tales of abuse.

These trends are playing out on the world stage. One out of 5 men in a global survey of more than 17,000 people in 24 countries said that women are inferior to men. Almost half of women as well as men surveyed in Russia and India believe women to be inferior. And this was a survey done in 2017.

Those attitudes make it even more difficult for men who do want to reach across the gender divide. When Robert Moritz, chief executive officer of consulting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers, wrote a LinkedIn post about why the firm values diversity, commenters—professional men, using real names—called his ideas “repellent,” “an affront to every white man,” and argued there’s “no such thing as a real business run by a non-white man.” One suggested that he “surrender [his] job to a diversity hire and stay at home as a house husband.”

It’s no wonder that men feel stymied, fearful of speaking out on behalf of women. While he was a student at Harvard Business School in 2012, management consultant Kunal Modi published a piece in the Huffington Post arguing for gender equality. “Man up,” he wrote. “Men, just as equally as women, must take ownership of these family issues, which are core to American economic competitiveness.” He offered five pieces of advice, including such commonsense suggestions as “learn the facts,” “do your job . . . at home,” and “get involved at the ballot box,” in which he noted that the U.S. ranks “an appalling 90th in terms of female representation in our national legislature.” 

Even so, he had to take a hard gulp before pressing the “send” button. “It’s hard for guys to do this,” he told me later. Men worry: “Do I know enough? Do I have the right to talk about this issue? . . . One of the biggest challenges from a guy’s perspective is how do we make these issues discussable.” 

Indeed, plenty of other men would be happy to join in the conversation. They’re just terrified of saying something wrong. When Catalyst, a nonprofit organization focused on working women, asked men what might undermine their support for gender equality, a stunning 74 percent cited fear—fear of loss of status, fear of other men’s disapproval, and, most telling of all, fear of making a mistake.  Men are walking around on eggshells.

Telle Whitney, president and chief executive officer of the Anita Borg Institute for Women and Technology, has witnessed that phenomenon over and again during her organization’s annual Grace Hopper conference for women in technology. The confab attracts not only hundreds of women, but also male executives from the major tech firms, all of which are trying to recruit more female employees.

These men genuinely want to correct the gender imbalance in their industry, Whitney told me. But they are intimidated and uncertain exactly how to act or what to say. When Blake Irving, the chief executive of GoDaddy, a Web domain registry, spoke to the group about how he was trying to change the company’s macho culture, including eliminating its notoriously sexist ads featuring barely clad women, participants attacked him on social media.

“We have a lot of men come to Grace Hopper, and they feel very confused,” Whitney said. “They’d like to help [but] they feel like anything they try, they might get taken to task for.”

Those fears have only escalated in the past few years, when the tiniest gaffe can be instantly magnified by the Internet echo chamber. Complicating matters further, the politics and vocabulary of “inclusion”—of not offending any outsider group—have made it more fraught than ever for men to engage in this dialogue. There are the dreaded “microagressions”—hurtful, even if unintentional, slights. There are the controversial “trigger warnings” for potentially offensive material on college campuses. There are “safe spaces,” where people can go to avoid upsetting interactions. Why wouldn’t men—especially the white men who dominate the upper reaches of business—be spooked?

Their fear isn’t irrational. Researchers have found that when a man advocates for women’s rights, not only men but women are infuriated and surprised. Wharton psychology professor Adam Grant, who has written about women’s issues in collaboration with Facebook executive and Lean In author Sheryl Sandberg, says some readers have berated him: “What business do you have writing about women?”

Gender experts Barbara Annis and John Gray note that men in their workshops are terrified that they’ll screw up when they speak with women. The men often say they have a history of “saying the wrong thing” to women, a fear that can be paralyzing, they noted in their book Work with Me: The 8 Blind Spots Between Men and Women in Business. Even one previous episode of unintentionally offending or upsetting a woman can bring back those horrible feelings from adolescence, when boys are afraid to say the wrong thing to girls.

The problem can be exacerbated when these men become bosses. In one survey, 79 percent of male supervisors reported worrying about giving women candid feedback, and said they felt they had to provide guidance carefully and indirectly. The irony is that by self-censoring, the men don’t give women the feedback necessary for the women to advance. 

What’s more, that nervousness, that suppression of their natural instincts, makes it all the more likely that the wrong thing will pop out of their mouths. The men are baffled, they’re uncertain, they feel awkward, and it all rolls up into steering clear of particular topics—or of women altogether.

I’ve long been puzzled by this phenomenon. I’ve spent my career as a journalist working primarily with men. All of my mentors were men. Most professional men I’ve encountered truly believe that they are unbiased. And yet when the subject of women comes up, they are so uncomfortable, or fearful of saying the wrong thing, that they simply shut down.

So where does that leave us? With a conundrum: since neither side is talking openly to the other, lots of men are still clueless about the women they work with every day. Not intentionally. But wow. They unwittingly belittle us, or ignore us, or do something they think is nice that just infuriates us instead. Catalyst’s survey found that an astonishing 51 percent of men cited lack of awareness about exactly which issues women are facing.

No wonder almost 30 percent of women say they still endure bias at work, half a century after John F. Kennedy signed the Equal Pay Act. In the male-dominated technology industry, that figure soars to 80 percent, with 60 percent also reporting sexual harassment. The majority of men, meanwhile, report that as far as they’re concerned, discrimination doesn’t exist. Sexism has already been solved.

It’s even worse for women of color, who face a double bind, discounted for both their gender and their race. Strike one for being female: multiple studies have found that when a man and a woman are equally qualified for a job requiring math skills, employers are twice as likely to hire the man. And strike two for race: women of color are far more likely to experience the “prove it again” syndrome, in which they have to work harder than coworkers and repeatedly prove their competence. A 2014 survey of minority female scientists found that an astonishing 100 percent reported experiencing bias. What’s more, while women in the U.S. earn only 80 percent as much as men, the discrepancy for minority women is far steeper: just 63 cents on the dollar for black women and 54 cents for Latinas.

Sociologists have scratched their heads about why this is still the case. Intellectually we know it makes no sense. Women began earning college degrees in equal numbers to men more than three decades ago, and now earn more than half, so there’s been plenty of time to fill the “pipeline” that leads to management jobs. When I graduated in the 1980s, my female friends—and our male friends too—assumed it would only be a matter of time, and of mathematical certainty, that women would ultimately hold half of leadership roles. We had competed equally in school. We had applied for and been offered the same entry-level jobs.

A few days before graduation, my roommates and I wrote down our predictions for our lives: Where would we be in ten years? Then we sealed our prophecies in an envelope. At the time, Carol was on her way to law school, Ira was soon to enter medical school, Miranda was headed to graduate school for Russian/Soviet studies, and I had landed a job as a reporter at the Wall Street Journal. Peering into our own personal crystal balls, each one of us predicted that we would have satisfying careers—and big families. 

It didn’t occur to us that this might be an “either/or” proposition. Why would it? After all, we were on equal footing with the guys, and they respected us as equals. As far as we were concerned, the battle for women’s rights was over. Women had won.

Some of the most prestigious—and historically male dominated—companies that came to recruit on campus at that time were even hiring more women than men. When Lehman Brothers recruiters arrived—this was when it was still a king-of-the-world investment bank, long before it almost crashed the economy—my friend Phyllis was one of the lucky ones to snare a coveted spot in its analyst training program. Showing up for her first day of work a few months later, she was surprised—and she laughingly admits, a little disappointed—to find that two-thirds of her entry-level class was female. The dating pool at work was thin.

My friends and I didn’t consider ourselves “feminists.” That was something of a dirty word among many young women at the time, conjuring images of man-hating women who didn’t shave their legs. To us that battle for equality was long over. Men and women would march into the future together, on equal footing. Our professors and administrators kept telling our class that we were the future. We believed them. After all, they didn’t add any caveats. They didn’t say that only the men would be leaders. They were talking to all of us.

Yet three decades later, the world hasn’t turned out at all as we had imagined. We were wrong in our cavalier attitude toward feminists, those women who had sacrificed so much so that we could, unthinkingly, expect we could have it all. Not only were we wrong, but by assuming their fight wasn’t our own—and assuming their battles were over—we inadvertently lost some of their hard-earned gains.

Almost all of the women in that Lehman Brothers class ultimately quit the finance business, including Phyllis, who went on to earn an M.B.A. from Stanford and then abandoned her business career to become a screenwriter. As for my suitemates, those little folded scraps of paper with our predictions couldn’t have been more wrong. While we did marry and have children, half of us dialed back, quitting jobs or working part-time as we struggled to balance work and family. Those who stayed found that guys whom we’d easily bested in school were suddenly bosses. At our ten-year college reunion, the men swanned around in cashmere sports jackets, sussing out which one of them had made bank managing director first. The women had already encountered obstacles and difficulties that we’d never imagined.

My college friends and I are in some ways a microcosm of what’s happened in the wider world. Even though women earn almost 60 percent of college degrees and more than half of graduate-school degrees, they represent just 5.6 percent of S&P 500 chief executives and 18 percent of board members of Fortune 1000 firms. They are only 19 percent of law partners. A Rockefeller Foundation survey found that 1 in 4 Americans believes we will literally invent time travel before women run half of the Fortune 500 companies. 

According to a McKinsey/WSJ analysis, at the rate we’re going, it will take a hundred years to reach parity in the executive suite. Globally, the situation is worse. The World Economic Forum estimates it will take 170 years to reach economic parity for women and men worldwide.

This is an urgent problem not just for women but for men. If women participated equally with men in the workforce, American gross domestic product—the total value of the country’s goods and services, and a key measure of economic health—would increase by 5 percent, boosting the economy for all of us.

Nor is this just an American problem. Europe and Asia are struggling with the same lopsided landscape. They desperately need more women working to jump-start their sluggish economies. At least eight European countries have passed quotas requiring 30 percent of board seats or more to be held by women—including Germany, Norway, Italy, Spain, and France. In the U.K., new legislation will require big companies to publicly report the pay gap between men and women, a chasm that currently tops £300,000 over the course of a woman’s working life. Japan rolled out a program called “Womenomics” to encourage more women to work, claiming it will boost the country’s economy by 15 percent. Prime Minister Shinzō Abe calls women “Japan’s most underutilized resource.”

But as long as men are afraid, or don’t know how to talk about the issues, or are just in the dark about women, we won’t close the gap. Even the most well meaning men have a long way to go. I recently attended an event for the 30% Club, an organization founded by British finance executive Helena Morrissey that encourages companies to strive for 30 percent female representation on corporate boards. Research has shown that women’s views are discounted until they make up almost a third of any given group.

The event, the kickoff festivities for a mentoring program for promising mid-career women, was hosted by Kenneth Jacobs, the chairman and chief executive officer of banking giant Lazard. We filed into the bank’s impressive conference space high above Rockefeller Center, with waiters passing delicate sushi rolls and windows offering panoramic views of Midtown Manhattan. Jacobs took the podium and looked slowly around at the hundred or so audience members, an overwhelmingly female crowd in their best business suits. He paused.

“Generally, I’m a pretty good public speaker,” he finally began. “But I confess tonight I’m a little nervous. Here I am in front of a room full of women, and that’s very unusual . . . I have to say it’s a bit intimidating.”

The irony wasn’t lost on the room, or on me, either. Every woman there knew what it was like to be the lone female in a room full of men. And no woman—certainly not me—would confess to being frightened. Imagine any businesswoman taking a podium and starting her speech by saying, “Wow, here I am in a room full of men, and it’s terrifying!” That would be absurd. Only a powerful man could trot out that line as a conversational icebreaker. The fact that he didn’t seem to realize the irony was emblematic of how far we have to go in bringing together men and women at work.

It isn’t just him. His one-liner is a common trope among men. At an awards luncheon for women in media, host Andy Cohen looked out at the Waldorf Astoria ballroom filled with more than a thousand women and quipped, “I’m intimidated!” One of the presenters, Michael Roth, chief executive of advertising giant Interpublic, took his place at the microphone and joked, “It’s not often I represent diversity.” Funny, sure. But also a reminder that these men and so many others don’t have to think about what their female colleagues experience all day, every day.

That’s why, prompted first by that businessman on a plane ride to Des Moines, I realized how crucial it is for women to let men in on our secrets. And so I went on a quest to understand not just the challenges women face, but to discover what mystifies or perplexes professional men about the women they work with. My goal was to get to the bottom of issues that men face every day: why women often don’t speak up at meetings, why they can seem tentative when they do speak up, why there are so few qualified women in the management pipeline despite good-faith efforts to recruit them.

And then I went in search of solutions. I sought out male executives who are trying to get it right. I traveled across the U.S. and beyond in search of new discoveries, research, and real-life experiments. I focused on men, institutions, even countries, that are actively trying to close the gender gap.

What I found exploded everything I thought I knew about gender. Some of the most surprising revelations came from the unlikeliest of sources: from the Enron scandal, from brain research, from transgender scientists, from Iceland’s campaign to “feminize” an entire nation. Together these findings offer fresh insights into the way we relate to one another. My hope is that the information in this book will be helpful for men who want to sharpen their competitive edge, and who could use some practical tips to help figure out and engage with women—without judgment or blame.

And for women, my hope is they’ll come away with a new set of tools they can use to break down barriers, right now. Women are accustomed to being passed over and marginalized; we’re frustrated because despite lots of talk, there’s been precious little action when it comes to gender equity. Yet in some corners there’s been remarkable progress, and I’ve sought to crack the code of how successful initiatives can take root.

So consider this an invitation to join the conversation, to work together to close the gender gap. You may be alternately surprised, relieved, irritated, and delighted. But above all my hope is that That’s What She Said will become a rallying cry, for both men and women, finally to take real steps toward closing the gender gap at work and in life. 

The people you’ll meet in this book don’t pretend to have all the answers. Nor do I. But their stories offer reason for optimism. We’re on the cusp of a new way of thinking, one that unites men and women rather than divides us—at work and beyond.





1

The Secret Lives of Women (a Primer for Men)

Let’s say you’re a guy, and you’ve done just fine so far. Why should you think about changing your ways to fit in with women? It seems absurd even to consider the possibility.

“Ladies (women? gals? Hell, I don’t know!) you need to man up if you want to succeed in a man’s world,” one Wall Street Journal reader wrote after I suggested in an article that men try to better understand women.

As another male reader put it, “Women need to learn the way men interact, and change themselves accordingly.”

Actually, women already change themselves plenty. If you’re a man, here are a few things you should know. I wear high heels at work because I’m convinced that makes me look more powerful to you. (Research tells me I’m right—taller women earn as much as 8 percent more than shorter ones.) Linda Hudson, former chief executive of defense contractor BAE Systems, hired a drama teacher so she could get rid of her Georgia accent and lower the pitch of her voice, to sound more like you. Dr. Carmen Quatman, a chief orthopedic surgical resident at Ohio State University, sought out coaching to look as confident as you—as if it wasn’t enough that she’d already published 20 papers, presented at 17 conferences, and won 6 national awards. 

All of us, and countless other women, are attempting to fit into a professional world that was created in the image of men. The way we speak, dress, write emails, present ourselves—we’re conscious of how we come across in a culture that’s not quite our own. We’re always a little bit like a tourist, trying to mimic the habits of the locals so we can blend in. New York Times reporter David Streitfeld perfectly captured the impossible balance many women are trying to strike in a piece he wrote about a sex discrimination suit: “Speak up—but don’t talk too much. Light up the room—but don’t overshadow others. Be confident and critical—but not cocky or negative.”

That’s one reason why women have been so intrigued by social psychologist Ann Cuddy’s work on power posing. She’s found that we can improve our confidence and actually increase our testosterone levels—literally appear more like men—by adapting simple “power poses,” like standing arms akimbo with hands on hips and legs wide (the “Wonder Woman”), putting our legs up on our desks, or puffing out our chests. The poses not only increase testosterone levels by as much as 20 percent, they also decrease stress levels.

Not surprisingly, these poses come naturally to men, but they are foreign to most women—not to mention difficult to pull off in a pencil skirt and heels. We do them anyway.

We change our appearance to fit in with you too. A woman’s looks sometimes count more than her résumé. One study found that women with blond hair earn 7 percent more than brunettes. Women who wear makeup get better jobs and quicker promotions. Thin women outearn heavier women; white women who are overweight pay a financial penalty of a 12 percent drop in their wealth. Multiple studies have found that people of both genders who are more attractive than average earn more money than their less genetically gifted peers. But there too men have the edge: when researchers interviewed fourteen thousand people, they concluded that for women, grooming—hair, makeup, clothes—counts even more than looks when it comes to earnings.

Take it from me, it costs a small—make that more like a large—fortune for all that upkeep. The average woman spends $15,000 on cosmetics alone during her lifetime. And that’s just for starters. Women pay more than men for almost all of their necessities, from dry cleaning to razors to shampoo to blue jeans. It’s known as the “pink tax,” and it’s pervasive. The New York City Department of Consumer Affairs found that 42 percent out of eight hundred products it surveyed cost more for women than for men. That can add up to $1,400 a year for women, a California study found. Considering that women earn less than men for the same jobs in the first place, the financial consequences are significant.

Depending on where you work, the costs can be even steeper. The fashion, advertising, and hospitality industries are particularly brutal for women. When I was an editor at Condé Nast, a publisher known for magazines like Vogue and Glamour, every item of clothing, pocketbook, and pair of shoes I wore was scrutinized, even though I worked at a business publication and didn’t share the same elevator bank as the fashion editors. Walking into the company cafeteria, with a sea of eyes staring you up and down, could turn into an exercise of doubt and self-flagellation. 

Early on, some colleagues in the photo department kidnapped me, on a “mercy mission,” they said only half-jokingly, to save me from myself. Apparently, my amateur makeup application looked “too New Jersey.” (Though being born and raised in New Jersey, I didn’t consider that an insult.) They brought in a makeup artist who promptly threw out the drugstore mascara and eyeliner I’d been using since I was twelve years old, and loaded me up with expensive designer cosmetics.

All those extra costs don’t even include the hours women spend on styling our hair, getting manicures, and putting on makeup. One of my favorite examples of how this plays out comes from the former president of Barnard College, Debora Spar, who in her book Wonder Women: Sex, Power and the Quest for Perfection calculated that she spends 282 hours a year on basic maintenance, versus the 30 hours that her husband spends. “Over the course of a forty-year career, I will spend 10,080 more hours than the average guy sitting next to me—nearly five working years—trying to make myself look presentable,” she wrote. 

That’s a sobering thought, that women need to cram in five extra years over the same time period of our careers just to stay on par with men. And that’s before considering the additional time women spend on child care and housework, which despite admirable gains that men have made in these areas over the past generation, still clocks in at about nine hours a week more than men spend.

Women in positions of authority make even more changes, so that they don’t appear too threatening to you. One study found that 48 percent of female CEOs and 35 percent of female senators have blond hair, even though only 5 percent of the white population is blond. Hillary Clinton, who in her student days appeared to be a brunette, has long since become blond. Sandra Day O’Connor, first female Supreme Court justice? Blond. Meg Whitman, chief executive of Hewlett Packard? Virginia Rometty, chief executive of IBM, and Kirsten Gillibrand, New York senator? Yep, they’re blond too. Researchers theorize that lighter hair color is associated with youth, beauty, and warmth, which helps counteract the harsh trait of aggressiveness that goes against female stereotypes.

Women even change the way they speak to fit in with you. Linguists have documented what most of us have observed in real life: men typically have speech patterns that are more assertive and aggressive, while women tend to be more inclusive and self-effacing. I am reminded of that every time I attend the Matrix Awards luncheon for women in media. Each year, on a Monday in April, a Manhattan hotel ballroom overflows with female television anchors, executives, writers, tech pioneers, and actresses. Onstage, either being honored or presenting awards, are some of the most accomplished women in the country, from Tina Fey to Toni Morrison to Katie Couric.

The honorees each give a short acceptance speech. And almost every one of them, in some form or another, says the same two words: “I’m lucky.” At one awards ceremony, even honoree Lena Dunham, the actress and very model of modern feminism, proclaimed how “lucky” she was—twice.

When men succeed, they attribute it to their own grit and intelligence. Women attribute it to luck. It’s hard for us to own our accomplishments. We diminish them, or refuse to talk about them, or give the credit to somebody else. We apologize all the time, even though we aren’t sorry. We lard up our work conversations with qualifiers like “This may be a stupid question, but . . .” or “I don’t want to bother you, but . . .” We make statements that sound like questions, even when stating facts (“Shouldn’t we turn right here, not left?”). We use language that makes us seem hesitant, that downplays our own status, and that implicitly cedes more power to the other person in the conversation—especially if it’s a man.

We also are highly aware of this, and are trying desperately to change it. We know that to men, our natural speech patterns can be misconstrued as a sign of weakness or indecision. 

Comedian Amy Schumer spoofed the tendency for women to apologize in a hilarious skit in which the women speaking on a “females in innovation” panel, including a Pulitzer Prize winner and a Nobel Prize winner, trip over each other as they apologize for increasingly absurd scenarios, culminating in one of the women being fatally burned by scalding-hot coffee spilled on her by a man (“Sorry, is this coffee? Sorry, this is my fault”). It wasn’t that far off from the truth; Hillary Clinton became the first presidential candidate in recorded history to say “I’m sorry” in her concession speech.

So we try to erase our own natural speech patterns, to sound more like you. Some female executives keep a “Sorry Jar” on their desks, contributing a dollar each time they find themselves uttering the word. Google even offers a gmail plug-in for women called “Just Not Sorry.” It highlights those undermining words and phrases with a red underline, as if they are misspelled. It is a reminder to women to stop sabotaging ourselves in your eyes.

All of this is simply to fit in with you, to be as unobtrusive as possible so that we can be recognized for our work, and not penalized for the way we dress or speak or look or act. It takes hours of effort and hundreds of tiny daily conscious and subconscious decisions about what to say, when to speak, what to wear, whether to acknowledge we have a sick kid at home—moves we make to protect ourselves and that are completely invisible to most men.

My point isn’t to blame men, who for the most part don’t realize any of this is happening. I’m simply stating the facts. This is the reality for the women who work with you.

* * *

LINGUIST DEBORAH TANNEN, author of Talking from 9 to 5, has famously argued that all of these verbal and behavioral tics—the “upspeak” at the end of sentences, the apologies, the hedging, the self-effacing language—date back to childhood. Little girls learn to play with other girls by collaborating, while boys learn to play with other boys by trying to one-up each other. Girls who try to grab power are shunned. Observing children play, Tannen noted that young girls in a group use language and actions that assure others they are all equal. Girls who overtly jockey for status are ostracized by the group. Boys gain status by winning and one-upping others, while girls lose status for precisely the same behavior.

Girls who violate the norm aren’t seen as “nice.” They’re “bossy” or “nasty.” And of course who doesn’t want to be seen as nice? I certainly do. Girls learn early that we pay a price for acting differently than what is expected of us.

Tannen wrote her seminal book about these miscues between the sexes more than two decades ago. It’s troubling to her that its insights remain as fresh now as ever. When the book was first published, “If you asked me, ‘Will everything be the same in twenty years?’ I would have said, ‘I hope not,’” she told me. She sighed. “But no, things haven’t changed.”

All of this adds up to one exasperating, infuriating fact: despite the decades that men and women have been working together, we still haven’t quite figured each other out. Men, even the most enlightened of them, often remain oblivious to the issues facing their female colleagues sitting in the next cubicle. It’s no wonder. They’ve grown up with the concept that “equal” at work has meant “the same”—a notion that has done us all a disservice. It doesn’t allow for the many differences that may inadvertently reward men while penalizing women. It smooths over and ultimately negates the challenges that women face every day, which in turn makes their experiences invisible to men.

That’s a dangerous situation for men and women alike. If men are blind to the gender gap experienced by women, we can hardly expect them to care about it, or to be partners in helping to close it. Perhaps it shouldn’t be surprising that a recent Pew survey found that the majority of men believe obstacles to women’s success “are largely gone,” while the majority of women believe “significant obstacles” are still in the way. 

The same goes for sexist behavior, which men consistently underestimate. While the majority of women in a nationwide poll said they had been touched inappropriately by a man, only a third of men thought their partners had experienced that kind of harassment.

The bid for gender equality still is perceived largely as a female struggle, led by women for the benefit of women. As sociologist Michael Kimmel has said, “Most men do not know they are gendered beings. When we say ‘gender’ we hear ‘women.’” That explains why one study found that 43 percent of women agreed with the statement “Women have fewer opportunities than men”—while only 12 percent of men agreed. The men simply couldn’t quantify what they couldn’t see.

Men who can’t see the problem end up instead exacerbating it. Being blind to the issue emboldened Kevin Roberts, then-chairman of Saatchi & Saatchi, one of the world’s largest advertising firms, to publicly insist that gender diversity is “an issue that isn’t really there,” that “the f——ing debate is all over,” that the lack of female leadership in his industry isn’t “a problem,” and that he spent no time on “supposed gender issues.” 

He didn’t make those comments fifty years ago, as you might expect. He made them in 2016. This despite the advertising industry’s significant gender gap in leadership; while the industry as a whole is evenly split between genders, women make up only 11 percent of creative directors. His comments provoked such fury that he ultimately resigned. 

That blind spot also helps explain why the following year John Allan, the chairman of British supermarket giant Tesco PLC, complained that white men are “an endangered species” on U.K. corporate boards, despite the fact that just 29 percent of directors appointed the previous year were female, and his own board of eleven members had only two women. (He later backtracked on his comments after women threatened to boycott his stores.)

What set these men apart wasn’t their boneheaded comments. It was that they said them out loud, in public. Decades of research has shown that their perceptions are common: men tend to overestimate not only women’s progress, but their presence. The Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media found that on average, only 17 percent of the people in film crowd scenes are female, but the perception among men is that 50 percent are women. 

Men also believe women speak more than they do in reality. While they perceive that women talk more than men, women actually don’t even get equal time in group discussions unless they make up a majority—60 to 80 percent—of the group. That goes for films too: USC’s Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism found that in 2015, female characters made up less than a third of speaking roles in movies.

The reality is that even today, being male is the norm. Being female is the outlier. This isn’t just the case at work. “Male” is the default mode around the world—at home and in school, at the mall and in the doctor’s office, online and in real life. Even the words we speak are primarily male. In European and Asian languages, the default form of any word is male; you need an alternate form—an added esse or ette, for example—to transform it into the female equivalent. The male variant is taken more seriously. A “movie star” has more gravitas than a “starlet.” And who would want to be operated on by a “surgeonette”?

* * *

ALL OF WHICH is to say that women are already living in a man’s world. We’re adjusting to you, every day. The more intriguing notion to me, though, is that men are starting to meet us halfway. They’re recalibrating their behavior, just as we recalibrate ours. And in doing so, they are transforming a one-sided conversation—women talking to and about women—into something far more powerful. When men and women both reach across the gender divide, we actually will have a shot at closing the gap.

Consider Glen Mazzara, an executive producer of the hit television series The Shield, about a Los Angeles police squad. The characters in the show are diverse, yet when he first began working on it, “I looked around the writers’ room and a lot of my fellow writers were white, middle-aged guys,” he recalled. Even when he asked talent agents specifically for female writers, they kept sending over white guys. They didn’t believe he was sincere; one agent even told him, “I was just trying to cover my ass.” Mazzara began to believe that “the system is rigged to accept white males, to train them and keep them in the pipeline.” Indeed, less than a third of film and television writers are female, while in 2016, just 7 percent of the 250 top-grossing films were directed by women.

Ultimately the show brought in a two-person female writing team. But then another problem emerged: the women weren’t contributing in the writers’ room. They didn’t have a chance. Every time they tried to present prepared material, some guy would cut them off. Worse, Mazzara realized, this had been going on for quite some time. It took him too long to notice it himself. “I was complicit in this because my male ear was tuned to the interrupting male voice,” he said. “So I realized I had behavior that I had to unlearn.”

Mazzara’s realization that the women were being shut down may have been news to him—but it’s familiar to women everywhere. Visit any meeting, at any company, anywhere in the world, on any given day, and you’ll find the same scenario. Men dominate. Women often don’t speak at all, or self-censor, or tentatively pose statements as questions. Women who do speak up are interrupted or ignored. If they do manage to get an idea out before being shut down, a guy inevitably will grab credit. 

If an alien landed in the middle of a quarterly budget report at a typical company, the imbalance would be easy for the alien to spot. Yet to most men, it is invisible. Meetings, quite simply, are the killing fields of a woman’s career.

This too dates back to the sandbox. Linguist Tannen has found that little boys don’t listen to girls. Even as youngsters, boys “pay less attention to females of their own age than to other males,” she says. “And the experience of women at meetings indicates the same is often true for adult men and women.”

Indeed, women who do speak up at meetings are often penalized just as little girls are. A Yale study found that male executives who spoke more than their peers were viewed as more competent. For the female executives, it was the reverse. If they spoke more than their peers, they were judged 14 percent less competent. And when researchers observed company meetings for a 2012 study, they found that men speak a whopping 75 percent of the time—and that women as a result have little impact on decisions.

This is as true for world leaders as it is for company trainees. Christine Lagarde, head of the International Monetary Fund, said that in a meeting, when a woman speaks, “many of the male board members start to withdraw physically, they start to look at their papers, to look at the floor . . . and you need to disrupt that.” She doesn’t hesitate to call them out on it: “When you’re the chair, you say ‘Somebody’s talking. You should be listening.’”

Similarly, Linda Hudson, the former BAE chief executive, has noticed the phenomenon throughout her career. “You can see it. . . . around the conference table,” she told me. In a meeting, “the men who speak will pay more attention to other men than to women. It’s just a dynamic that has developed over decades and lifetimes, the view that somehow what the man has to say is important. It might matter more than what a woman has to say.”

Dozens of studies have concluded that women are interrupted more frequently than men, and that men do so to display their power. Kieran Snyder, a tech executive with a Ph.D. in linguistics, calculated interruptions in meetings at her own company, and found that men were three times more likely to interrupt women than other men. Perhaps even more dispiriting, though, the very few women who did interrupt others overwhelmingly cut in on other women—a stunning 87 percent of the time. They almost never interrupted men.

Not even the Supreme Court is immune. A Northwestern University analysis of Supreme Court arguments over a dozen years found that the three female justices were interrupted three times more frequently than their male counterparts. As powerful as these women are, they “are just like other women,” the researchers wrote, “talked over by their male colleagues.” Interestingly, though, the longer the female justices sat on the court, the more they adopted speaking patterns similar to those of the men, using fewer polite qualifiers like “excuse me” or “sorry,” and speaking in a more aggressive, declaratory style.

Like the justices, tech executive Snyder concluded that women need to change their behavior, to act like men in order to be heard: “Women don’t advance in their careers beyond a certain point without learning to interrupt.” 

Even then, they face steep odds. I was reminded of that at a recent meeting of the World Economic Forum in Davos. Each year, billionaires, CEOs, and world leaders descend on this tiny Swiss ski resort town for a weeklong orgy of backslapping, schmoozing, partying, and amassing bragging rights for running into George Clooney or Xi Jinping. And, oh yes, solving the problems of the world.

For several years I’ve been there too, as a journalist covering the proceedings. Each time, I am newly astonished by how few women I see. This is a conference of three thousand people, yet there’s never a line for the ladies’ room. That tells you pretty much everything you need to know about the “global elite.”

The forum has made a concerted effort to invite more women. It even took the somewhat desperate measure of allowing companies to bring an extra attendee beyond the maximum four—as long as the extra is female. It reminds me of the dive bars I went to in college: Ladies’ Night! In 2017, the conference organizers announced, proudly and with great fanfare, that 20 percent of attendees were female. The audience applauded, to my consternation. Since when is 20 percent, when women comprise slightly more than half the population, something to celebrate?

“It takes endurance,” one of the forum participants, Kim Metcalf-Kupres, the chief marketing officer of Johnson Controls, told me during the 2017 meeting. “I’m naturally an introvert, and as a woman in these forums, this is a forum of extroverts and a forum of big egos.” 

Most of the action in Davos takes place not in the large formal sessions, but in small private meetings. There, she says, “the men dominate the conversation. Their body language to me is offensive. I find my personal space becomes smaller and smaller and their arm gestures become bigger and bigger. And nobody wants to ask questions. Everybody want to make statements . . . It becomes about grandstanding . . . It’s all thought provoking, but they’re all talking at each other, past each other.”

It takes guts for women to speak up. And sometimes a thick skin too. I know from painful experience. For years I barely spoke at meetings. I feared that others would think my ideas were stupid . . . or that I was. The first time I pushed myself to do so, I was terrified that my remarks would be ignored, or greeted with derision, or dismissed with the journalist’s most dreaded insult: “Everybody knows that.” Day after day, I would sit silently as men spoke up, making points I had been thinking beforehand but had been too timid to express. Finally, I tried, tentatively, to interject my own ideas. At first, it was liberating. My boss was attentive, my ideas for news coverage were having an impact. So far, so good.

But then one of my more swaggering male colleagues, who considered himself a rival for our boss’s attention, pulled me aside. He led me to a vacant office and closed the door. The vein in his forehead was throbbing. “Stop talking!” he yelled. “Just stop. You’re not as smart as you think you are.”

I was too startled to respond. I was, literally, shaking. I was mortified. And furious. And also . . . wondering if he was right. Maybe everybody else in the room did know more than I did. Shaken, I confided as much to my husband, Tom, that night. My gallant husband’s first reaction was to offer to beat up the guy, which I appreciated. But then he shrugged and said, essentially, get over it: this was simply posturing by a colleague who was vying for our boss’s attention.

The next day, gulping in a deep breath, I forced myself to speak. In the following weeks, every day I did the same. Speaking up didn’t come naturally—it still doesn’t. But my husband was right. My voice was heard. As for my swaggering colleague, he eventually left the company.

My experience, and my self-doubt about the value of my opinion, would hardly surprise sociologists. Not just men but women themselves have a hard time accepting it when a woman’s behavior is at odds with long-held stereotypes. One survey asked more than three thousand professional and college-age women what lessons they were taught growing up. Topping the list: “be nice to others,” “be a good student,” “be respectful to authorities/elders,” and “be helpful.” At the bottom? “Be a good leader,” “make a difference in society,” “master a skill,” and “share your point of view.”

When women do force ourselves to speak, that’s just clearing the first hurdle. The next may be even harder: when women’s ideas are accepted, it’s often because the credit goes to a man. Olivia makes a smart comment and no one seems to hear it. Then Bill paraphrases it, and suddenly he’s a genius: “That Bill! What a sharp thinker he is.” The women in the room, meanwhile, are all thinking the same thing: “WTF?? That’s what she said!”

Almost any woman you ask is familiar with the experience. It’s so common that Mother Jones ran a list headlined “Ladies Last: 8 Inventions by Women That Dudes Got Credit For”—including the double helix (Rosalind Franklin), computer programming (Ada Lovelace), and the game Monopoly (Elizabeth Magie). The classic example is Kanye West, who took credit for singer Taylor Swift’s success: “I made that bitch famous. God damn, I made that bitch famous.”

“It happens to all of us, every day,” Metcalf-Kupres of Johnson Controls told me, laughing ruefully. “They don’t even know they’re doing it.”

I once referenced the phenomenon in a speech before a group of lawyers. During the Q & A afterward, one of the men in the audience raised his hand, eyes wide. He was part of a working group in which the majority of an assignment was done by a female lawyer, he said. But when the work was complete, one of the men in the group gave the final presentation to the senior partner and got the credit. As he spoke, he seemed stunned by this new and sudden realization. All around him, a hundred female faces looked bemused, and just a tiny bit annoyed. I could almost hear their collective response: Duh.

And yet men who become aware of this dynamic are in the best possible position to help us change it. That’s why Glen Mazzara’s epiphany, that he needed to “unlearn” some of his own behaviors to make sure women were heard, is so critically important. When he realized that female writers were constantly being interrupted by their male counterparts, he came up with a new rule: No interrupting during prepared presentations. For anyone. The idea wasn’t to coddle women; it was to make sure the best ideas got surfaced, and the worst were summarily killed. 

Every writer is entitled to present their pitch, to its conclusion, without anyone else jumping in, Mazzara explained. “Then, when they finish, then you can rip it apart and leave them in tears—whether they’re male or female.” Mazzara has since gone on to become the showrunner for multiple hit series, including The Walking Dead, and has brought the practice to each.

* * *

THOUGH MEN MAY not realize this, women have been coming up with similar kinds of life hacks for years, in order to be heard. Jennifer Allyn, PricewaterhouseCoopers managing director for diversity, advocates the “brag buddies” approach. Women have a difficult time talking about their own achievements, and are viewed unfavorably when they do. It’s the “humility trap,” she says, the idea that “good girls don’t brag.” So she recommends that women instead trade success stories with one another. Then each makes it a priority to talk up the others to colleagues; they support each other by pointing out the others’ achievements.

The women working in President Barack Obama’s administration invented their own twist on this idea. Obama prided himself on championing women. The first bill he signed into law when he took office in 2009 was the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, effectively extending the statute of limitations on equal-pay lawsuits. By the end of his tenure, women made up 44 percent of his top staff. 

And yet women in his administration still felt overlooked and bulldozed by the men in meetings. So much so that they created an echo-chamber solution they called “amplification”: when one woman spoke up, another would repeat her idea and give her credit for it. The women reinforced one another, allowing them to take ownership of their ideas before a man could steal them.

I’m encouraged to see that more men are embracing these kinds of tactics too. After he became a manager, Paul Gotti, Cardinal Health’s vice president of nuclear pharmacy services, noticed that in meetings, a woman “will say something, and it’s not acknowledged until a guy says it later.” So now he makes sure to credit the woman and then bring her back into the discussion, asking her, “Why don’t you elaborate on that?” 

The beauty of Gotti’s solution is its elegant simplicity. You don’t need to be the boss to recognize when a woman has a great idea that’s been overlooked or credited to someone else. Any one of us, male or female, can speak up and give her credit on her behalf.

* * *

THE MYRIAD WAYS in which women are adjusting to you, all day every day, nevertheless remain stubbornly invisible to most men. It’s time to put a stop to that. And that’s where this book comes in. Whether you’re a man or a woman, whether you’re just starting out in your career or are a senior manager, whether you’re a father or a mother, it’s time to acknowledge the gap and understand how we can work together to close it. I’ve been on multiple sides of this equation, as an employee and a boss and as a mom to a daughter and a son, both of whom I hope will experience a more equal world—something my husband wishes for as fervently as I do.

Wherever you stand, once you see the gap—women being overlooked, interrupted, their ideas credited to a man—you’ll notice it everywhere. The good news is, that’s the first step in closing it. As I traversed the country and the world, speaking with scores of executives and academics who are making an effort to reach across the gender divide, they all noted this same essential step. Awareness, like sunlight, isn’t just the best disinfectant. It’s the cure. The men I met who became attuned to the issues told me they modified their own behavior, and tried to change the culture of their own workplaces too.

These men are already making a difference. Consider my college pal Matt Krentz. We became fast friends freshman year, when he and a group of boys lived directly above my own suite of five girls. They were like brothers, who alternately protected and tortured us. Once, my roommates and I came back from dinner to find all of our furniture—which we had pooled our meager resources to buy from the Salvation Army—was gone. We panicked and called the police. The guys, realizing we were too naive to understand that no self-respecting thief would want our tattered plaid couch, had to admit they had stashed it in their own suite as a practical joke.

After graduation, Matt landed an entry-level job at Boston Consulting Group (BCG). Matt hails from a family of strong women: he has two brilliant sisters, a mother with an advanced degree in English, and he met his wife when they were classmates in business school. So he was perplexed to find that, as the years went by and he rose through the ranks, at each level he had fewer female colleagues. Ultimately promoted to run the firm’s Chicago office, he looked around and realized there were no female partners at all in his group. That’s when he began assessing the issue in earnest.

Matt became an anthropologist in his own firm, studying the habits, habitats, and interactions of the men and women around him. Consulting is a difficult career for anyone. The path to partnership, designed decades ago for men with wives at home, typically takes about eight years and requires continuous travel to embed with clients. 

But Matt and other firm leaders began noticing other, more subtle issues that were alienating to women in particular. For example, “We are a very critical culture. We often tell people what they need to get better at”—a message that was effective for many men, but was devastating to many of the women. Indeed, researchers have found that some women react to negative feedback far more strongly than men do. When given a mix of positive and negative feedback, men focus on the positive—while women put greater weight on the negative.

At BCG, women took that critical feedback to heart so strongly that it undermined their confidence. Even for high-performing women, the firm’s feedback often was “You need to be more edgy, more confrontational,” which inadvertently sent the message that they were supposed to act like men. 

For men, “that environment doesn’t feel foreign,” Matt said. But “the women become much more disconnected, and we lose the opportunity to retain them.” Not only were women quitting at higher rates than men, those who didn’t leave voluntarily were being cut at a disproportionately greater rate than men.

Matt and like-minded colleagues took a hard look at their own behavior, and realized that “we need to change the environment in which we work, how we give feedback, and more proactively engage on how we are mentoring, sponsoring, guiding” women, he told me. Among other steps, he paired women with successful partners so they could model real-world success. The partners didn’t just offer advice and moral support; they were able to advocate for the women they worked with. 

“A mentor isn’t good enough. You need someone who will stick their neck out and say, ‘Yes, I will vouch for this person,’” Matt found. By the time he moved on to his next role, close to 20 percent of the partners in the Chicago office were women.

Today, Matt is one of BCG’s most senior leaders, a member of the executive committee and head of the global people team. (And I assume no longer pilfering his friends’ furniture!) His work helped lead to a program called Apprenticeship in Action, which, among other things, helps junior employees develop professional relationships. 

Performance evaluations have changed too, to focus on strengths, not just weaknesses, and link those strengths to areas for development. Managers check to make sure they don’t fall back on the male-dominated tropes like “‘You need to be more confrontational in meetings, you need to speak out more,’” Matt said. “Just telling someone to do that and then watching to see if they can do it is poor development, but we default to that because men will respond.” From 2011 to 2016, the number of female consultants grew by 70 percent.

The bottom line is, “our male leaders need to be engaged on this,” Matt told me. “We have to behave differently.”

We have to behave differently. Think about that for a moment. Women spend our whole careers trying to fit in with men. But when men like Matt Krentz and Glen Mazzara change their behavior to adapt to us as well, the landscape suddenly shifts. The old saw about Ginger Rogers—“she did everything Fred Astaire did, but backwards and in high heels”—has been a pretty accurate description of how women feel at work. When more men reach across the gender divide, we can work side by side instead—facing forward together.
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She’ll Make You More Successful

One day in 1945, a failed landscaper stumbled on an idea he was sure would make him rich.

Earl Silas Tupper had already gone bankrupt once, and may well have been on his way there again. He had lost his Massachusetts tree surgery business during the dark days of the Depression. Who cared about pruning your trees when you couldn’t feed your kids? He had tried his hand as an inventor too, but nobody wanted to buy his fish-powered boat or his dripless ice-cream cone.

Desperate for work, he had taken a job in a plastics factory. After scraping together enough savings, he bought some molding machines and went into business himself. When World War II erupted, he turned himself into a military contractor and churned out plastic parts for gas masks and jeeps.

But when the war ended, demand for gas masks evaporated. What’s worse, so did the raw materials he needed to keep his plants running.

“Sorry, there’s just not enough to go around,” a Bakelite sales rep told him that day, when Earl went looking for the plastic resin he needed for his molds.

Earl refused to leave. “What else have you got? You must have something kicking around.”

The rep shrugged, and handed Earl a rubbery, stinking black substance that left a greasy film on his fingers. It was slag, the waste left over from industrial smelting. The military had used it during the war to insulate wiring on military devices. But now that the war was over, nobody needed it.

“We have tons of this stuff sitting around and we don’t know what to do with it,” the rep said. “You can have all of it if you want.”

Earl took the greasy hunk home. Thoughtfully, he turned it over and over in his hands. Maybe, he thought, if he could figure out how to liquefy it, he could make something useful out of it. So he threw it in a pot of water and boiled it.

Soon, he was mixing up different concoctions using the slag, technically known as polyethylene. Every night, he would bring home a dozen samples of the stuff, mixed with different chemicals and processed using different pressures. Then he and his teenage son Miles would throw the samples into vats and cook each at different temperatures. 

For months, they slaved over the stove, experimenting with different recipes, temperatures, pressures. Finally, they figured out a way to make it malleable—liquefied enough to pour into a mold, supple enough that when it hardened it wouldn’t crack, translucent instead of ugly black. Earl even found a way to inject it with pastel colors. He called it “Poly T: Material of the Future.”

Then he started making things out of it. Beads. A cigarette case. They were fine, but even he had to admit they were nothing special. It wasn’t until he tried making it into a bowl that he realized he was on to something.

Food storage was a problem for the housewives of post-war America. After America’s boys came home from battle, they married, had children, moved out to tidy houses in the growing suburbs. As farmland was bulldozed to make way for tract houses, supermarkets sprouted across the country, their shelves groaning with a dizzying array of products, as many as ten thousand in a single store. Ribbon cuttings at huge new A&P and Safeway stores seemed to make the front page every week.

But women couldn’t figure out how to keep the food they bought fresh. Mostly they improvised. One popular method was to cover leftovers with a shower cap. It wasn’t much of a solution; air still seeped in, and food spoiled.

That’s where Earl saw his opening. He crafted a lid for his bowl, one that would fit so tightly that no air could escape, guaranteeing that your fruit salad or leftover dinner would stay fresh. The only glitch was that to close the seal properly, you had to open a corner just a bit and let out the trapped air.

Earl called it Tupperware.

The reviews for his new invention, which he manufactured in an array of pastel colors, were rapturous. “Fine art for 39 cents,” declared House Beautiful. New York City’s Museum of Modern Art displayed Tupperware bowls in a housewares exhibit. 

Orders poured in. One of the biggest department stores in the country, Detroit’s J.L. Hudson, put his whole line on display. Earl found himself, at the age of forty, an overnight success. A 1947 Time magazine article called him a “one-man boom.” He was sure he’d sell a million of his bowls in the first year, according to author Bob Kealing, whose book Tupperware Unsealed recounts his history.

A great success story, right?

Not quite.

At stores around the country, the beautiful new bowls sat. And sat.

Women couldn’t figure out how to use Tupperware. The few who bought it returned it, saying it was defective, sure that the top didn’t fit. It gathered dust in department store displays.

Earl had failed again.

* * *

THE AMERICAN ECONOMY is fueled, overwhelmingly, by women. Some 75 percent of America’s gross domestic product—the value of all goods and services, which is generally used as a measure of economic health—derives from consumer purchases. An astonishing 85 percent of those purchases are driven by women.

Yet just as in Earl Tupper’s day, men overwhelmingly control the design, manufacture, and sale of the vast majority of stuff we’re buying. This leads to a lot of comically awful product design, marketing catastrophes, and way more “What the hell were they thinking?” moments than strictly necessary.

Even Apple, renowned for its impeccable design sense, infuriated a lot of women when it first introduced the oversize iPhone 6 Plus, sized comfortably for most men’s but too big for most women’s hands—and pockets. Where were we supposed to keep the thing? “iPhone 6 Plus: Is It Too Big for Women?” asked CBS News. Clothing designers struggled over whether to redesign women’s pockets. Adding insult to injury, the phone’s camera snared women’s hair so often it launched the Twitter meme #hairgate.

Perhaps none of this should have been surprising. Despite concerted efforts to hire women, Apple remains 68 percent male, with particularly bro-heavy design and engineering teams.

Male-dominated design explains so many mysteries of life. Almost every woman I know keeps a sweatshirt, a wool throw, or—like me—a space heater in her office. Sometimes you’ll find me wearing gloves while I type. I used to wonder why I was always freezing at work. I asked my doctor about it once. Am I literally thin-skinned?

Apparently not. As the New York Times reported, office temperatures have been set since the Mad Men era by using male anatomy as a baseline. Most office buildings use a formula that calculates an ideal room temperature by factoring in the average metabolic rate—the rate at which a body generates heat—of a forty-year-old, 154-pound man. Men typically have a faster metabolic rate than women. So this creaky old formula spits out an office temperature that feels great for a guy in a suit or shirtsleeves, but is frigid for women in dresses and heels.

If goose bumps were the worst problem women had to deal with, we could shrug it off and buy a sweater. But there are far more serious consequences. A 2011 study found that airbags and seat belts are designed primarily for male bodies—meaning women wearing seat belts are 47 percent more likely to sustain injuries in a crash.

And in 2013, the Food and Drug Administration found that women were routinely being prescribed overdoses of the sleeping pill Ambien. The FDA cut the recommended dosage in half after finding that at prescribed levels, women risked dangerous side effects, including impaired driving. How did the dosage go so wrong? Because medical testing of Ambien, as with most testing historically, used men—and men metabolize the drug differently than women. 

Indeed, scientists for decades didn’t take into account differences in basic biology when figuring out whether drugs work at all. Men were simpler test subjects, since their bodies didn’t deal with inconvenient issues like menstruation and hormonal swings. Even today, most medical testing on lab animals uses males.

Now imagine a world where men and women truly work together equally. Where designs and products are created with input from both sexes. What would that look like? For starters, we’d probably have fewer technology startups like Titstare, pitched to potential backers at the TechCrunch Disrupt conference in 2013 as “an app where you take photos of yourself staring at tits.” (The crowd of young white guys in hoodies loved it, though it ignited a firestorm of protest on social media.)

It’s also a pretty good bet that we’d give the economy a boost. We’d spend more, company profits would rise, employment would follow. “Here’s What Would Happen if More Women Designed/Marketed Lady Products” was a headline on the women’s blog Jezebel. The article suggested products that wouldn’t exist (pink razors, pink tools) and those that should (kids’ medicine that isn’t red, cosmetics that don’t explode on airplanes). Buzzfeed weighed in with its own listicle of “21 Pointlessly Gendered Products,” including pink earplugs, pens, and cellophane tape. More practically, rather than complaining about it, a female researcher at MIT Media Lab organized a hackathon to create a better breast pump, a contraption that any woman who has used it can tell you is clunky, awkward, and embarrassingly noisy—clearly designed by people who have never nursed a baby.

Yet it doesn’t have to be that way. Remarkable things can happen when men reach across the gender divide. You’re probably familiar with the Container Store. It’s nirvana for a certain type of neat freaks and neat-freak-wannabes like me. With its perfectly arranged wicker baskets, hangers, shoe racks, closet organization systems, and multicolored containers of every kind, it makes you imagine that you too could have a streamlined, clutter-free life. Its store aisles are arranged to soothe, like a Real Simple magazine cover come to life. Every bit of that illusion is intentional.

“Our whole image of that is, it’s all about a woman. You’re trying to get two kids ready for school, everybody’s late, there are tears and stress and it’s terrible,” company founder Kip Tindell explained to me. “But if you have the organized life, then it’s joyful, the little girl’s school uniform is perfectly pressed, the husband is a little hunkier. Everything is better.”

One of his products in this carefully constructed world, though, wasn’t delivering. It was a cosmetics organizer, the kind women stash on a countertop or in a vanity drawer to keep lipsticks and mascara easily at hand. Tindell was perplexed. Women wanted organizers, they came to the store searching for them, so why wasn’t this one selling? To get to the bottom of the mystery, he started at the source: Taiwan. That’s where the organizers were made. And here’s what he found: the designers were all men.

“It was insane,” he said. Taiwanese men sat in a room creating “arbitrarily designed” cosmetic organizers that “weren’t functional . . . no different probably than a fishing tackle box.” So he dropped the line and hired American women to redesign a cosmetics organizer. Sales quadrupled.

Tindell since then has not only favored women designers, he favors female executives too. Women, he says, generally have stronger communication skills, empathy, and “emotional intelligence,” all of which he finds strengthen company performance. If men champion women at work, he says, “their business will do better. Women make better business leaders.”

* * *

CERTAINLY, THERE’S A strong and wise argument to be made for equality for women as a social good. It’s a basic human right. It’s simply the right thing to do.

But that isn’t Tindell’s argument. Instead, he discovered on his own what economists have since concluded as well: if you want to be more successful, about the best thing you can do is hire women.

Multiple studies have found that adding women to all-male teams leads to greater financial success. Companies with female chief financial officers make fewer, better acquisitions than those with male chief financial officers. Female executives make more profitable acquisitions and take on less debt than male executives. Firms with the most female board members outperform those with the least by almost every financial measure. Companies whose top management is at least half female post returns on equity that are 19 percent higher than average. And adding women to work teams tempers risky behavior like the financial gambles that crashed the economy in 2008.

One study concluded that female-led funds outperform those run by men by a large margin. And in a study of thirty-eight thousand households, researchers found that men traded far more frequently—and as a result earned lower returns—than women.

It’s perhaps no surprise that Warren Buffett, considered the era’s most successful investor, takes a very different approach than other male financiers from his office in Omaha, Nebraska, far from the testosterone-fueled alleys of Wall Street: investing for the long term, putting money only into companies he understands, and avoiding the frantic trading and panic selling that is the undoing of so many male investors. There’s a reason that when author LouAnn Lofton wrote a book analyzing his investment style, she titled it Warren Buffett Invests Like a Girl. 

The evidence also backs up Tindell’s intuition that women make better executives. One survey of 7,280 leaders found that women ranked higher than men in 12 out of 16 competencies, including stereotypically male traits like taking initiative, driving results, and championing change. The researchers found that women were more effective precisely because of the perception that they aren’t as good as men; they believed they needed to work harder than men to prove themselves. 

“They’re afraid to rest on their laurels. Feeling the need (often keenly) to take initiative, they are more highly motivated to take feedback to heart,” leadership consultants Jack Zenger and Joseph Folkman concluded. “The irony is that these are fundamental behaviors that drive the success of every leader, whether woman or man.”

Adding women to all-male groups can be transformative, in sometimes surprising ways. Consider the humble plastic bucket. A few years ago, with its sales slumping, Home Depot decided to try to reinvent the bucket. People buy millions of them every year. You probably have at least one or two that you use for mopping or gardening or washing your car. It’s likely in some mildly unappealing color, like jaundice yellow or hospital blue. The plastic bucket hasn’t changed in years; you could have bought the same one in 1967, when it was first invented. Not coincidentally, that was the year The Graduate was released, along with the memorable advice given to Dustin Hoffman’s Benjamin Braddock: “The future can be summed up in one word: plastics.”

But by 2010, nobody needed to go to Home Depot to buy a bucket; it was just as easy to stay home in your pajamas and click on Amazon. Home Depot founder Bernie Marcus  knew he needed a new reason to bring people into his stores. So the company launched a top-secret program, called Project Whitespace. It had a seemingly quixotic goal: to reinvent ordinary, everyday objects, to improve not just their looks but their function.

Home Depot turned to a California industrial-design firm led by Scot Herbst to puzzle over the bucket. Not many women are industrial designers—by most estimates, just 10 percent or fewer of the industry’s employees are female—but Herbst included one on his team. She quickly identified an obvious flaw that fifty years’ worth of male designers and retailers had missed: when a bucket is full, it’s too heavy for most women to lift. The design team then went into the field, observing real people as they used buckets to wash windows or mop floors. Sure enough, they observed women awkwardly trying to carry full buckets with two hands, or drag them along the floor.

Back in the studio, Herbst and his team designed prototype after prototype to try to solve the problem. Finally, they hit upon a solution: a bucket with a second handhold molded into the bottom, and an ergonomically designed handle to better distribute weight. Women can lift it with two hands, carry it without tipping it over, and pour it more easily. The Big Gripper has since been ordered up by other large retailers like Walmart. It’s becoming a new standard.

This wasn’t rocket science. Somebody could have figured this out fifty years ago. But nobody had bothered to bring women into the design process. “It wasn’t magic,” Herbst told me. It was just women.

* * *

THE PLASTIC BUCKET hadn’t yet been invented when Earl Tupper was trying, unsuccessfully, to sell his Tupperware in 1949. While he contemplated failure once again, halfway across the country, in a Detroit suburb, a divorcée with a young son had discovered she had a gift for selling housewives stuff they didn’t know they needed.

Brownie Wise had been scraping by as a secretary when a salesman for Stanley Home Products knocked on her door. She was unimpressed with his sales pitch. I can do better than that, she thought to herself. And so she gave it a try.

Soon she was hosting home parties where she showed housewives the Stanley brooms, brushes, and cleaners they couldn’t live without. She was a gifted speaker—a skill honed as a child, when she gave speeches at union rallies organized by her hat-maker mother. She was so successful that she was able to quit her secretarial job.

Her greatest talent, though, turned out to be recruiting other women to host their own parties. She intuitively understood that her neighbors, many of whom had worked in factories during World War II but now were sent back home to the kitchen, longed for the glamour, the respect, and the power that came with a job. They needed the money, for sure. But Brownie’s great insight was that they craved the recognition at least as much. Besides, what better job than one that allowed a housewife to stay at home with her children and have dinner on the table for her man every night?

Brownie lavished attention on her growing sales force. She awarded trophies, heralded them in her newsletters, and gave out gifts to her biggest producers. “There is nothing new about the need for personal recognition. It is as old as mankind,” she would often say.

By 1949, she was Stanley’s star sales manager. She was certain she was in line for a big promotion to a corporate job when she was called to the Massachusetts headquarters. Instead, she got a different message. She wasn’t eligible for management, the company founder told her, because the executive suite is “no place for a woman.”

Infuriated, she returned to Detroit. She had topped out, her ambitions dashed. “I’ll show him!” she vowed to her son.

Perhaps that’s why she was so fascinated when a local teenage boy, one of her best salesmen, gave her a gift. It was a curious object he’d found in a local store: a Tupperware bowl. Brownie, like most people, was at first flummoxed by this strange new object. She dropped it and watched it bounce. She puzzled over the lid, trying to figure out how it worked, finally remarking—in what would become a famous marketing refrain—“you had to burp it, just like a baby.”

Brownie and her young protégé quickly realized something Earl Tupper didn’t: women were never going to buy these odd new bowls on their own. They needed to see how the product worked. Once they saw the magic, she was sure they would flock to it. She soon switched her allegiance—and that of her growing sales force—to Tupperware.

Turns out Brownie was even more successful selling Tupperware bowls than she had been selling mops and brushes. She set her sights on those hordes of housewives who were wrestling with leftovers by covering them with foil and shower caps. She set sales records and recruited dozens more women to join her to host Tupperware parties. “Get rid of your shower caps! Turn your leftovers into makeovers!” was their rallying cry.

None of this had occurred to Earl Tupper himself. He didn’t intuitively understand that his overwhelmingly female customers would be baffled by how to use his beautiful bowls. Nor did he realize the frustration of women looking for validation in a world that had sent them back to the kitchen—women who could be mobilized into a powerful sales force.

It wasn’t long before Brownie drew the attention of Earl himself—and promptly told him that if he wanted his company to succeed, he must stop selling Tupperware in stores altogether. It should only be sold at home parties. She was insistent that he change his business model. She was certain she knew better than he did.

It’s hard to overstate how remarkable a moment this was. Women didn’t tell executives how to run their businesses in the 1950s. This was two full decades before the first woman would be named the chief executive officer of a major company—and that woman, Katharine Graham of the Washington Post, inherited the job from her husband. A woman was supposed to stay at home, to keep her husband happy, and to never, ever talk back. 

Women weren’t believed to have the same capacity for business or the same level of intelligence as men. A Kenmore mixer ad from the era proclaimed, “The Chef does everything but cook—that’s what wives are for!” An ad for Lysol disinfectant—which started out its life, astonishingly, as a vaginal douche (and which women used as a primitive, unsuccessful form of birth control)—warned women darkly, “Instead of blaming him if married love begins to cool, she should question herself” and urged women to douche with Lysol to “Keep you desirable!”

In this context, given the overwhelming cultural forces of the era, Earl could easily have ignored Brownie’s advice. Instead, almost defiantly rebelling against the conventional wisdom of his time, he took her suggestion. He likely didn’t consider the magnitude of this break with tradition. He wasn’t trying to advance the cause of women. He was simply trying to save his business. And so he followed Brownie’s playbook. He pulled Tupperware out of stores, handing the sales efforts over to this persuasive, insistent woman and her legions of housewives selling Tupperware in their living rooms.

Brownie’s insights proved to be precisely right. Earl’s once-failing business exploded. Within a few years, Brownie was commanding a Tupperware sales army some nine thousand strong, almost all of them housewives, from headquarters she built in Kissimmee, Florida. Rejected early in her career by Stanley, she now redoubled her efforts to prove that she could be as successful an executive as any man. 

Her annual “Tupperware Jubilees” for dealers and managers were equal parts revival meeting and carnival. At one Florida celebration, she buried mink coats, diamond rings, and television sets, then handed out six hundred shovels for the saleswomen to dig for treasure. She gave out Cadillacs and trips to Europe. She would whip her crowds of acolytes into a frenzy, offering as prizes the dresses off her back and shoes off her feet. Any woman could be a Tupperware star, she promised them. She sometimes ordered a hundred thousand blenders at a time to give out to party hostesses as gifts.

“Brownie had the ability to just talk to your dreams. Things you didn’t even know you wanted,” as one of her saleswomen put it. “She’d draw these beautiful pictures and you could suddenly see yourself being, you know, something that you hadn’t thought about before.”

Thanks to Brownie and her team, Earl surpassed even his wildest goals, selling millions of pieces of Tupperware. He became unfathomably rich, a millionaire many times over.

Earl and Brownie, as a team, were able to achieve what neither could alone. He made a great product but didn’t understand women. She understood that female employees wanted recognition as much as cash, and that female customers wanted excitement and magic. They were better together than either one could be apart.

The astonishingly successful collaboration between Earl and Brownie predated by half a century research that explained exactly why their partnership was so fruitful. But we know now that they unwittingly had created the precise conditions for men and women to work together with maximum results.

Researchers have found that, just as with the Tupperware duo, when women are added to all-male teams, solutions are more creative than those of single-sex teams of either gender. In one experiment, when male and female students were asked to come up with a new business to fill an empty storefront on campus, the mixed groups consistently came up with more innovative ideas than single-sex groups of either gender. Researchers found that single-sex groups were quick to agree with one another, which led to limited, unimaginative ideas. The mixed-sex groups approached the problem from multiple viewpoints, resulting in far more inventive solutions.

As with Earl and Brownie, mixed groups are just smarter. An intriguing study that asked groups to solve a murder mystery gives us deep insights into why this is so. Researchers asked homogeneous groups—in this case, a three-person group of male fraternity members and another of female sorority members—to finger the killer in a whodunit mystery. The single-sex groups felt comfortable with one another, and worked easily together. They quickly came up with their solution. They were confident in their answer. They felt good about the process.

Next, researchers sent in an outsider to join the groups—a man into a female group, or a woman into a male group. The group bonhomie evaporated. There was discomfort all around. We naturally gravitate toward those like us, and bringing in an outsider threw off that easy dynamic. Alliances shifted; the “in” group members who agreed with the new outsider’s views felt as if their social ties to the rest of the group were strained. The group members as a whole suddenly felt more pressure to justify their answers. These groups had more difficulty solving the murder mystery. They were less confident about the result. The process wasn’t pleasant.

And yet, as it turned out, these mixed groups nailed the correct perpetrator far more frequently than single-sex groups. And they did so precisely because of that awkward dynamic. In the mixed group, every individual had to be at the top of his or her game, carefully justifying and explaining his or her beliefs. Researchers concluded that simply by adding in someone of a different gender, the groups became more thoughtful, worked harder to find common ground, and as a result came up with superior solutions.

More than half a century ago, men like Earl Tupper proved it first. When men reach across gender lines, when men and women work together toward a common goal, great things can happen. All of us are better off for it.

* * *

EARL TUPPER WAS an outlier in his time, bucking social conventions by bringing in a woman as his business partner. He wasn’t trying to promote the cause of women’s equality. He was hardly a social activist, as his later life would prove. He was focused, simply, on the bottom line.

In that respect, he was aligned with his modern-day counterparts. While reporting on this book over the course of two years, I interviewed more than a hundred successful executives, physicians, academics, and others who are reaching across gender lines. Virtually all of them shared one distinctive quality with Earl Tupper: like him, most aren’t activists agitating for women’s rights.

Instead, the common thread among the men with whom I spoke was that, like Earl Tupper before them, most don’t view their attempts to close the gender gap primarily as a political statement. These men don’t walk around calling themselves feminists. They aren’t compelled by grand goals like reversing centuries of male domination, or atoning for their forebears’ discrimination, or righting history’s wrongs.

They see gender equality simply, instead, as a business imperative. More than one explained the analogy in terms of gym class. When you’re the captain of the volleyball team, you want to choose the very best players in the room. If you only get to choose from half of them, but the opposing captain gets to pick from 100 percent of them, you’re going to lose. Want to win? You need to pick the best, period, from all the available talent. Cutting out half the population will get you nowhere.

* * *

YET THERE’S ANOTHER, more alarming quality these men also share with Earl Tupper. Earl faced tremendous social pressures in partnering with a woman. In a perplexing turn of events, the men I spoke with told me they too face hostility. They navigate bitterness and opposition from other men who are suspicious of their motives in championing the cause of women. Their detractors are sure that a woman’s success means a man’s failure. It’s a zero-sum game. If women win, they will necessarily lose.

That zero-sum mind-set has a long and ingrained history. The nineteenth-century British barrister Ernest Belfort Bax warned ominously that women were “working, not for equality, but for female ascendency.” His view was a common one in the days when women first began to agitate for the right to vote. A typical early color postcard titled “Suffragists (cq) on the War Path” showed women beating a prostate police officer with umbrellas. The message was clear: these women wanted not equality, but supremacy. Success for women meant failure for men.

Fast-forward to today, and a University of Virginia study of undergraduate couples found that men interpret a girlfriend’s success as their own failure.  Researchers in that study gave couples a test that they were told measured problem-solving and social intelligence. In reality, the test did neither. Instead, researchers randomly assigned test scores to each individual. Then the couples were told how each of them had fared. In some cases the man “outscored” his girlfriend; in other cases it was the reverse.

Afterward, the researchers measured each participant’s self-esteem. Astonishingly, the men who were told their girlfriends scored at the top felt worse about themselves; their self-esteem took a hit. But if their girlfriends scored poorly, it actually boosted the men’s self-esteem. (Women’s self-esteem, meanwhile, didn’t change regardless of how their boyfriends scored.)

Similar experiments with students in the Netherlands and with volunteers recruited in an online survey came up with the same results. When a man so much as thought about a girlfriend’s success, his own self-esteem plunged.

There are powerful cultural forces shaping these reactions. From birth, men are conditioned to see the world in terms of winners and losers. Recall from chapter 1 that Deborah Tannen has found that young boys play with one another by competing, while young girls learn how to play by collaborating. For boys, the goal is to one-up each other. When these boys and girls grow up, the dynamics remain much the same.

As adults, men associate being the breadwinner with masculinity—and with winning. Even among young men in their twenties and thirties, a generation that prides itself on sharing equally in marriage and parenting, “one thing that hasn’t changed is the role of being a financial provider,” says Fordham psychology professor Jay Wade, who has studied the connection between earning power and masculinity. “A man feels that if he’s going to get married and have children, he should be able to provide for his wife and children. I think that is as true today as it was when my father in the 1950s was having his family.”

The hit to men’s self-esteem is made worse because men consistently view themselves as smarter and more competent than they actually are. One study found that men routinely overestimate their IQ by five points, while women underestimate theirs by the same amount. In another experiment, after men and women each took a math test, men overestimated their performance by 30 percent, twice as much as women did.

Let’s be absolutely clear on this: The men weren’t lying. They truly believed that they performed far better than they actually did. They were quite confident that their performance was superior. It can be devastating, then, to be faced with a woman who is more successful—implicitly suggesting the man has failed.

Some men respond by lashing out. Researchers have found that when a woman outearns her husband, her husband is more likely to cheat. Worse, the more the woman earns, the more likely it is her husband will have an affair. Yet the reverse is true for women: when she outearns her husband she is less likely to cheat. One study found that instead, she’ll take steps to shore up her husband’s masculinity. She’ll minimize her achievements or increase the amount of housework she does.

That harsh reality makes plenty of men fearful of openly supporting women, even if they want to. Adam Grant, who has cowritten several pieces about women in leadership with Facebook executive and Lean In author Sheryl Sandberg, has experienced that kind of backlash firsthand. Readers have attacked him for attempting to take the side of women. “Many men who would like to see more women leaders are afraid to speak up about it,” he concluded in The Atlantic.

Robert Moritz, the PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) CEO, didn’t anticipate how harsh the backlash would be when he wrote his LinkedIn post about diversity. He has long been a champion of working women. In 2010, his firm launched a program with the very deliberate name “White Men and Diversity”—an acknowledgment that 79 percent of the firm’s partners were, yes, white men. Among other things, the program works with partners to help them acknowledge blind spots about women and minorities, and suggests ways in which they can bridge the gap. For example, it encourages men, before meetings begin, to talk to the woman sitting by herself in a corner rather than joining in with the guys debating the latest NFL draft pick.

Working with women and other underrepresented groups “makes you a better leader, because the world’s not getting any whiter and our clients aren’t getting any more homogeneous,” as PwC’s Chris Brassell, director of the U.S. Office of Diversity and Inclusion, puts it.

Moritz, in his LinkedIn essay, was thoughtful and measured, explaining some simple actions he’s taken at his own firm that others can follow, like hosting dinners with female partners to hear their concerns. Men “can be so worried about saying the wrong thing that sometimes we default to saying nothing instead,” he wrote. “But that is a mistake.”

His suggestions, which also included “make it personal” and “ask questions, listen to someone else’s perspective, and show them that you care,” were hardly radical. But commenters, more than two hundred of them, immediately attacked, lashing out as if he were out to destroy them:


	Diversity = secret code for “get rid of the men.”

	“As a ‘white guy’ I wonder why it is always my fault? We are in 2015 and I am sick of this ‘white men are the root of all evil’ nonsense.”

	“White men are the most discriminated group on this earth.”



Nor did the commenters spare Moritz himself, calling him—among other epithets—a “white coward.”

For men like Moritz who are trying to change the culture and to be more equitable toward women, the pressure to back off, and to conform to the status quo, is intense. It takes courage and conviction to push against that tide. The truth is, Moritz’s kind of advocacy goes against the very nature of human beings; we are wired to be suspicious and distrustful of those who support groups that they aren’t a part of themselves. 

Researchers have found that people are actually resentful of men who promote women’s rights, because it isn’t viewed as their fight. Men who do so anyway, violating cultural norms, are often attacked, as Moritz quickly learned. What’s more, championing diversity doesn’t benefit male executives in terms of pay or recognition; a Harvard Business Review study found that doing so has no effect on how their own bosses rate them for competency and performance.

Despite the risk of hostility and suspicion, Moritz and his colleagues have been joined by an increasing number of male executives reaching across the gender divide. They’re braving abuse and distrust to do so. And they’re doing so for a simple reason: it gets results.

Many of the men I spoke with can pinpoint their “aha” moment, that sudden, smack-the-forehead epiphany when they realized that, yeah, I’ve got to figure out this woman thing. For Tom Falk, that moment came during a board meeting. Falk is the chief executive officer of Kimberly-Clark Corporation, the company that makes consumer brands like Huggies, Kleenex, and Kotex. 

At one meeting, Falk and the male executive who ran the Kotex business were attempting to explain tampon strategy. A board member quietly approached him afterward and asked a simple question: “Don’t you think you can get a female to present the strategy to us?”

Back at his office, Falk took a look at his organizational chart—and noted that 81 percent of top jobs were held by men, even though the company’s customers are overwhelmingly female. If you’ve ever wondered why tampon commercials feature gleeful women twirling around in all-white spandex—something no actual woman having her actual period has ever willingly done—now you know.

Falk already considered himself a champion of diversity. He viewed himself as fair and unbiased, and assumed that his enlightened attitude percolated throughout the company. But the numbers he saw on his spreadsheet told a different story. “My board gave me a kick in the pants,” he later told me. “I looked in the mirror and said, it starts with me. I’d been to all the [diversity] events, but I hadn’t put it enough on my personal agenda.”

So Falk began making changes. He spoke out about diversity at company meetings. He presided over enhancements in the work environment, including adding lactation rooms and flexible scheduling. In China, where epic traffic jams at rush hour are common, he changed start and end times to allow new mothers to spend more time with their babies, and linked this with an external Huggies campaign urging other companies to do the same.

Then he went beyond those soft measures, the lifestyle issues that can be difficult to quantify. He built a diversity initiative into the company’s financial incentives, adding it to the company’s compensation equation. Kimberly-Clark’s executives earn bonuses based on four different “buckets” of performance. One of those buckets now includes not just hiring, but training, promoting, and retaining people from diverse backgrounds. Some other companies are starting to adopt similar policies, including Intel, which now links bonuses in part to diversity goals.

The transition hasn’t always been easy. Overhauling the corporate culture at a giant corporation is a complex, difficult task to navigate in the best of circumstances. And just as Moritz found at PwC, Falk faced a powerful backlash in some quarters. The zero-sum-game mentality is a hard one to shake. Some men at Kimberly-Clark pushed back. They were “threatened by this,” said Sue Dodsworth, the company’s global diversity officer. Even a man she had worked closely with, someone she assumed would be an advocate, complained to her, “I cannot support this. If you keep pushing this, I’ll never get promoted again.” He ultimately left the company.

Other male executives dragged their feet. They insisted that they supported the diversity initiative while not taking any actions to push it forward. “We try to pull them in one by one,” Sue Sears, vice president of global diversity and inclusion, told me. “You look at who are the champions and you give them the podium. They start getting recognized by the CEO and promoted because they’re creating diverse teams and getting better results.”

Ultimately, that’s exactly what proved to be the key at Kimberly-Clark: better results. It’s astonishing what a little bit of female influence can do. Kimberly-Clark employees often make what they call “mom visits” in order to get to know their customers better. A small group will visit with a woman at her home and ask her to show them her cleaning products, or to talk about her menstrual cycle. 

At one such visit in Israel a few years back, Falk had joined an all-male group to question a teenage girl about her period. Not surprisingly, it was an uncomfortable and rather fruitless encounter all around. Other times, to gather information on customers, executives will visit drugstores to watch consumers make purchases. “Nothing like five guys in suits watching women shop in front of the fem care section,” as Falk notes dryly.

Adding women to those teams made all the difference. During a home visit in India, a female member of an otherwise all-male team noticed that a new mother’s in-laws also lived in the home—and she sensed that the grandmother was calling the shots, not the mom. Her team was able to use that intelligence to adjust how it markets baby products in the country. In the U.S., an all-female team was able to push past the embarrassment factor in interviewing women about bladder leakage for the Poise adult diapers line—leading to a comic campaign fronted by Whoopi Goldberg, who on the talk show The View admitted to wearing them, and who starred in a series of lighthearted commercials in which she posed as Mona Lisa and Joan of Arc (“When I laugh, I kind of spritz”).

Indeed, one of the first Kimberly-Clark departments to get an overhaul was marketing. And one of the first moves it made was to throw out those old Kotex ads. A tongue-in-cheek new commercial mocked its previous campaigns, showing a montage of those ecstatic ladies gamboling in white, as a woman wryly narrates: “How do I feel about my period? I love it. It makes me feel really pure. Sometimes I just want to run on the beach. I like to twirl, maybe in slow motion. And I do it in my white spandex. And usually by the third day, I really just want to dance.”

The campaign was dubbed “Apology.”

Falk openly admits he didn’t hire and promote more women to be politically correct. “It was about getting the best talent,” he told me. So what ultimately happened to the men of Kimberly-Clark? Well, for one thing, they got richer: Kotex sales surged, and the company’s stock price more than doubled since Falk embarked on his initiative in 2009—a boon for the men working there as well as the women.

* * *

PERHAPS EARL TUPPER could have predicted as much more than half a century ago. Then again, maybe not. Despite his forward-thinking partnership with Brownie Wise, he ultimately was a creature of his time, succumbing to the cultural pressures arrayed against him. Even he never quite got his arms around the fact that women and men can succeed, side by side. He never quite understood that life isn’t a zero-sum game. He couldn’t accept that Brownie Wise’s achievements, as significant as they were, didn’t detract from his own success. He couldn’t quite comprehend the true synergy that comes from men and women working together, that in doing so they create far more value than either can create alone.

The coda to their successful collaboration underscores why, even though the benefits seem so blindingly obvious, we still live in a world that is largely run by white men. For a while, the partnership between Earl and Brownie couldn’t have been sweeter. Their strengths seemed ideally aligned. Brownie Wise was in her element, inspiring women to sell Tupperware and housewives to buy it, rocketing Earl Tupper from obscurity to become one of the most successful businessmen in the country, the overlord of the Tupperware empire. If not for her, Tupperware, Earl’s greatest and most enduring invention, would most likely have been consigned to the junk heap of history long ago.

Their personalities seemed aligned as well. Earl shunned publicity, while the vivacious Brownie adored it. He was satisfied to stay in the background and watch his empire grow, while she delighted in serving as its public face. With the help of Tupperware’s publicity team, she was transformed into a media darling, fawned over on talk shows and in women’s magazines like McCall’s and Cosmopolitan, which dubbed her the “Sunshine Cinderella.” The two balanced each other in a way that helped the business soar.

Until, that is, April 17, 1954. That’s the date Brownie Wise became the first woman in history to be featured on the cover of Businessweek. This was no ladies’ magazine or television talkfest. This was the bible of business, read by men, by successful men—the men Earl considered his peers. And Earl barely even got a mention in the piece. How dare Brownie hog the credit!

Brownie Wise had become the most successful businesswoman in the country, perhaps even the world. She was a household name. And after the Businessweek cover, even more adoring press followed. Brownie herself published an inspirational book for women called Best Wishes (“It’s wonderful to be a woman. Women and wishes just seem to go together!”) and convinced her idol, inspirational preacher Norman Vincent Peale, to write the foreword.

And so Earl did what he needed to do.

He fired Brownie Wise.

After almost eight years working together, he cut her off. He instructed his staff to bury every copy of her book in a pit in back of Tupperware’s headquarters. He had never given her stock in the company, nor did she have a severance agreement. After she sued him, he reluctantly gave her one year’s salary, about $30,000. A few months later, he sold the company for $16 million—the equivalent of $132 million today.


* * *

BROWNIE WISE DIED in obscurity in 1992. The onetime celebrity is long forgotten (though she does now merit a page and an exhortation—“Be like Brownie!”—on Tupperware’s website). Earl had died almost a decade earlier. In their post-Tupperware years, neither one alone ever again achieved the pinnacle of success that they had reached together.

And as for Tupperware? In 1992, the year that Brownie passed away quietly at her Florida home, Rick Goings joined the company as an executive. An ebullient man, with an unusual background as a veteran of both the U.S. Navy and Avon cosmetics, he walked into a firm that still reflected Earl’s sad legacy. Brownie Wise had been erased from the company’s history. Women played almost no role in company leadership. The product lineup was stale. Tupperware was a fading brand. It was something your mom used to buy, in awful pastel colors. Sales were struggling.

Goings immediately set to work to turn things around. Among his first initiatives was to recruit more women. The amiable seventy-one-year-old, who remains just as passionate about Tupperware today as he was on that first day twenty-five years ago (“There’s a Tupperware party starting every 1.3 seconds!” he announces when we meet), admits it’s been a heavy lift. It’s also an effort he has continued since being named chief executive officer in 1997. For the first time in the company’s history, a woman is president and chief operating officer; half of the board members are female, as are a third of managers—a ratio Goings hopes to move to 50 percent.

In the process, Goings has overhauled Tupperware’s business model. By the time he joined the firm, American women were pouring into the workplace. The bored housewives that Brownie Wise had counted on to be her sales team were a dying breed. 

So Goings quickly shifted the company’s focus to overseas, where 90 percent of sales now originate. In the small U.S. market, Goings has more recently pinned his hopes on millennials, those young people who are part of the “gig economy,” taking on freelance work rather than permanent jobs. Eternally optimistic, he cites a statistic that 58 percent of millennials “don’t want jobs. They care about relationships more. You’re seeing this shift. Look at millennials on a date—there are seven of them!”

Overseas, meanwhile, he’s found success in China, where water quality is poor and Tupperware water-filtration products are in demand, and in Third World countries, where women have had few economic opportunities. An evangelist for Tupperware, a true believer, Goings is passionate as he tells me about how selling Tupperware lifts impoverished women out of poverty “to feed her family.” I know he has given this same spiel to audiences around the world about a million times, and yet he’s mesmerizing, all but jumping out of his seat and grabbing me by the lapels. You’d think he was saying this all for the first time.

As idealistic as Goings is, though, he switches his tone, back to pragmatic CEO, when the subject turns to women in the workplace. It occurs to me that while Earl Tupper probably wouldn’t recognize the company he created today, there’s one crucial quality that he and his successor share. Like Earl Tupper before him—and like Kimberly-Clark’s Falk and PwC’s Moritz—Rick Goings isn’t hiring women to be politically correct. He’s more realistic than that. 

This is, after all, an executive who has held on to the top spot of his company for more than two decades. He’s looking out for what’s best for his business. It all goes back to that analogy about gym class, about picking the best there is, not the best from half the population. The bottom line for him is, bringing in women is about winning.

“Stop leading the cause with ‘It’s not fair!’” he says emphatically.

“I try to get people beyond the point of altruism,” he tells me before we part. “Don’t start with altruism. Start with ‘It makes good sense to empower women.’”
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We’re All a Little Bit Sexist

One of my son’s favorite shows is the raunchy puppet musical Avenue Q. It’s a hilarious send-up of Sesame Street, with a show-stopping number between bickering puppets, “Everyone’s a Little Bit Racist”:

You’re a little bit racist.

Well, you’re a little bit too.

I guess we’re both a little bit racist.

Admitting it is not an easy thing to do . . .

But I guess it’s true . . . .

Everyone is just about as racist as you!

The song is bitingly funny in part because it’s true. Harvard psychologist Mahzarin R. Banaji has pioneered the study of unconscious bias, the prejudices that all of us have buried so deeply inside of us that we don’t even realize that they exist. In their 2013 book Blindspot: Hidden Biases of Good People, Dr. Banaji and coauthor Anthony G. Greenwald argue that “hidden biases are capable of guiding our behavior without our being aware of their role.” 

Multiple studies encompassing millions of people have shown that almost 75 percent of us, for example, are biased against blacks—including more than half of blacks themselves. When it comes to women, the phenomenon is even more pronounced. Some 75 percent of men—and 80 percent of women!—unconsciously equate men with work, and women with family.

To paraphrase the puppets, everyone’s a little bit sexist.

That goes for even the most enlightened among us. Not long ago, I met Brian Welle, a data scientist at Google. Slight and soft-spoken, in jeans and a blue polo shirt with a backpack slung over one shoulder, he could easily pass for a college grad student. Over coffee in the large, free café at Google’s New York City office, surrounded by dozens of young male engineers in shorts and flip-flops, he explained how he has spent his professional life trying to bust biases.

Dr. Welle, armed with a doctorate in organizational industrial psychology, is part of a team of Google data wizards. But they don’t work on the company’s search algorithms. Instead, they are charged with turning the company’s computing prowess inward, on itself, to learn what makes its own employees tick. It’s his job to analyze how fair Google is to its employees, right from the start: Who does it hire, and why?

Google is famously reliant on data in all things. Nothing escapes its scrutiny. It analyzes everything from the placement of the M&Ms in its cafeterias to the color of paint on its walls to the composition of its furniture (hello, soy-foam couches) to the comfort of its toilets (yes, that’s a seat warmer and built-in washer/dryer). In designing its website, the company tested forty-one separate shades of blue to analyze which one promoted the best click-through rates on the Google toolbar.

Its hiring process is just as exacting. Early on, the company required applicants to provide SAT scores—even for sixty-year-olds with decades of experience. Members of its People Analytics department had laptop stickers reading “I have charts and graphs to back me up. So f—— off.” Would-be Googlers endured up to twenty-five separate job interviews (the company has since tried to cap interviews at four). According to Laszlo Bock, who ran Google’s People Operations, as many as 3 million applications pour in each year for just a few thousand openings, meaning your chances of getting hired are about 0.25 percent.

The lucky ones who make it through the initial screening face group interviews and epic problem-solving exercises in which they tackle equations on a whiteboard in front of the room. For years, Google was also infamous—as immortalized in the comedy film The Internship—for throwing candidates off balance with wacky, brain-twisting questions. “How many piano tuners are there in the entire world?” an interviewer might ask. Or “How many golf balls would fit inside a 747?”

Not that the questions necessarily had a right answer. After all, to know how many piano tuners there are in the world, you’d need to know how many pianos there are, and how many pianos one person can tune in a day, and for that matter, how often pianos need tuning. But the point wasn’t really about the question. It was about how the job candidate thinks. The theory was that Google needed people who were creative, and quick, and could match wits with the brilliant programmers and engineers bicycling around the Googleplex campus.

Google’s hiring system was meticulously designed not just to pinpoint the right candidates. It was intended to weed out the wrong ones. Many of those who applied were brilliant, of course. But Google needed to exclude those who wouldn’t fit in, who didn’t mesh with Google’s freewheeling culture—who didn’t embody what the company calls “Googleyness.”

“The interview process was very much designed to not have false positives,” as a former senior engineer explained to me. “We tried very hard not to hire the wrong people, and we were willing to not hire some of the right people. The logic is, someone who is wrong for the company can cause so much damage that it’s not worth the risk.”

But that painstaking hiring protocol had a curious side effect. It shut out women. It didn’t matter whether they had great résumés or brilliant grades. It didn’t matter whether they had advanced degrees in engineering. Women weren’t even making it into the applicant pool. In a company that was already 70 percent male—and where 83 percent of technical employees were men—this was a significant issue. Why was it that so few women were cutting it at Google?

The question puzzled Dr. Welle. It didn’t make sense. Google prides itself on its inclusive culture. That’s one of the reasons he joined in the first place. Google is the kind of company where “we put a value on uniqueness and individuality, and if someone wants to attend a meeting in a bear suit—which I’ve actually seen—you can,” he told me. “There’s a lot of tolerance. A lot of people were outsiders at some point in their life.” 

Google all but puts out the welcome mat for social misfits. It happily embraces the tech-geek stereotype. The former Google engineer told me a popular joke inside the company:

Q: How do you identify an extroverted engineer?

A: He looks at your shoes instead of his own shoes.

It’s hard to doubt Google’s sincerity about tolerance and diversity. It boasts more than twenty affinity groups for its employees, including at least two for women, another for gays and lesbians (“Gayglers”), and even one for those the company calls “of a certain age” (“Greyglers”). Yet for all that inclusiveness, not only was Google not hiring enough women, it wasn’t promoting the women it did hire.

Dr. Welle was stumped. Of all the brainteasers Google could have dreamed up, the riddle about why women weren’t making it at the company turned out to be the most perplexing of all.

Google’s dilemma is playing out, in one way or another, in companies—and countries—around the world. The evidence is clear that if men want to excel at work, about the best thing they can do is include women. Yet in many ways, women’s progress has gone backward. The financial services field, for example, is backsliding at such a pronounced rate—hiring and promoting fewer women at every level—that if unchanged, the proportion of women at senior levels will drop to 12 percent, from 15 percent now, by 2025. 

It’s mind-boggling. Companies like Google say they want more women to succeed. Countries are passing legislation to help women succeed. Women are trying their damnedest to step up and close the gender gap on their own. And yet none of it has worked. What’s going on here? What kind of nefarious force is pushing back against so many attempts, from so many different directions?

At Google, Dr. Welle was about to find out. Glancing through the newspaper one day, he noticed a report about a new study of Yale University scientists—a group of quirky, deep thinkers very similar to Google employees. The researchers asked 127 scientists to evaluate résumés for a lab assistant position. All the résumés were identical—except for the applicant’s sex. The scientists, like Google executives, were certain that they were making evidence-based decisions. Yet they judged the “male” applicants to be more competent, and offered them salaries that averaged $4,000 more than the women’s. The scientists were biased against women in ways they weren’t even aware of.

Boom. That was it! That’s what was happening at Google too. The study was an “instigating moment,” as Dr. Welle put it. He realized the problem wasn’t the women at all. It was the men. They had biases they couldn’t even imagine. “That made us take a step back,” Dr. Welle told me, “and say, wait, are we still living in that world today?”


* * *


DR. WELLE HAD tapped into one of the most seismic cultural shifts of our era. Social scientists are turning upside down our understanding of how men and women relate to one another. They’ve redefined how to view our relationships at work.

Most men who came of age in the 1980s and 1990s were schooled in the idea that they should be gender-blind. It’s wrong to treat women differently than men at work, they were told. In practice, this meant treating women as if they were men, since the de facto culture of the workplace was—and still is—male, created decades ago in a post–World War II era that used the military hierarchy as a model. In 1973, organizational psychologist Virginia Schein even coined the phrase “think manager—think male.” She made the observation that successful managers tended to have stereotypically male traits.

This wasn’t a terribly revolutionary finding. It was, simply, life. And so women pouring into the workforce adapted by, essentially, acting like men. When I joined the Wall Street Journal as a reporter in the 1980s, I wore boxy suits and string ties and, like my female colleagues, cursed like a truck driver, out-machoing the guys. That’s what fitting in meant. We weren’t trying to change the business world. We were thrilled to be a part of it, to be accepted into the boys’ club.

Of course no matter how big our shoulder pads grew—and let’s face it, the 1980s was a particularly tragic era for fashion—women aren’t men, and pretending we were only got us so far. Researchers of the era found that women who tried to act like men didn’t gain the same benefits as men, and in fact were punished for acting counter to social norms. In a 1985 paper, sociologists Mary Glenn Wiley and Arlene Eskilson concluded that the only thing women achieved by talking like men was making people hate them. “Acting as men act (or talking as men do), while it may lead to imputations of success and power, will apparently result in negative evaluations,” the researchers concluded. 

And yet the gender-blind ideal continued to hold a powerful sway. Even acknowledging sex differences was frowned on in some quarters. Studying sex differences is seen as “anti-American, crazy thinking,” as Gloria Steinem once told journalist John Stossel. 

But the sad truth was that “gender blind” was just plain blind. We couldn’t teach ourselves to be gender blind any more than we could teach ourselves to be taller. Perpetuating the fallacy only made things worse.

Enter Harvard’s Dr. Banaji, whose work on unconscious bias, beginning in the late 1990s, explained why we went so wrong. The problem, she argued, was that we had fooled ourselves into thinking we were fair. We truly, fervently believed that we were making unbiased decisions, based on merit. And consciously, we were sure we weren’t racist or sexist. How could we be?

But the problem, she found, was that our unconscious doesn’t always play by the same rules. Unconsciously we have very different perceptions. She delved deep into our collective psyche to probe biases we don’t even know we have ourselves.

These biases, as Dr. Banaji often points out, aren’t necessarily bad. They’re a survival mechanism that dates back millions of years. All of us are bombarded by information, an estimated 11 million bits of it per second. But we can process just forty bits a second. So our brains take shortcuts. 

For our early ancestors, this was literally a lifesaver. If a caveman walked out of his cave and saw an animal, he couldn’t take the time to consciously process that it had fur, so it wasn’t a human; and strong legs, so it must run fast; and sharp teeth, so it must be a carnivore; and . . . oh, wait, it must be a tiger. By the time he consciously assessed all that, he’d be lunch. Unconscious bias allowed him to understand he was in danger and get the hell away.

Most of us aren’t encountering tigers any longer. But unconscious bias still kicks in whenever we see someone not like ourselves. And it reinforces the basest stereotypes.

Google’s own search algorithms offer a window into our collective prejudices. Not long ago, I was asked to speak about unconscious bias at a meeting of orthopedic surgeons. Searching for visuals to liven up my presentation, I punched “doctor” into Google Images. Here’s what I got:

Almost all men, almost all white.


[image: Chapter 3]


Maybe that’s an anomaly, I thought. So I entered the word “nurse.” Here’s what popped onto my screen:

Almost all women, almost all white.
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Now my curiosity was really piqued. Many of the doctors I would be speaking to ran their own departments. And as a longtime journalist, I often meet with business leaders. So I typed in “CEO.” Here’s what I got:
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Yep, you’re seeing that correctly. According to Google, the only female CEO meriting a photo on the first search page, and apparently the leading female CEO in the world, is CEO Barbie.

A study of Google ads, meanwhile, found that women searching for employment opportunities are shown fewer high-paying-job ads than men. In a 2015 experiment, Carnegie Mellon University researchers generated a thousand user profiles, split between male and female users, then had each visit a hundred recruitment sites. The most lucrative job ad, for a career-coaching position offering $200,000 a year, was shown to men six times more often than to women.

It’s possible that these disturbing trends—the Google images, the biased ads—result themselves from hidden prejudices among the overwhelmingly male programmers. After all, the results are spit out by algorithms, all of which are created by coders, most of whom are men. “Code is not neutral. It can’t be; it’s a creation,” as writer Anna Wiener noted in a 2016 New Republic article, “Hacking Technology’s Boys’ Club.”

Yet even if that’s so, we can’t let ourselves off the hook. Google’s autofill shows you popular searches when you enter a word into the search box. It’s a pretty fair measure of our unvarnished thoughts. And it offers a chilling window into our uncensored psyche. UN Women, a United Nations initiative focused on gender equality, once ran an ad that simply showed real-life Google autofills:

Women shouldn’t . . .

Have rights

Vote

Work

Box

Women need to . . .

Be put in their place

Know their place

Be controlled

Be disciplined

These unconscious biases are threaded through all walks of life and every profession. Researchers have found that female economists are twice as likely to be denied tenure as their male counterparts—largely because when women and men collaborate on publications, evaluators give the men as much credit as if they’d written the articles alone, while the women get no credit at all. 

Similarly, even though women make up more than half of all doctoral students in biological fields, they’re severely underrepresented on science faculties, because the most elite male (though not female) biologists train more men. Top male biologists train up to 40 percent fewer women compared to average scientists.

These biases start young. Moms routinely overestimate the crawling ability of their sons, and underestimate that of their daughters. Parents of male two-year-olds ask Google, “Is my child a genius?” two and a half times more often than do parents of two-year-old girls. 

Once children hit school age, teachers—even female teachers—subconsciously believe boys are better at math than girls. In one study, when a group of teachers graded math tests with no names on them, the girls outscored the boys. But when another group of teachers graded the same tests with names, the results were reversed: they gave higher grades to the boys than the girls. All of the teachers, by the way, were female.

As these kids move into middle and high school, the biases are compounded. Not only students, but their parents, are often biased against teenage girls as leaders, a survey of almost twenty thousand teenagers found. By the time these children enter college, it’s almost impossible to break free of those constraints. Women are 33 percent more likely to earn a college degree than men. Yet professors are more likely to call on men than on women, and female students are more likely than male students to be interrupted, even though they speak less than their male classmates.

In one study of seventeen hundred biology students at the University of Washington, male students were asked to name peers with a “strong” understanding of the material. They overwhelmingly chose other men. The researchers concluded that in the eyes of the men, their female classmates would need to get an A in order to be viewed as equal to a male student who got a B. It’s a scenario that continues once they graduate. New female grads are paid less than their male peers for the same entry-level jobs, in part because young men are eight times more likely than young women to negotiate for their first salary.

The trend intensifies as these now-grown kids work their way up the career ladder. At every level, women are 15 percent less likely than men to be promoted, according to a joint survey of 118 companies and more than 30,000 men and women by McKinsey & Company and Leanin.org. In part that’s because men get promoted on the basis of their potential, but women are promoted only if they’ve proven themselves with past performance. 

The cycle doesn’t end there. Women routinely are caught in the “prove it again” paradox, in which they must continually reestablish their competency. Social scientists have calculated that a woman must be two and a half times more competent than a man to be viewed as his equal.

Adding to the burden is the fact that women in business are presumed to be incompetent until they prove themselves, while men are presumed to be competent, researchers have found. Other studies have concluded that when women do succeed, their accomplishments are more often attributed to luck or other outside causes, while men’s success is attributed to skill. When women make mistakes, on the other hand, their missteps are noticed more and remembered longer than similar mistakes by men.

And if a woman does manage to sidestep all of those issues, watch out: both men and women prefer male bosses. In one study, respondents who agreed with the statement “I have no preference for a male boss or a female boss” nevertheless were willing to take a salary that was $3,400 lower to work for a man rather than a woman. They literally took a voluntary pay cut in order to avoid working for a woman.

You may be thinking, as many of us do, that all of this describes somebody else. Other people may be biased, for sure, but I’m not. Certainly, I believed that about myself. Want to know for certain? If you’re really brave, you can test yourself. The Implicit Association Test (at ProjectImplicit.org) measures your own unconscious bias against a variety of groups, including working women, blacks, and the elderly.

For a test measuring how you feel about working women, it flashes words on the computer screen (“Susan,” “office,” “children”) and measures how fast you can categorize them as male versus female, or career versus family. Then it mixes things up, measuring how fast you can sort words into a category labeled “male or family” or another labeled “female or career.” Almost everyone takes longer to match words to the mixed categories, says Brian Nosek, a University of Virginia psychologist who worked with Dr. Banaji to create the program.

I took the test myself. Even I came out as “moderately” biased against working women.

These tiny biases have outsize impact. Scientists at Rice University were able to show how the smallest bias metastasizes, growing at a warp-speed rate over time. They created a computer simulation of a company with an entry-level workforce evenly divided between men and women. Each worker was assigned a random performance score, but one that was programmed with a miniscule, 1 percent bias against women. The result? By the time you reach the top level of the company, it’s 65 percent male.

And you can’t get rid of your own unconscious bias, no matter how hard you try. Scientists have investigated all sorts of interventions, without success. Professor Nosek has devoted his career to the subject. “I am as educated as you can be on implicit bias, and yet I still have it,” he told me.

Biases infect our every action, whether we realize it or not. In one controversial study published in 2014, scientists concluded that more people die in hurricanes named for women then men—because we take “female” hurricanes less seriously. We assume Hurricane Alexander will be mightier than Hurricane Alexandra, and that Hurricane Victor will be deadlier than Hurricane Victoria. Fewer people take measures like evacuating when a hurricane is named for a woman. Researchers estimated that if Hurricane Charley was renamed Eloise, the number of deaths would have almost tripled.

Even at its most benign, this hidden bias can cause great damage. Until recently, I’d never heard of the phrase “benevolent sexism.” But once you know what it is, you’ll see it everywhere. Benevolent sexism is a well-meaning comment or attitude that ends up diminishing or undermining women.

 Just one example: after I guest-anchored the CNBC business program Squawk Box one day, I received a text from a businessman I know. It said, in its entirety, “You looked mighty cute on TV this morning.”

This is tricky. When I speak with audiences of women, I often ask how I should have responded. Point out to him that that really wasn’t a compliment? Or should I just say thank you and let the comment slide?

Most audiences are evenly split between those two reactions. In reality, I took the more passive route. I simply said thank you and moved on. But after I told this story to a group of women at a bank, the chief executive officer of the company—the only man in the room—taught us all how to think about this. “That’s easy,” he said. “The correct answer is: ‘I assume you mean I sounded smart. Thank you.’”

* * *

IF ANY COMPANY could have avoided the trap of bias against women, it should have been Google. The company’s roots go back two decades, to 1998, when a couple of Stanford grad-school dropouts were noodling with computer code in a Menlo Park, California, garage. 

The World Wide Web was still a relatively new and mysterious thing. The world’s first web page had been created only nine years earlier. For most people, the Internet was still a bit of a head-scratcher, something we connected to by using a dial-up connection to a portal like AOL, and that we used mostly for email and amusement. But the two young men had a bigger idea. With the right code, they were sure, they could “organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible and useful.”

The men had become fast friends and sparring partners after they met at Stanford in 1995. In some ways, they were an unlikely pair. Sergey Brin, with intense dark eyes, preternatural self-confidence, and a penchant for adrenaline-fueled sports like skiing and skydiving, had immigrated from Russia as a child. He barely spoke English when he arrived as a six-year-old, yet by the time he got to Stanford, he had developed into a fierce intellectual with a sense of self-possession so strong it could be unnerving. “He was a brash young man. But he was so smart, it just oozed out of him,” one of his Stanford advisors recalled. By contrast, Larry Page had grown up in Michigan as a bookish child who played the saxophone, studied music composition, and spent summers at Interlochen music camp.

But the similarities between the two are perhaps more notable. Most strikingly, both grew up with working mothers—and both moms excelled in male-dominated fields. Larry’s mom taught computer programming at Michigan State University, where his father was a computer science professor. Sergey’s mother was a NASA research scientist with a degree in applied mathematics. 

Women and science mixed easily in both homes. Career women were the rule, not the exception. Both boys were accustomed to their mothers working long hours. “Women’s work” meant science and math, not housekeeping. Larry recalled his house as perpetually messy, filled with computers and books and gadgets and magazines. He spent hours immersing himself in old copies of Popular Science, and amused himself by taking apart everything he could find in the house.

In college, the young men gravitated toward women who were just as smart and ambitious as their mothers. The garage they found themselves in, that fall of 1998, belonged to a female friend, Susan Wojcicki, a Harvard graduate who had studied history and literature. So when, in September of that year, they incorporated their fledgling project as a company called Google, they hired her. Susan, their sometime landlord, became Google’s sixteenth employee. She would go on to run Google’s most high-profile acquisition, YouTube, and become one of the most visible examples of successful women in tech. Admiring profiles never fail to mention that she also is the mother of five young children.

Former Google People Operations chief Laszlo Bock, in his book Work Rules, wrote that the company’s “efforts to draw more women into computer science started before we had thirty employees.” If that’s the case, the effort didn’t last long. As the company’s growth exploded, the thousands of people it hired were mostly men. And while it’s laudable that it wanted to draw in women early on, it’s perhaps more telling that the company’s policy to welcome dogs began even earlier, with its first ten employees.

Maybe it didn’t seem necessary to focus on women, since Google’s founders assumed they were unbiased. And with their backgrounds, and their own mothers as examples, it seemed hard to argue otherwise. In any case, Google was growing so quickly that it didn’t have time to catch its breath and stop to figure out why it wasn’t hiring women—or even to realize the lack of women in the first place.

“Google spent many years not focusing on this problem,” as the former engineer told me. “Then it woke up and had to aggressively push against the curve to correct it.”

The first wake-up call came in 2006, when Bock showed up as head of People Operations and began taking a close look at just who Google was hiring. Or, more accurately, just who it wasn’t hiring. At the time, Google had a small team focused on diversity. Bock, who joined after stints at McKinsey & Company and General Electric, quickly tasked his entire department with that goal—challenging them to bring in not just women, but other diverse candidates as well.

The group noticed immediately that the problem started at the beginning, with the meager number of women and minorities being hired at the entry level. So it focused on filling the hiring pipeline.

It was a reasonable assumption that Google’s problem was an empty pipeline, and that that simple step, of recruiting more women into entry-level jobs, would fix everything. That’s the conventional wisdom in a lot of male-dominated fields. The pipeline theory holds that when there aren’t enough women in lower-level positions, or if women leave when they have children, it’s impossible to fill the management “pipeline” with sufficient numbers of women who will work their way up to leadership. According to the theory, when women enter the workforce in equal numbers, they will eventually work their way to the top and correct the imbalance.

On the face of it, not just Google but all of Silicon Valley does indeed have a major pipeline problem. Only 18 percent of computer science majors are female, a figure that hasn’t budged despite best efforts—and that is only about half of what it was three decades ago, when software engineering was a backwater, before it became a ticket to glamour and riches, and the chief domain of men.

Popular culture representations of the tech world haven’t helped the cause of recruiting women. From Revenge of the Nerds to The Big Bang Theory to HBO’s Silicon Valley, the stereotype of the Star Trek–loving, socially awkward geek who has no idea how to relate to girls doesn’t leave a lot of room for female role models.

So Google, along with the rest of the tech industry, threw itself into grooming more young women. Tech firms are backing all sorts of female-friendly initiatives. There’s Women Who Code and Black Girls Code, both launched in 2011. There’s Girls Who Code, founded the following year. There’s FabFems (for women in STEM careers), EngineerGirl (to teach girls about engineering), and Brainy Girls (an online magazine about young women in STEM fields), and even a best-selling “you go, girl!” book, Math Doesn’t Suck (written by former Wonder Years star turned mathematician Danica McKellar). Every major tech firm sends top executives to the annual Grace Hopper Celebration of Women in Computing, a gathering named for a pioneering World War II computer scientist famous for—perhaps apocryphally—removing a dead moth that was bollixing up the machinery, thus coining the term “debugging.”

Unfortunately, the pipeline theory has a problem: It’s wrong. And not just in tech. The theory has failed in every industry. If it held true, half of all corporate chief executives would be female by now, considering that the average CEO is a fifty-five-year-old man, meaning he graduated from college in the early 1980s—just when women became half of all college graduates.

The same goes for law. In the early 1990s, women actually made up the majority of law students, at slightly more than 50 percent. Yet fast-forward to 2013 to what should have been the prime of those students’ careers, and women accounted for just 17 percent of equity partners in law firms. Any industry you look at, the figures follow a similar trajectory: women may enter in large numbers, but somewhere along the way the pipeline spits them out.

A bigger hurdle, once we drill down into it, is the basic assumption that underlies the pipeline theory: that we are fair in the first place. The theory doesn’t account for the hidden biases we all have inside of us. Google executives truly believed that they hired and promoted employees based on measureable, objective results. They were certain that bias played no part in it. 

That certainty itself turns out to be the problem. Psychologists have found that the more fervently you believe yourself to be fair—or generous, or caring—the less likely you are to act that way. You believe you are, so you see no cause for concern. There’s nothing for you to fix. Researchers have found that the industries that consider themselves the most meritocratic, like science, are also the most frequently biased.

In one experiment, psychologists at Northwestern University asked people to write about themselves. One group was asked to use words like “generous” and “caring”; the other was assigned more neutral words, like “book” and “house.” After the exercise, the participants were asked to make a charitable donation. Those who described themselves as “generous” were least likely to give. In fact, they gave at a rate two and a half times below that of people who described themselves in neutral terms. The researchers concluded that those who described themselves as generous didn’t feel the need to prove it by acting generously. They convinced themselves that they were generous, and that was sufficient. They were satisfied.

The same holds true for those who insist most firmly that they are meritocratic. In three experiments published by Cornell University in 2010, researchers asked 445 managers to evaluate employee profiles and make recommendations for bonus, promotion, or termination. The researchers consistently found that when the managers were told the company was a meritocracy, they rewarded male candidates more richly than equally qualified female candidates. Because the managers believed they were operating in a meritocracy, they felt confident that their decisions must therefore be fair. They didn’t feel the need to check themselves, or to take the time to analyze whether bias played a part in their decisions—a condition the researchers refer to as the “paradox of meritocracy.”

You can see how this blind belief in meritocracy plays out in real life. Just take a field trip to GitHub, a popular San Francisco site used by programmers to store and share projects. GitHub is such a nonhierarchical organization that until 2014 it didn’t have middle managers, and its chief executive described his title as nominal. It once commissioned a custom rug for its headquarters, modeled on the presidential seal, that read, “United Meritocracy of Github.” 

The company’s site is open-source, meaning that software developers can collaborate, or contribute new code, or suggest improvements to any given project. The project’s owner can then approve or reject the code. The company’s business model is built on the assumption that the best code will win, regardless of sex or race or ethnicity. It’s an ideal real-life laboratory: great code wins, subpar code loses.

That’s why, when a group of computer scientists studied whose code was accepted and whose was rejected, they were so gobsmacked by what they found. It turns out that if you judge excellence by looking at whose code is accepted, women win. It’s no contest. They are better coders, based on the fact that their code is more likely to be accepted than that written by men. It was an extraordinary conclusion: Women are better at writing computer code than men.

But there’s a catch. Women only win when no one knows they’re female. When the gender of the coder is identified, women’s code is suddenly rejected at a greater rate than that written by men. 

In part that may reflect overt, rather than hidden or subconscious, biases. GitHub itself is among a number of tech firms accused of fostering a sexist culture where frat-boy antics flourish. Its cofounder resigned in 2014 after he bungled a female former employee’s complaints about sexism in the office, including an incident in which she said that male colleagues ogled two female employees hula-hooping.

But in a larger sense, this goes far beyond a straightforward case of sexism, or of boys being boys, of bad behavior among men. It’s instead the ultimate expression of implicit bias. The plight of female coders—that their code is considered superior when they are anonymous, but inferior when they are identified—reflects the same paradigm in the rest of the world. Remember the experiment that found teachers gave girls better math grades than boys, but only when the papers were anonymous? The same holds true here. In coding, as in school math—as in life—women are marked down simply for being female.

* * *

AT GOOGLE, IT was increasingly clear to Bock too that the company’s diversity problem wasn’t as simple as an empty pipeline. Something systemic was holding women back. Despite Googlers’ fervent belief that their company was a meritocracy, they clearly had blind spots about their own prejudices against women and minorities. So in 2012 Bock asked Dr. Welle and some of his colleagues to come up with a way to combat unconscious bias.

In doing so, Bock and Welle joined a new and growing wave of men who have begun aligning with women to try to close the gender gap themselves. What used to be a cause primarily driven by women is now being taken up increasingly by men.

It’s something of an exquisite irony that some tech executives are at the forefront of trying to solve this problem. After all, the industry has a notoriously awful track record with women. A 2008 Harvard Business Review study reported that an alarming 63 percent of female scientists, engineers, and technologists had experienced sexual harassment at work, and 52 percent ultimately quit their jobs because of a hostile work environment. A survey of more than two hundred senior women at tech firms found almost 90 percent experienced sexist behavior. 

Google itself has been singled out as one of the worst offenders. In 2017, a male Google engineer wrote an antidiversity “manifesto” that went viral, and suggested that the company’s gender gap was due to biology, not sexism; that women had more “neuroticism” than men; and that Google “lower[ed] the bar” for diversity candidates. The company fired him for “advancing harmful gender stereotypes.” Google has also been fighting U.S. Department of Labor accusations that it systematically underpays female employees; a labor department solicitor characterized the discrimination as “quite extreme, even in this industry.” Google has denied the allegations.

But it’s also an intriguing turn of events that some male leaders in the tech industry are using their considerable power and resources to try to turn the tide. They are turning their analytical firepower on themselves to figure out why they have a woman problem, and what they can do to fix it. Can they turn around a culture where sexism has not only been tolerated but in many cases celebrated? If they do crack the code of gender parity, they’ll help solve a problem that bedevils not just those in the tech world, but the rest of us as well.

First, though, Dr. Welle had to figure out how to force Googlers to confront their deepest, ugliest, most embarrassing thoughts about one another. He would have to lead them to face some uncomfortable, even despicable, truths within themselves. 

To do so, he had to figure out a puzzle. He faced two big questions. First, if we all have biases we don’t know about, could he construct exact steps, an easy-to-follow road map, that we can take to counteract them? And second, how do we get men to care, to make this fight their own? Two bedeviling questions, with answers that would reverberate far beyond Google’s cloistered walls.
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The Twelve Most Terrifying Words in the English Language

Imagine that you are being asked to hire a police chief. You receive résumés from two candidates. One of them doesn’t have much education, but is tough and experienced and has worked in rough neighborhoods—what we might consider “street smart.” The other is well educated and has terrific administrative skills, but doesn’t have much experience on the streets. This candidate is what we’d think of as “book smart.” Which police chief would you choose?

It’s an intriguing question. You could conceivably argue for either one. Though if I woke up in the middle of the night to hear a burglar rummaging around in my living room, I know which one I’d want. I’d care much more about whether the police chief is a good shot, and whether he or she can chase down a suspect, than whether he or she got straight As in school. I’d go for street smarts every time.

Yale researchers were fascinated by the question too. They wanted to understand the ways in which people make choices about who to hire, and why. So in a 2005 study, they put the question to a test. They asked participants to choose the best-qualified police chief, based on résumés that emphasized either “street smarts” or “school smarts.” Some CVs had the name “Michael” at the top. Others had the name “Michelle.” After the participants made their choices, they were asked to explain why.

Take a guess which one won: street smarts or schools smarts? Perhaps by now you won’t be surprised by the results. It turns out, neither. The participants didn’t prefer streets smarts or school smarts. They preferred the male candidate. Nothing else mattered. Whatever quality the man had, participants rationalized, that was the quality most important for the job.

When Dr. Welle read that study, it struck home. What it told him was that no matter how rational we think we are, we are captives to our own hidden biases. They color every move we make. He realized that it would be pointless for him to try to wipe out Googlers’ deeply buried biases. Instead, he needed to focus on changing their actions. He needed to find a way to subtly subvert employees’ deeply held prejudices, and spur them to act fairly in spite of themselves.

“We wanted to ensure that every decision we made, from hiring to promotion to pay to performance, didn’t have an unintended bias against women, the disabled, African Americans,” he explained to me over coffee in the Google café. “What we’re looking for is an impeccably fair workplace.”

His challenge was all the greater because of the checkered history of corporate efforts to eliminate bias. Decades before the phrase “unconscious bias” was invented, American companies had dreamed up “diversity training,” typically a course that lasts anywhere from an hour to a couple of days, with the goal of wiping out biases against women and others from underrepresented groups. For most of its history, diversity training has been pretty much a cudgel—a blunt instrument that pounded white men into submission with a mix of finger-wagging and guilt-mongering.

The first training programs surfaced in the 1950s, after men returned from World War II and were appalled and perplexed to find women in their offices. “You’ve had your little joke,” an employee tells his supervisor after a new female employee shows up, in an unintentionally hilarious 1959 training film called The Trouble with Women. The scene continues:

“What’s wrong with her?” the boss asks.

“She’s a woman, isn’t she?”

“We don’t have a man with her qualifications,” the boss protests.

But women run off and get married, the employee pushes back.

“Okay, Brad, but how many blushing brides do you have?” the boss—the enlightened man in this scenario—responds. “Marriage, absenteeism, personality problems—aren’t they really a part of life?” he adds, blithely equating “marriage” with psychiatric disorders.

“I can remember the good old days,” the infuriated employee grumbles, “when there were all men in my department, and we didn’t have these problems!”

After the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the training took on more urgency, focusing on teaching men about the new law prohibiting gender and racial discrimination. Within a decade, it had morphed into a knee-jerk response to legal actions, after a series of high-profile sex discrimination suits, including one by the women of Newsweek magazine, who were stranded in a pink ghetto, tolerated as researchers but rarely allowed to be reporters. “Women don’t write at Newsweek. If you want to be a writer, go someplace else,” the bosses told them, according to Lynn Povich, one of the forty-six women who sued.

In her lively book about that time, The Good Girls Revolt, Povich recalled how the New York Daily News reported on the suit. “Newshens Sue Newsweek for ‘Equal Rights,’” read the headline over an article that began: “Forty-six women on the staff of Newsweek magazine, most of them young and most of them pretty, announced today they were suing the magazine.” It took two lawsuits and the intervention of Katharine Graham, whose Washington Post Company owned Newsweek, but ultimately the magazine agreed that one-third of writers and reporters would be female by the end of 1975.

By the time I entered the workforce almost a decade later, the Newsweek suit and others like it, filed by women at Time, the Associated Press, and the New York Times, were mostly forgotten. Diversity training had taken a backseat too. President Ronald Reagan had appointed conservative Clarence Thomas as head of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. Thomas wasn’t terribly sympathetic to the cause; his former public affairs director told Judiciary Committee investigators that while they were walking to a meeting one day, he casually asked her, “What size are your breasts?”

I don’t recall ever hearing the phrase “diversity training” until the 1990s. By then, it had been reconstituted as a feel-good exercise in consciousness-raising. White men were told they should include women and minorities because it’s the right thing to do. It was all about the importance of “inclusion.”

But here’s the thing about diversity training: it doesn’t work.

Harvard organizational sociology professor Frank Dobbin surveyed diversity programs at 829 companies over 30 years starting in 1971 and concluded that “in general, training doesn’t do much of anything.” The only exception was for white women and black women and men: for those groups, it actually made things worse. In other words, companies that introduced diversity training would actually employ more women and blacks today if they had never had diversity training at all.

Professor Dobbin and others have since delved into why the programs have failed. Dobbin combed through thousands of reports to look for common themes, and concluded that any training that smells like legal compliance is sure to backfire. He specifically singled out three situations in which training is doomed to fail: when it’s mandatory, when it so much as mentions the law, or when it is specific to managers, as opposed to being offered to all employees. Unfortunately, he found, about 75 percent of firms with diversity training programs fall into at least one of those categories.

Perhaps more to the point, though, is that the training infuriates the people it’s intended to educate: white men. “Many interpreted the key learning point as having to walk on egg shells around women and minorities—choosing words carefully so as not to offend. Some surmised that it meant White men were villains, still others assumed that they would lose their jobs to minorities and women, while others concluded that women and minorities were simply too sensitive,” executives Rohini Anand and Mary-Frances Winters noted in a 2008 analysis of diversity training in The Academy of Management Learning & Education.

Training done badly can even damage perfectly cordial relationships. Women and minorities often leave training sessions thinking that their coworkers must be even more biased than they had previously imagined. 

Sometimes they’re right. In 1996, Texaco settled a discrimination case for $176 million—$35 million of which went to fund diversity efforts—after a tape surfaced of Texaco executives referring to black employees as “black jelly beans.” The irony is, the executives had heard that phrase in the firm’s diversity training course.

In fact, simply mentioning pro-diversity efforts can hurt companies’ efforts to close the gender gap. A trio of researchers set up an experiment in which participants, all of them white men, were asked to apply to a fictional tech firm. Each man received a written description of the company. The descriptions were identical, with a single exception: some made a brief reference to the firm’s “pro-diversity values,” while others didn’t. The participants in both groups then went through a job interview, while biofeedback monitors measured their stress response.

The difference between how the two groups of men handled the job interview was striking. The men who read the reference to “pro-diversity” efforts performed worse in the interview, expected unfair treatment, and even had a heightened biological response, with elevated heart rates suggesting higher stress levels than those for the second group of men. 

The researchers concluded that the one brief reference to diversity made the men feel that they were being discriminated against. They were certain that “pro-diversity” was code for “anti–white guy.” And that, in turn, “interfered with their interview performance and caused their bodies to respond as if they were under threat.” The men in the study, in other words, felt just as my seatmate on that flight to Des Moines did: as far as they were concerned, diversity training was an implicit accusation that they were the bad guys, that it was all their fault.

In an even more troubling development, it turns out that telling people about others’ biases can actually make their own biases worse. Researchers have found that when people believe everybody else is biased, they feel free to be prejudiced themselves. In one study, a group of managers was told that stereotypes are rare, while another group was told stereotypes are common. Then both groups were asked to evaluate male and female job candidates. The managers who were told that stereotypes are common were more biased against the women; they didn’t want to work with them and found them unlikeable.

The researchers concluded that because the participants believed everyone else held stereotypes, it made it a lot easier to let their own prejudices roam free. “If we tell people everybody is biased, they allow themselves to stay biased. As individuals, we tend to do what other people are doing,” as one of the researchers, University of Virginia professor Melissa Thomas-Hunt, put it.

The evidence is damning. Yet companies continue to invest heavily in diversity training, spending, by one estimate, almost $8 billion a year. It’s all led to what The Economist has dubbed “Diversity Fatigue.” In a recent article, the magazine suggested that twelve of the most terrifying words in the English language are “I’m from human resources and I’m here to organize a diversity workshop.”


* * *

THAT UNFORTUNATE HISTORY made the challenge for Dr. Welle and his team that much more difficult as they sat down to tackle unconscious bias at Google. They were determined to create an implicit-bias training workshop, but knew they had to sidestep the failures of the past. 

His team was walking a bit of a tightrope; they had to explain biases without reinforcing them. They had to help people face the ugliest sides of themselves without alienating them. Mostly, though, they had to try to change the way people act, even though they couldn’t change the way people truly think. They had to make people recognize their deepest, darkest prejudices, and then force themselves to do something about it.

As he worked through the obstacles, Dr. Welle seized on an insight that has proven to be a key not just for Google, but for anyone who is trying to wipe out hidden biases. Thomas-Hunt’s research had shown that if we believe everybody is biased, we will be too. But the research also demonstrated the reverse: if we believe that everyone around us is trying hard to fight against those stereotypes and prejudices, we’ll do the same. Call it peer pressure, or call it a pack mentality. Whatever it is, it works. Our own biases disappear.

Dr. Welle and his team ultimately developed a workshop that strives to mimic those conditions. In a typical session, he explains the science, so that employees can understand that yes, we’re all biased and yes, we’re all trying to fight it, and don’t worry, it isn’t your fault. He focuses on four ways to “interrupt” bias, all of which boil down to one word: “awareness.” 

He encourages employees to use consistent criteria to measure success, and to rely on data rather than on gut reactions when evaluating others. He urges them to notice how they react to subtle cues. In one study he cites, students posing as job applicants at a Texas mall were rejected at higher rates when they wore baseball caps that said “Gay and Proud” than when they wore caps that said “Texan and Proud.” Finally, he encourages employees to call out bias when they see it, even if the culprit is their own boss.

Google’s seminar is a model that other companies have adopted too. In just the past few years, this kind of training has exploded at companies across the country. At Google, about 75 percent of its 75,000 employees have taken the workshop, and in 2014 the company spent $114 million on its various diversity programs. 

At least 20 percent of companies in the U.S. now offer unconscious-bias training, from Roche Diagnostics to Royal Bank of Canada to consultants McKinsey & Company (“We do that big time,” says its CEO, Dominic Barton) to defense contractor BAE Systems. Almost all of the big tech firms already offer it, including Facebook, Salesforce, VMware, and GoDaddy, with more joining by the day. By some estimates 50 percent of all American corporations will offer unconscious-bias training in the not-too-distant future. 

Undoubtedly, the popularity of these programs has soared in part because they intentionally don’t cast blame. They do away with the cudgel and the finger-wagging. The beauty of the training is that, unlike old-fashioned diversity training, it’s guilt-free. Everybody has biases, right? And we’re all trying to overcome them, yes? So we’re all in this together. Nobody is being singled out. No more white-guy guilt. Bias is a lot easier to swallow when it isn’t your fault.

* * *

BEFORE EMPLOYEES STEP into the classroom for unconscious-bias workshops, they get a warning: They’ll be confronting uncomfortable truths. They’ll be facing their deepest demons. The warning intrigued me. It made me wonder about my own darkest thoughts. I knew from taking the Implicit Association test that I had biases even against working women. It was terrifying to think of what other prejudices might lurk within me. But shouldn’t I know, so that I had a chance of combating whatever those demons turned out to be?

Not long before Christmas, I drove the short distance from Google’s offices to Facebook headquarters in Menlo Park, California. I was nervous, afraid of what was about to unfold. Facebook had invited me to take its unconscious-bias workshop along with its employees.

When I arrived on that overcast December morning, the place was already a hyper-caffeinated hive of activity. In the reception area, hipsters in jeans mingled with suit-and-tie-clad visitors signing in on iPads. Posters plastered the walls with inspirational sayings: “Pride Connects Us,” “Stay Humble,” “Fortune Favors the Bold.”

Outside, the campus was crowded with young employees in hoodies strolling the oval path that connects a series of buildings. The campus itself is a tech fairy tale, a geeky version of Disneyland’s Main Street, lined with ice cream shops, dry cleaners, and cafés. 

I ducked into one doorway and plunged into blackness. When my eyes adjusted to the dark, I found myself in a fully outfitted game room, just as dim and noisy as the shopping mall arcades of my childhood, already buzzing with young guys playing pinball. Near the entryway stood a vending machine filled with tech gear—phone chargers, earbuds, keyboards. All of it free. 

I headed back outside, threading my way through a series of buildings in search of my workshop classroom. Everywhere I looked, there were more inspirational posters. Tech companies are often parodied for their do-gooder earnestness, and it’s easy to see why. In the HBO comedy Silicon Valley, a running joke among the characters—almost all of them nerdy guys in hoodies—is their repeated declaration that they are making the world better. “I don’t want to live in a world where someone else makes the world a better place better than we do,” one character laments. More than one person I met in the actual Silicon Valley told me that the program is less parody than reality show. Looking around, you half expected to see the TV cameras taking it all in.

After grabbing a free yogurt and some fruit, I find the workshop conference room just as the session is about to begin. Facebook’s unconscious-bias training is voluntary, open to everyone—just as the experts recommend as the right approach. The company says that all of its managers and more than 70 percent of its employees have taken it, though in my session there were just eight of us, including me, the moderator, and my public relations minder. Only one is male. Most aren’t white. None are the engineers who make up the bulk of the company’s employees. Their absence was notable given an analysis by a longtime Facebook engineer that found female Facebook engineers’ code is rejected 35 percent more frequently than that written by men—a calculation Facebook disputes.

The training kicks off with a passionate and fact-filled appeal, on video, from Facebook executive and women’s advocate Sheryl Sandberg. Then, for two hours, we learn about the research, about our deeply buried prejudices against not just women but blacks and other underrepresented groups.

In one exercise, we watch short videos of “job applicants” simply introducing themselves. Then we make snap judgments about their skills and competency—our own test of Malcolm Gladwell’s hypothesis in Blink, his book suggesting that we form opinions of others in under two seconds. I find, to my dismay, that I am as biased as the next person. I jump to the conclusion that the guy in the T-shirt and Cal Tech hat is an engineer, while the blond woman in the conservative suit is a business executive.

Next, we pair off in role-playing exercises to figure out how we would react if, say, we were in a work group in which Agnes did all the work but Eduardo took all the credit. This one I feel a bit more confident about—I know that any member of the group should be empowered to speak up about Agnes’s contribution. On the other hand, I’d been researching this book for almost a year, so perhaps I was more attuned than the average Facebooker.

We learn about potential “bias busters” too. As at Google, Facebook suggests empowering every employee to call out bias if they see it. On a more tactical level, we got a primer on specific phrases that subtly discriminate against women, phrases that most women (myself included) have heard throughout our careers: “aggressive, assertive, pushy, abrasive,” plus “self-promotional, political, not a team player.” The moderator warns us to look out for such coded language deployed against women, as well as subtle phrases such as “her style doesn’t work,” or “she is not a good fit with the team.”

The session is engaging and immersive. In the following days, I noticed some key changes in my own behavior. When I checked in at a nearby hotel, I stopped myself as I automatically gravitated toward the Asian guy at the front desk. I realized, to my embarrassment, that I had made the unfounded assumption that he would be smarter and faster than the women on either side of him.

But will that two hours of training stay with me for long? Will it change how I conduct myself in my career? I’d like to think so, of course. But I got a perhaps more realistic answer as the Facebook session was winding down, before we were sent scattering back into the crowds milling about outside. As she prepared to dismiss us, the moderator mentioned that this was just a refresher course, since employees had gotten an unconscious-bias-training overview when they joined the company.

That’s when my seatmate leaned over to me.

“I don’t remember going through unconscious-bias training,” she murmured.

The moderator didn’t hear her.

“We are a company that gives people voice to their authentic identity,” the moderator sang as she dismissed us. “Make this cause your own.”

* * *

AND THAT’S THE trick with unconscious-bias training. How to make it last? Will employees even remember taking it? Can it help to transform a corporate culture? After all, no matter how good it is, the training is only one tool that, on its own, can’t reinvent an organization. Facebook’s executives have made it clear that diversity is a priority, and since my visit the company has added several more programs to continually reinforce the message, including one on how to be an “ally” to colleagues from marginalized groups. Sandberg herself is the nation’s most prominent advocate for women.

Even so, Kayla Smith, a Facebook engineer, said she left after a year because she felt isolated. “I didn’t get invited to meetings. I didn’t get put on projects. I withered and felt irrelevant,” she told USA Today’s Jessica Guynn. “There is a lot of effort and thought put into diversity at a company level but at individual levels, there are a lot of micro cultures. Diversity did not trickle down to the team I was on.”

* * *

AT GOOGLE, DR. Welle too realized that training alone isn’t enough. So in 2013, Google went further, developing a “bias cheat sheet.” It’s a checklist that managers use when they evaluate employees for promotion. It reminds them of common biases. Among others, it notes the “Horns & Halo Effects,” in which a manager’s judgment about actual performance is clouded because he has made a snap decision that the employee is either awful or amazing. 

Other firms have adopted bias cheat sheets as well, including Royal Bank of Canada, which distributes its guide to managers. “Do I typically hire the same type of person, or personality type?” asks one prompt. “Who do I encourage to lead or speak at meetings?” asks another. Alongside those questions, the cheat sheet lists tips for identifying implicit bias, including “speak out if you suspect a colleague’s contribution may be ignored or misappropriated unfairly.”

Google began tweaking its hiring practices in other ways too. It trimmed its interview process from as many as twenty-five interviews for one position to just four. And Laszlo Bock put an end to—or at least tried to put an end to—the brainteasers as well. He found they have no predictive value about how a candidate might perform on the job. The only value they had at all was to make the interviewer feel smart. As a diagnostic tool, they are “a total waste of time,” he told me.

But Google does still put a value on that ineffable “Googleyness,” which one senior executive defined as “people who are comfortable with chaos, who are self-motivated, and who do the right thing even when no one is looking.” In other words, applicants need to be the right cultural fit.

That’s an important quality not just for Google, but for other workplaces too. People who fit in are happier, more productive, and tend to stay in their jobs longer. A global survey found that more than 80 percent of employers consider cultural fit a top priority.

Except, as I learned in unconscious-bias training, researchers have also found that those who don’t culturally “fit” are disproportionately female. A “good fit in most American corporations still tends to be stereotypically masculine. Consequently, fit can exclude high-performing candidates—female or male—who are stereotypically feminine,” noted Lauren A. Rivera, a management professor at Northwestern University’s Kellogg School of Management, in the New York Times. Other researchers have found that one reason there are so few women who major in computer science in the first place is they fear they won’t fit in.

“It’s tricky,” Dr. Welle acknowledged when we met for coffee at the Google café, surrounded by young male engineers in flip-flops. “You want people you have a connection with. You want to like them, to have conversations that are fulfilling. But a connection is almost always based on similarity, and that is what’s operating against diversity.”

As Google introduced its new policies, Dr. Welle and his colleagues continued to analyze the results. What they found wasn’t always encouraging. Beginning in 2014, under pressure for their poor records hiring women and other underrepresented groups, the major technology firms began publicly revealing their diversity statistics. The results can be described in one word: dismal. Almost all were overwhelmingly male and white or Asian.

More perplexing, the massive efforts since then to diversify hiring, and to teach employees about unconscious bias, have barely moved the needle. By 2016, women represented less than a third of total Google employees, and far less than that in key tech positions. Apple, Microsoft, Cisco, and Intel had similarly poor showings. In 2017, even Facebook reported that just 19 percent of its technical jobs were held by women, and that women held 28 percent of senior jobs, despite massive efforts at recruitment and training. At the bottom of the heap among tech companies was Twitter, where only 15 percent of technical employees were female.

Part of the issue is that even if firms hire as aggressively as they can, their efforts can only go so far. The math works against them. In 2014, 21 percent of Google’s tech hires were female—but that translated into just a 1 percentage point increase in total female tech workers, to a paltry 18 percent. 

More significantly, though, is that unconscious-bias training sometimes prompts the same type of backlash as old-fashioned diversity training, the kind that beat up white guys with a two-by-four. Nancy Lee, a former Google head of diversity, estimates that while a third of employees embrace diversity efforts, an equal amount are “resistors”—those like the author of the Google “manifesto,” who later described the company’s bias training as “lots of just shaming.” As James Altizer, an engineer at chip maker Nvidia, told the New York Times, “It’s a witch hunt . . . When you’re discussing gender issues, it’s almost religious, the response. It’s almost zealotry.”

Even the women already working at Google seemed curiously resistant to the company’s efforts. Google allows its engineers to nominate themselves for a promotion. But women simply weren’t doing it. The few who did almost always got promoted—usually because they waited so long that they “were probably ready a year ago,” Bock told the Wall Street Journal.

Women’s lack of self-promotion was frustrating, but not surprising. Studies have found that girls don’t raise their hands as often as boys in math class, even though the girls more often have the right answers. And in a pattern that repeats itself, grown-up women don’t offer their ideas as often as men in business meetings, yet in studies, the women’s ideas are judged more valuable than those of the men.

Flummoxed by women’s hesitation to raise their hands for promotion, one senior Google engineer jury-rigged his own solution. He began sending out regular “nudge” notes—an email to all technical employees explaining the research and urging women to nominate themselves. We “tell them for God’s sake, nominate yourself for a promotion, because you’re holding yourself back!” as Bock put it. 

The nudge notes have proven to be remarkably effective. When they go out every six months, the number of women nominating themselves for promotions soars. Once, when the engineer forgot to send the note before a promotion cycle, the numbers plummeted into the basement again.

Google executives continue to try to even the playing field. The firm has introduced a “bias busting” workshop, in which employees practice ways to call out bad behavior, by, for example, giving credit to someone (typically a woman) whose idea had been mistakenly attributed to someone else (typically a man). The company even modified its iconic search home page. In 2014, a blog counted up Google’s “Doodles”—the cartoons it creates on its home page each day, usually to commemorate a historical event, a famous scientist’s birthday, or a holiday. From 2010 through 2014, it calculated, 83 percent of the Doodles were of men. Google took note: it now is trying to keep the ratio even.

And when it opened a new office in 2013, employees noticed that the vast majority of its sixty-five conference rooms—all named for scientists—honored men. Top executives quickly rechristened the rooms, half of which are now named for women. Not that the transition was easy. The succinctly monikered Peter K. Homer Room—named for the winner of a NASA contest to design an improved astronaut glove—has been transformed into the Praskovya Uvarova Room, named for a nineteenth-century amateur Russian archaeologist who took over for her dead husband as chairperson of the Archaeological Society of Moscow.

Despite all of Google’s efforts, the one that made the most noticeable difference had nothing to do with bias training, or names of conference rooms, or Google Doodles of women. Instead, it came about as a result of a change in the company’s incentive system. And that points up the dilemma that confounds every corporate attempt at social engineering. It doesn’t matter how much companies talk about equality and inclusiveness. What matters are the incentives it creates for employees. Those incentives speak louder than any speeches by the CEO, or bias training workshops, or posters on a wall.

For Google, as for others, the key incentive came in the form of family leave. In 2011, Google sweetened its leave policy, extending paid parental leave to five months from three. The result was immediate. Attrition rates for women who had babies plunged by 50 percent. 

That set off an arms race of sorts, with a growing number of tech firms offering gender-neutral paid parental leaves to men as well as women, including Twitter (20 weeks), Etsy (26 weeks), Facebook (4 months), and Change.org (18 weeks). Netflix and Virgin Management increased paid parental leave to a full year. The practice is now spreading beyond the tech industry, to other industries as well.

The results of these changes are still unfolding. But they point to a hard truth. For men as well as women, it doesn’t matter how sincere companies are in embracing diversity, if their own policies work against it—and in particular if they make it impossible to balance work with family. America lags far behind most industrial countries in this respect. It is the only industrialized country in the world that doesn’t offer paid parental leave. At least ninety-six other countries offer not only guaranteed maternity leave but paternity leave as well, including Gambia, Armenia, Belarus, Azerbaijan, Togo, and Mauritius. Without broad policy changes that allow parents in every industry and at every level to have access to affordable health care and child care, the rest doesn’t matter.

What’s more, at tech firms, the newly generous parental leave policies are still often undercut by other opposing incentives that are at least as powerful. Apple’s sprawling new 175-acre headquarters boasts a 100,000-square-foot fitness and health center—but no day care facilities. At Google, the expanded maternity leave is juxtaposed with a work culture that is still round-the-clock, encouraged by campuses which offer so many life perks—free food, dry cleaning, game rooms—that they incentivize employees not to go home. And when they do go home, workers are expected to be tethered to the office.

Eric Schmidt, Google’s executive chairman, proudly acknowledged as much in an interview with MIT Technology Review. “A successful life is not completely balanced,” he declared. His vision of a great leader, he went on, is one who will “go quiet for a few hours while they’re busy taking care of the family or whatever it is they’re doing, and then they emerge at 11 o’clock at night, working hard to make sure that their responsibilities are taken care of.”

I wondered how those mixed messages land, and whether the efforts of Dr. Welle and other men at Google are making a difference. So I decided to go to the source: I asked some female Google employees.

A friend introduced me to a few women at Google’s Chelsea office in New York City. We gathered in the same café where I’d met Dr. Welle, where you could grab a free organic coffee with soy milk near the salad bar. Classic rock played in the background. To get here, we had strolled through the Lego area, where primary-colored blocks were stacked to the ceiling. Lego creations were displayed on shelves along the walls, as were several giant Lego portraits of tech heroes—all men. We headed past the game room, lined with video games, where a few young men were in a fierce match at one of the Ping-Pong tables in the center of the floor.

The decor was oddly familiar. I felt a curious sort of déjà vu, something that tickled the back of my brain. It took me a moment to figure out why I had this strange sensation. Then it struck me: I used to have this decor in my house, when my son was younger. The vibe of Google’s New York City flagship was a ten-year-old boy’s bedroom.

“Do you ever go in there?” I asked the women as we passed the Ping-Pongers, who were now grunting and yelling.

They laughed.

“You’ll see guys who play Ping-Pong every day. Women have a harder time doing that kind of thing,” one of my new friends said.

“But why is it harder for women?”

“I think it’s because women are very conscientious and concerned about really doing a good job,” she said.

“Wait a minute. Isn’t everybody here concerned about doing a good job? Isn’t that why you all had to go through the punishing interview process? Isn’t that why you’re among the gifted point-two-five percent of applicants who made it through the door here?”

My friend tried not to sound as exasperated as she clearly was.

“Women want to be seen as ‘being present’ and not ‘goofing off,’” she said, jabbing at the air with exaggerated air quotes for emphasis. “It’s a perception thing.”

I tried to imagine how the guys playing Ping-Pong or constructing Lego creations would feel if Google’s office were decorated in equally stereotypical little-girl’s-room fashion—let’s say, with pink walls and mirrors and Barbie playhouses and glitter guns. How would they react? Would they shrug it off and go about their business as usual, as the women here did?

The very fact that the women I met were comfortable in this environment may be why they’re among the few women to make it at Google. Research has shown that all-male environments raise stress levels in most women, and can even turn off women’s interest in computer science. When researchers asked undergraduates who hadn’t yet declared their majors about their interest in computer science, women’s answers actually depended on the decor of the room in which they were questioned. When the room was decorated in a neutral way—with nature posters and coffee mugs—the women were enthusiastic. When it was decked out with Star Trek posters and video games, their interest plunged. Notably, the decor—whether neutral or geeky—made no difference in men’s interest in computer science.

Google’s own corporate website references the study, describing it in a section on “unbiasing the workspace.” It cautions about “micro-inequities” that might add to the stress of women. “It’s important to consider how workplaces might alienate certain groups,” the website says. Yet it adds reassuringly, “This didn’t mean Google threw out the Legos, Star Wars posters, or Nerf guns.”

As we settled into a booth with our coffee, I changed the subject, asking about the company’s impressive unconscious-bias training.

“What?” asked one of the women, an engineer. She was genuinely puzzled.

“Oh yeah, we have it,” said another. But she added, “I know we have it, but I didn’t take it. There’s posters up, and articles, and it comes up at company meetings. Why do I need to take it? They try really hard. I definitely feel like it’s overcompensation.”

Her engineer friend shrugged. She still couldn’t recall any mention of unconscious-bias workshops. “They make us take so many of these things they blend together,” she finally said. “On compliance, on ethics . . . most of the time I’ve got other stuff to do. You just want to get through it and get it done.

“For me, I’ve always been in heavily male cultures,” she added. “I’m much more comfortable in my engineering meetings than in my local mommy meet-ups.”

And in the end, that may be the key to women who do succeed at Google. These women reminded me of my early days at the Wall Street Journal in the 1980s, back when we female reporters in our linebacker shoulder pads were just as tough as any of the guys—or more so. In tech, there’s even a name for this syndrome: “the cool girl trap.” The phrase was coined by illustrator Kennedy Cooke-Garza, with a definition that comes straight from Gillian Flynn’s bestseller Gone Girl:

Being the Cool Girl means I am a hot, brilliant, funny woman who adores football, poker, dirty jokes, and burping, who plays video games, drinks cheap beer, loves threesomes and anal sex, and jams hot dogs and hamburgers into her mouth like she’s hosting the world’s biggest culinary gang bang while somehow maintaining a size 2 . . . Cool Girls never get angry; they only smile in a chagrined, loving manner and let their men do whatever they want.

The problem with being the cool girl, as Cooke-Garza described it, is that it means she has to do everything she can to make the guys feel comfortable—including putting up with abuse. “She laughs along with their shitty jokes, maybe joins in on them, and certainly never challenges a guy to maybe think more critically about what’s falling out of his mouth,” she wrote. 

In her own experience at a games studio, Cooke-Garza endured a steady slide from juvenile comments into increasingly toxic “jokes” from her male colleagues, as they speculated on how fat she’d get, how many kids she’d pop out, and how much she’d earn as a prostitute. In her case, after she finally discussed the issue with her boss—who assured her he would never put up with sexism in the office—her colleagues froze her out. She ultimately was laid off.

The “cool girl trap,” Cooke-Garza found, “is one of the reasons that sexism, racism and other ‘isms’ are so pervasive in such a homogenized industry.”

Still, there are some signs that old attitudes are starting to change, that the work that men like Brian Welle and his colleagues are doing is paying off. Onstage at a panel at the SXSW conference in Austin, three prominent voices engaged in a lively conversation about the importance of diversity—and the two men, Google chairman Eric Schmidt and Steve Jobs biographer Walter Isaacson, both repeatedly interrupted the lone woman on their panel, then–Chief Technology Officer of the United States Megan Smith. During the Q&A session afterward, a Google diversity manager who happened to be in the audience raised her hand.

“Given that unconscious-bias research tells us that women are interrupted a lot more than men, I’m wondering if you are aware that you have interrupted Megan many more times?” she said.

The audience cheered.

Dr. Welle is proud of that progress, but fully aware that there’s more to be done. Among his concerns is how long his unconscious-bias training effort will stick with employees.

“Will it last? That is my big fear,” he said as we collected our coffee cups and headed back out, past the Lego station and conference rooms named for subway stops. “What worries me now is, how do we make it stick in the culture?”
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She’s Pretty Sure You Don’t Respect Her

The elderly man had been in the hospital for a month, recovering from a procedure for esophageal cancer, when surgical resident Andrea Merrill came to say goodbye. She had been caring for him since his surgery, attending to him on her rounds twice daily, checking on his lungs, overseeing his daily care.

As she bid him farewell, he looked up at her from his hospital bed. She had spent countless hours with him, bringing all of her medical training to bear to help heal him.

Now he had a question for her.

“Are you training to be a nurse?” he asked.

Dr. Merrill took a deep breath. She had learned to hide her frustration well. Almost every day, at least one patient would mistake the doctor for a nurse. And while she has great respect for the work that nurses do, she knew the reason her patients made the mistake: it didn’t occur to them that this young woman could be a surgeon.

When I first heard about her experience, I was reminded of an old brainteaser, one that I couldn’t figure out the first time I heard it decades ago: A man and his son get into a car accident. The man dies, and his son is badly injured. The son is taken to the hospital for emergency surgery. The distinguished surgeon takes one look at the boy and says, “I can’t operate on him! He’s my son!”

How, the riddle asks, can that be?

Even today, 40 to 75 percent of people can’t figure out the answer: the surgeon is the boy’s mother.

The old joke isn’t funny to Dr. Merrill. It rings too true. “I have had patients literally laugh in my face when I introduce myself as ‘doctor,’” as she wrote on HuffPost. “I cannot tell you how many times I have walked into a patient’s room to find him/her on the phone and hear ‘Hold on, honey, I have to go, the nurse is here.’”

I first spoke with Dr. Merrill, now a surgery resident in Boston, after reading that post. She told me she was inspired to write about the issue because, while it is drilled into med students that they should never complain or make excuses, the lack of respect toward female physicians can no longer be ignored. It needs to be brought out into the open. She had had one too many experiences like the time when she and a senior female surgeon went to check on a patient, but the patient only wanted to speak to the “real” doctor in the room—the male medical student who had been observing them.

The assumption that women are underlings is often an innocent, unintentional slight. But for Dr. Merrill and other female physicians, it makes an already demanding job that much more draining. “You have to work harder to get them to trust you and see you as a doctor,” she says. It is an extra burden that male doctors rarely experience. When Dr. Merrill raised the issue with some other young surgeons, they were surprised: “My male friends had no idea that happens.”

“It kind of grates on you,” she adds. “I did all this training,” and yet she finds herself constantly working to prove that she is worthy of the same respect her male colleagues receive automatically. 

It’s an undercurrent that runs through every day, all day. Researchers have found, for example, that female physicians are more frequently introduced by their first names (Sally, Juanita), while male physicians are introduced with the honorific “Doctor.” “I always feel like it undermines me when I’m introduced as ‘Andrea,’” Dr. Merrill says.

* * *

IN MEDICINE AS in business, for most men in a room, respect is a given. Women, though, often feel the opposite: that they’re treated as if they don’t know what they’re talking about until they prove otherwise. In my conversations with professional women around the country, the issue of respect is one of the biggest and most frequent frustrations that they cite.

In their 2014 book The Confidence Code, journalists Katty Kay and Claire Shipman spoke to female leaders, including Linda Hudson, then CEO of BAE Systems. She told them that “even in the position I am [in] now, everyone’s first impression is that I’m not qualified to do the job . . . When a man walks into a room, they’re assumed to be competent until they prove otherwise.” For women, it is often the reverse.

It isn’t just men who make these assumptions; women are just as likely to show less respect toward other women. A survey of more than 3,500 Norwegian physicians, for example, found that female nurses are less respectful toward female doctors than male doctors, and offer them less help. The nurses frequently ignore orders. Or they’ll tell the female physicians to do it themselves. The nurses are eager to “cut them down to size,” researchers found. The authors concluded, “Female doctors often find that they are met with less respect and confidence and are given less help than their male colleagues.”

Other research has found the same phenomenon across professions. Purdue University researcher Xiaowei Shi noticed that she and her classmates seemed to speak more deferentially to male professors than female professors. To test her assertion, she recruited 212 young professionals, from accountants to software engineers, and described various work scenarios—for example, you have an idea to improve product testing—and asked each how they would influence their boss. For half the participants, the boss was “Bob,” while the other half got boss “Barb.” In every case, the employees were more polite and deferential to the mythical Bob. They were far more likely to be dismissive of Barb.

When the participants thought they were talking to Bob, for example, they were obsequious, humble, and quick to recognize his superior standing in the pecking order. “If you cannot do it, I will understand,” said one. “I was wondering . . . ,” began another. But when Barb was in charge, the participants not only showed less deference; they were more likely to give her instructions. “Here are some thoughts I have that may interest you . . . ,” as one participant began a memo dictating ideas.

Lack of respect is an undercurrent that runs through work and life, mostly in relatively subtle ways. Since I began researching this book, I’ve noticed it in my own behavior. At a business meeting not long ago, I was introduced to two executives I’d never met, a man and a woman. I didn’t know which one was the boss and which the staffer, yet I instinctively went to shake hands with the man first—catching myself only at the last moment as I realized I had made the completely unfounded assumption that he must be in charge. I was reflexively more deferential to him, with no facts available to me other than that he was a guy.

My own unwitting reaction apparently is common. A 2015 Pew study found that, like me, most Americans believe women are as capable as men when it comes to being political and business leaders. In fact, the Pew survey found women were viewed as superior to men when it came to leadership qualities like honesty, fairness, and compassion.

Yet the same survey found that we still assume that men are more qualified; we subconsciously grant them greater respect. About 40 percent of those surveyed believed that “for women seeking to climb to the highest levels of either politics or business . . . they have to do more than their male counterparts to prove themselves.” 

The respect gap even colors the way we view a job title. Imagine a prestigious position—say, a school principal. And then imagine a woman in the post. For most of us, the mere notion that the principal is female lowers our respect for the office itself. Indeed, several studies have shown that a male executive has more power than a female executive with the exact same title—and that dynamic is the case regardless of occupation.

Women may be seen as “illegitimate authorities” who aren’t deserving of respect, and thus whose judgement is questioned, Yale researcher Andrea Vial has found. One study, drawing on a large survey of Canadian workers, found that men benefit substantially more than women by being a boss, in terms of autonomy as well as influence. Less respect for women in the same job as men also translates directly into lower pay.

The studies are persuasive. But in truth, we don’t need academic research to prove what we see every day in real life. The fact that women get less respect than men is so routine that there’s really no debate about the issue. There’s a reason that “manterrupting,” “bropropriating,” and “mansplaining” have all entered the lingo, with the last even being formally inducted into the Oxford Dictionaries in 2014. The official definition: a man explaining something “to someone, typically a woman, in a manner regarded as condescending or patronizing.”

* * *

DR. MERRILL, THE Boston surgical resident, never thought that respect would be an issue for her. She first became interested in surgery as a child in western Massachusetts. An enthusiastic athlete, she grew up playing sports: soccer, gymnastics, lacrosse, basketball—you name it, she played it. She ran track in both high school and college at Tufts University. She was comfortable with boys; after all, she could outrun most of them. When her brother’s soccer team was short on players, she’d jump in and join them. Her athleticism put her literally on an even playing field.

Like lots of dedicated athletes, she also suffered her fair share of injuries. After one of them, she stumbled across a textbook about sports injuries that her father, who had a graduate degree in physical education, had left around the house. She was hooked. She became endlessly fascinated by the anatomy of injuries and the process of healing them. She turned to the Internet, spending hours online looking up orthopedic procedures. She decided to become a doctor—an orthopedic surgeon—so she could heal those injuries herself.

Orthopedic surgery is one of the most male-centric professions in the world (just 5 percent of orthopedic surgeons are female). It’s a boys’ club still, populated largely by former athletes. The conventional wisdom holds that a surgeon needs to be powerfully strong to manipulate bones, saw through them, and pound in pins. Orthopedic surgery is often, somewhat derisively, compared to carpentry—a job requiring brute force rather than intellectual firepower. It is the most macho of all medical practices. 

But Dr. Merrill didn’t think that the conventional wisdom applied to her; she had grown up around athletes, and dominated in competitions her entire life.

Then one day, early in her medical training, an older female surgeon took her aside. You can’t pursue orthopedics, the woman firmly announced. She launched into a lecture about “boy surgeries”—the prestigious and highly paid specialties, including orthopedic as well as heart surgery, dominated by men—and “girl surgeries,” primarily breast-related surgeries. “Bigger surgeries are boy surgeries,” the older woman explained.

Dr. Merrill was floored. Whoever heard of “boy” and “girl” professions of any sort in this day and age? Yes, at a petite five-foot-four, she had encountered some eye-rolling about her chosen field. “You aren’t strong enough to do orthopedic surgery,” she heard the skeptics say. But she had shrugged off the naysayers, shooting back that “it isn’t so much the strength, it’s the physics.” As she and other female surgeons explain, the key to doing orthopedics isn’t so much unadulterated muscle power as it is understanding the use of leverage in manipulating bones.

Dr. Merrill had no qualms about the physical labor of orthopedics. So why was another woman, a mentor, telling her to back off? Why shouldn’t she pursue orthopedic surgery? So what if the profession was mostly male?

The female surgeon sat her down and looked her in the eye.

“You’re never going to get business,” she explained. “No one will ever refer [patients] to you. They won’t send patients to a girl surgeon.”

Dr. Merrill is still angry when she recalls that exchange. “I was really put off by that,” she told me. “I was taken aback that this woman who I looked up to and respected would say that.”

But it turns out the older female surgeon, in many ways, was right.

* * *

PERHAPS THE BEST way to understand the respect gap is to listen to those who have experienced both sides of it. One of the most outspoken has been Stanford University biologist Ben Barres. As former chairman of neurobiology at the prestigious university, he is one of the top scientists in his field. He has degrees from MIT, Dartmouth, and Harvard. He is a leading expert on nerve cells called glia.

He also is transgender. Dr. Barres was born as Barbara, and transitioned at the age of forty-two, in the midst of his professional career.

One of the most striking aspects of his transition turned out to be the level of respect accorded to him by others. As a high school student, Barbara Barres had excelled in math, but her guidance counselor steered her toward a local college rather than her own choice, Massachusetts Institute of Technology. She went to MIT anyway. 

But in college, when she was the only student out of hundreds to solve a difficult problem, a professor accused her of cheating: he “told me my boyfriend must have solved it for me.” Later, as a Harvard doctoral student, she lost out on a prestigious fellowship despite having published six papers—five more than the male student who received the post instead of her.

After Dr. Barres transitioned, though, all of that changed. Not long afterward, he presented a paper to a group of renowned scientists at the Whitehead Institute for Biomedical Research in Cambridge, Massachusetts. As his presentation came to a close, a fellow scientist in the audience, unaware of his transition, confided to a colleague, “Ben Barres’s work is much better than his sister Barbara’s.” 

Dr. Barres later wrote about his experience for Nature magazine. “By far, the main difference that I have noticed is that people who don’t know I’m transgendered treat me with much more respect,” he wrote. His authority isn’t questioned as frequently, and he’s no longer overlooked in conversations. “I can even complete a whole sentence without being interrupted by a man.”

“This is why women are not breaking into academic jobs at any appreciable rate,” Dr. Barres has said. “Not childcare. Not family responsibilities. I have had the thought a million times: I am taken more seriously.”

His case is hardly unique. Quartz editor and author Thomas Page McBee, a transgender male who transitioned at age thirty, noted that now when he speaks, “people don’t just listen: they lean in . . . My sense since my transition is people want to believe the best of me.” When he felt he deserved a raise, he marshalled the advice he had heard before his transition: be unemotional, stick to facts and accomplishments, don’t feel guilty about asking. He took a deep breath, and steeled himself for that inevitably difficult conversation. “After all that,” he recalled, “I walked into the meeting, ready to hardball, and my boss offered me a raise.”

Transgender women, meanwhile, have noticed the reverse. Biologist Jonathan Roughgarden didn’t have to worry about the issue of respect for the first thirty years of his career. He commanded plenty of it. He was a renowned ecological theorist who created mathematical models to explain how ecosystems work. He authored textbooks on population genetics and evolutionary ecology. He was at the top of his field.

But in his fifties, Jonathan transitioned to Joan. And Joan immediately noticed that the world treated her differently. She found that now, if she questioned a mathematical concept, new colleagues figured it was because she didn’t understand the math. She was astonished at the change. “Men are assumed to be competent until proven otherwise,” she told the author Kristen Schilt, author of Just One of the Guys?: Transgender Men and the Persistence of Gender Inequality, “whereas a woman is assumed to be incompetent until she proves otherwise.” 

In a much more public way, the conversation changed about Caitlyn Jenner, after her transition from Bruce Jenner. Bruce was the Olympic champion, patriarch of the Kardashian clan, sharp businessman. Caitlyn, suddenly, was the lovely lady with “ample cleavage,” luxurious hair, and, as one headline noted, a size 8 figure—thinner than her ex-wife Kris!

“It’s really heartening to see that everyone is willing to not only accept Caitlyn Jenner as a woman, but to waste no time in treating her like a woman,” comedian Jon Stewart deadpanned. Or, as Mother Jones magazine put it in a headline: “The American Media Is a Sexist Shitshow. Welcome, Caitlyn Jenner.”

Perhaps it shouldn’t come as a surprise that the highest-paid female executive in 2013, earning $38 million, was Martine Rothblatt, a founder of the company that became Sirius XM as well as founder of a biotech firm, United Therapeutics. She transitioned in 1994, when she was already known as a successful male executive. As she told Fortune magazine, “I’ve only been a woman for half of my life, and there’s no doubt that I’ve benefited hugely from being a guy.”

“One of the unique insights I have is a huge appreciation for all of the privileges I received as a man,” Rothblatt has said. “As the oldest son I was expected to do great things . . . but so many times it’s the oldest son that gets that encouragement and not the oldest daughter.” Her view is that closing the gender gap, and the wage gap, begins at home: “We need to start by educating our kids and society as a whole that a person’s productivity and what they accomplish should not be judged differently because they are female or male.”

There are an estimated 1.4 million people who identify as transgender in the U.S. alone. As their numbers grow, some in the community—a group uniquely qualified to understand the respect gap—are taking steps to close it. Transgender professionals have suggested a number of ways forward, including increasing diversity of all sorts—gender, race, ethnicity—in leadership, and, in particular, in search committees for new positions. 

As a case in point of the perils of homogeneity, Dr. Barres noted that in 2014, when the National Institutes of Health (NIH) inaugurated its prestigious Pioneer Award, 60 of the 64 judges and every one of the 9 winners were men. The NIH has since revamped the process.

That advice carries to other areas of life as well. Dr. Barres calls for “less silence in the face of discrimination.” Anyone—man or woman—can call it as they see it. In Dr. Barres’s case, he is still grateful to a male medical school classmate who, decades ago, complained to a professor who jokingly included a slide of a nude pinup during an anatomy lecture.


* * *

OTHER MEN ARE starting to champion the cause too. Sam Polk, a former hedge fund trader, has taken Dr. Barres’s advice—“less silence”—to heart. For most of his life, he “listened to men dissect women into body parts. When I was younger, I did it, too,” he recalled. But “that was nothing compared with what I witnessed on Wall Street.” In 2016, he decided to break Wall Street’s unwritten code of silence, writing in the New York Times about the debilitating lack of respect for women who try to make their way in the world of finance.

Wall Street, like tech, has long been a stubbornly male dominated terrain. Women run fewer than 3 percent of mutual funds, and make up less than 2 percent of hedge-fund managers. As a World Economic Forum report noted, “There are 11 male hedge fund managers named John, James, William or Robert for every one female hedge fund manager of any name.” 

No major investment bank has ever had a female top executive. Despite efforts to recruit women into entry-level jobs, the top ranks are almost exclusively male. At Goldman Sachs, which frequently touts its “10,000 Women” initiative to help fund female business owners, almost 80 percent of senior leadership is male.

Yet the evidence is overwhelming that women achieve better financial results. Female-led funds outperform those run by men by a large margin. The same is true for banks with female CEOs or board chairs; one study found that male-led banks were six to seven times more likely to fail during the financial crisis than those led by women. 

What’s more, male investors tend to suffer from overconfidence, prompting them to trade more frequently and achieve lower results than women. A prominent hedge fund even required one of its traders to take estrogen to reduce risky behavior, a lawsuit alleged. The firm denied it.

Polk got his first, surprising taste of Wall Street’s throwback culture when he was a young intern at Credit Suisse First Boston. While Polk was talking with a managing director in Midtown Manhattan, the man ran ahead to ogle a woman. “I had to get a look at those tits,” the senior executive announced. 

Later, Polk became a bond trader at Bank of America, where part of his job entailed entertaining clients. One night at dinner, a client declared of a waitress, “I’d like to bend her over the table, give her some meat.” Polk was disgusted, he recalled, but said nothing.

Polk had heard horror stories from some of his female friends on Wall Street, like the female bond trader who received a smaller bonus after refusing to sleep with her boss. But he came to suspect that Wall Street’s problem wasn’t simply the revolting acts by a few bad actors. It was the casual disdain, the conversations about women when they weren’t in the room. In Polk’s view, the problem boiled down to one key factor: a lack of respect for women.

“‘Bro talk’ produces a force field of disrespect and exclusion that makes it incredibly difficult for women to ascend the Wall Street ladder,” he wrote in the Times piece, headlined, “How Wall Street Bro Talk Keeps Women Down.”

That lack of respect—the demeaning undercurrent, the insouciant assumption that women don’t deserve the same respect as the man in the same job sitting next to them—seeps into the broader culture in an insidious way. You see it in the offhand comment, in the casual denigration of a woman’s achievements, as when JPMorgan Chase CEO Jamie Dimon dismissed Senator Elizabeth Warren, a former Harvard Law School professor and banking critic, by saying, “I don’t know if she fully understands the global banking system.” Or when former CIA director Michael Hayden shrugged off a 6,300-page Senate Intelligence Committee report on the CIA’s use of torture, saying committee chair Senator Dianne Feinstein was too “emotional” to be fair. Similarly, when Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor dissented from a 2014 decision to uphold Michigan’s affirmative action ban, critics dismissed her argument as “fueled by emotion.”

Almost every woman I know can relate to that casual derision, that flip remark that reminds her she is not being taken seriously. In my own media industry, there’s a tumblr, #saidtoladyjournos, where female reporters share such gems as “We only returned your phone call because you were cute,” “I’m only talking to you because you have a nice ass,” and, to a Washington political reporter, “So, which congressman are you sleeping with?” 

Female entrepreneurs have their own version, as reported in “Shit Men Say to Women Founders,” including “What’s your real job?” and “Good luck with your project,” when referring to a growing corporation. Black professional women trade stories about having their credentials dismissed, or even being mistaken for the cleaning crew, using the hashtag #BlackWomenAtWork. 

That lack of respect threads its away across industries and across oceans. So intractable has been the problem in the U.K. among financial firms, in fact, that one proposal would peg bankers’ pay to the number of women they hire into senior roles. The proposal was specifically geared to wipe out the “laddish” finance culture.

In the U.S., major financial firms have paid out hundreds of millions of dollars in high-profile discrimination suits, yet there’s little evidence that’s had any impact on a culture where lack of respect for women is rampant. Merrill Lynch alone has paid almost half a billion dollars in multiple settlements over the past fifteen years. Nor has the financial industry as a whole become more welcoming to women. The proportion of white women in managerial jobs in commercial banking actually fell between 2003 and 2014. The proportion of women in investment banking management is even lower, and has been stagnant for almost twenty years.

The situation is if anything even worse in the venture capital industry, which funds technology startups. Ninety-four percent of investing partners in venture firms are male, and 98 percent of the investments they make are in companies run by other men, even though the startup businesses run by women perform as well or better. The industry’s frat-house “bro culture” rewards like-minded personalities, from Uber’s Travis Kalanick (who resigned amid allegations of sexual harassment and discrimination), to Ben Kaufman, founder of the tech platform Quirky, who on his own LinkedIn page was described as “He’s a dick . . . but hilarious.”  

Ask any woman who has tried to break into the venture-capital boys’ club, and she’ll likely have horror stories. One female entrepreneur, Susan Wu, recounted “the countless times I’ve had to move a man’s hand from my thigh (or back or shoulder or hair or arm),” and noted that learning how to reject advances without injuring a man’s fragile ego is “a pretty important skill that I would bet most successful women in our industry have.”

The “real problem with tech bros is not just that they’re boorish jerks. It’s that they’re boorish jerks who don’t know how to run companies,” as author Dan Lyons put it. “Toxic workplace culture and rotten financial performance go hand-in-hand.”

As for Sam Polk, he ultimately left his Wall Street job. But several years later, he is still ashamed that he kept quiet. “Men rarely do or say anything. Why not? Because it feels really good to be in the in-crowd,” he wrote. He acknowledged that he’d never spoken up himself because “it would have been embarrassing and emasculating. And it would have been bad for my career.”

Now an author, co-founder and CEO of Everytable, and the father of two young children, he has appealed to men to speak out. Rather than diversity training and women’s conferences, “(w)hat we need is something simpler: individuals speaking up,” he wrote. He calls for “men of status in our wider culture—managers, coaches, politicians, celebrities” to insist “that women were spoken not just to, but about, with respect.”


* * *

POLK IS MORE right than perhaps he even knows. Men are essential to closing the respect gap. Not just because it’s a business imperative, but because women can’t do it on their own. When women try to do so themselves, it more often than not backfires.

Women who assert their authority themselves almost inevitably are punished for it. Multiple studies have found that women are penalized for behaviors that are considered stereotypically “male”—including being assertive (for women, that’s called “bossy”) or self-promotional. An analysis of seventy-one studies of assertive behavior found that women, but not men, are disparaged for such basic maneuvers as negotiating for a raise or simply asking a neighbor to turn down music. (It bears noting that men lose respect if they engage in stereotypical “female” behavior.)

A Rutgers University researcher found, meanwhile, that simply mentioning successes—“pointing with pride to one’s accomplishments, speaking directly about one’s strengths and talents”—hurts women, even as it helps men. It “can backfire on women,” social psychologist Laurie Rudman found, because it goes against gender expectations.

Women who self-promote are considered more competent than those who don’t, but commanding that respect comes at a steep price: people don’t like them. That’s a handicap that doesn’t apply to men who self-promote. 

What’s more, as these women rack up successes and rise through the ranks, resentment toward them grows, isolating them from others. A BCG study of 345,000 people found that senior female managers feel less appreciated than their male counterparts, and their opinions less heard. Senior men, on the other hand, feel more support from colleagues. “When companies don’t get engagement right, senior-level women feel the pain disproportionately,” BCG reported.

If you’re a man, you probably haven’t noticed any of this. It isn’t part of your everyday life. But any woman who’s been a boss knows the delicate dance needed to navigate these traps. 

“You’re sitting in a business meeting and you censor yourself because you don’t want the men sitting all around you to think that you are upstaging them,” said former Sony Pictures Entertainment chief Amy Pascal. “You talk around your point. You find ways to make the men feel good even when they’re wrong.”

Men who do become aware of this dynamic are in the best position to change it. Television producer Glen Mazzara has seen junior men ignore a senior woman, doing an end run around her by coming directly to him to privately complain that “she doesn’t know what she’s doing.” His response: “She’s doing a great job. Listen to her. If I disagree with something, I’ll address it with her, but right now you’re reporting to her.” As Mazzara told me, “I did not let them circumvent the chain of command.”

And woe to the woman who gets angry at work. Three separate studies found that when professional men get angry in a work context, they are accorded greater respect by others. But when women get angry, they receive less respect. 

The studies found that it didn’t matter whether the woman was a trainee or a CEO; if she got mad, her status among coworkers declined. The reason, researchers discovered, was that men’s anger was attributed to external circumstances; the assumption was that he had a reason to become angry. For women, though, anger was attributed to a personality defect, that “she is an angry person,” or “she is out of control.”

This became a key issue during the 2016 presidential campaign. Then-candidate Donald Trump owned his anger, and was amply rewarded for it. “Yes, I’m angry,” as he said at his rallies. “I’m angry because our country is a mess,” as he repeated in a primary debate. A CNN poll during the Republican primaries found that voters who described themselves as “angry” at the federal government favored him by a wide margin over his opponents. 

Trump’s anger was his calling card, and it worked. Supporters equated his anger with respect—after all, many of them were angry too. His slogan, “Make America Great Again,” made “his supporters feel great by feeling respected,” as University of Massachusetts sociologist Paul Hollander put it. “The craving for respect is the common denominator of his followers.” For Trump, anger and respect were closely, and positively, linked.

Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton, meanwhile, had to carefully modulate every utterance to avoid being seen as an “angry woman.” For her, anger diminished the respect she garnered, undercut her authority, and made her seem a less legitimate leader. When she was confronted by an activist during her campaign, one blog reported, “She yelled at a Greenpeace protester, waggling that crooked finger like a lecturing nanny . . . and is getting shriller than ever.” A Politico piece criticized one of her debate performances by noting that “she wore her anger outwardly and seemed to deliver her lines in an aggrieved husky voice.” 

Just as the academic studies showed, her anger diminished her. Among those who most energetically demeaned her for sounding angry was, ironically, Trump himself, who dubbed her a “nasty woman” and derided her for speaking too loudly. “I haven’t quite recovered” from her “shouting,” he said at one point. At another he said, “All you have to do is watch her speak. This is not a president.”

The connection between anger and diminished respect for women can impact not just elections, but all kinds of group decisions, including jury verdicts. In a 2015 study, undergraduates were asked to participate in mock jury deliberations, moderated via computer. Participants believed they were interacting with five other people to decide the verdict in a real-life murder case. What they didn’t know was that the other “jurors” were fictional computer creations. Four of those jurors were programmed to agree with the participant, while one was programmed to be an angry holdout, and identified as either a man or a woman.

The results couldn’t have been clearer: angry men got more respect, simply for being male, while angry women got less. When the angry dissenter was a man, study participants of both genders became less confident of their own judgment and more likely to be swayed by his opinion. 

When the angry dissenter was a woman, though, the result was the opposite: participants dug in, doubling down on their own opinions and discounting hers. She was angry and emotional, so she clearly didn’t deserve their respect. The researchers concluded, “expressing anger might lead men to gain influence, but women to lose influence.”

* * *

WOMEN MAY NOT get as much respect as men, but there’s something that they do get more of: blame, if things go south. A female leader is more likely to take the fall and get fired if her company doesn’t perform, and less likely to be able to get another job of similar stature after she leaves.

A Federal Reserve Bank of New York study found that a company’s poor performance is attributed more to female leaders than male leaders, while its success is attributed more to the men. The study found that for every 1 percent decline in a company’s value, female top executives’ pay is reduced by 63 percent, almost twice the percentage decline for that of male top executives. Yet if a company’s value increases by 1 percent, male executives get more credit—triple the percentage pay boost versus that for women leaders.  

The media plays into those stereotypes too. According to a study commissioned by the Rockefeller Foundation, 80 percent of news reports blame female CEOs when companies are in crisis, but less than a third fault male CEOs.

What’s more, when Fortune magazine tracked down female executives who had lost their positions and fallen off its annual Most Powerful Women list, it found that only 13 percent of them had found top jobs at other companies, despite stellar careers and track records, and a determination to get back in the game. As the publication noted, “there is something wrong if so many all-star women at the peak of their careers, with decades of top-level management experience, can’t land the ultimate job.”

Part of the issue is that women are more likely to get the top job if the enterprise is failing in the first place. A Utah State University study of 50 female CEOs found that 42 percent of them had been named to the position when the company was in crisis, compared with 22 percent of men. Women are marched right off the dreaded “glass cliff,” a phrase coined by University of Exeter researchers Michelle K. Ryan and S. Alexander Haslam, who found that women are overrepresented in leadership when companies are in “precarious” shape and thus more likely to implode. 

Men also appear to be more likely to try to topple female leaders. In 2015, the New York Times found that almost a quarter of the then-twenty-three female CEOs of large companies had been targeted by male activist investors. One aggressor, Nelson Peltz, had attacked the female heads of three companies, Pepsi, DuPont, and Mondelez, leading Fortune magazine’s Patricia Sellers to ask, “Does Nelson Peltz have a problem with women?” Research suggests that the answer not just for him, but for others, is a resounding yes. Women leaders are disproportionately more likely to be forced out of their jobs than male leaders, a 2013 survey found.

A revealing study by the University of Utah and Washington University suggests one reason why that’s the case. Two groups of business school students were shown identical prospectuses for an initial public offering. The only difference was that one group’s prospectus listed a female CEO and the other a male CEO. Yet the students were certain there was a big difference between the companies’ leadership and prospects. The female CEO was “perceived as less capable” than the male, and the offerings led by her were considered “less attractive investments” than those led by him.

Indeed, even when men and women read from an identical script, the men get more respect. In one study, groups of students were asked to rank the items an astronaut would need in a moon crash landing, such as a first aid kit or map. Each group included either a man or a woman who, unknown to the participants, had been trained to play the leader. 

Afterward, the students were asked to evaluate him or her. Men who played that role were viewed as great guys, with ability, intelligence, and skill. The women who played the same role, in contrast, were described as “emotional, bossy and domineering.”

That jives with a Fortune magazine analysis of performance reviews for 180 people, 105 of whom were men. It found that women were far more likely to be personally disparaged as “strident,” “abrasive,” “judgmental,” and “irrational.” Indeed, the magazine found that those types of personality criticisms were leveled at only two of the men—but at seventy-one of the women. The word “abrasive” was used to describe no fewer than thirteen different women.

Men don’t even have to be right to garner greater respect than women. One unintentionally hilarious study found that pundits on television—the people who pound the table and shout their views—are worse at making economic and political predictions than random chance. Literally, you could write out three predictions on scraps of paper and let your cat pick one, and Fluffy would have a better chance of being right than the “expert” on TV.

While that study didn’t differentiate between male and female pundits, statistically speaking, prognosticators and other “experts” featured on television and quoted in news accounts are overwhelmingly male. One analysis calculated that 74 percent of the guests on network Sunday morning news shows were men.


* * *

THE DIGITAL WORLD, where everyone can have an equal say regardless of gender or race, was supposed to wipe away these differences. Men, women, minorities—all were afforded the same platform and, theoretically at least, equal opportunity to express their views. Early on, my fellow journalists and I cheered this turn of events, envisioning a future in which more voices would be heard, leading to more diversity of voices and an equal playing field for all.

Of course, that didn’t happen. Instead, all of us were able to create and live inside our own filter bubbles, listening only to people who agree with us, a development that was magnified by social media. 

The anonymity of the digital world, meanwhile, enabled hatred to flourish, with virtual crowds gathering to attack religious, ethnic, and racial groups—and women. The result: the respect gap has only widened in recent years. If you were to measure the curve of respect toward women in America, it would have shown a steady increase through most of the 1990s and early 2000s, and then it careened, roller-coaster-like, into a steep decline over the last decade. The slide has been especially notable in the past few years, with women increasingly targeted by cyberbullying.

That came across with startling clarity when, in 2016, The Guardian, a British publication, analyzed its own commenting section, running the numbers on the 70 million comments left on its site. It found that while the majority of regular commenters were white men, every one of the Guardian writers who received the vilest abuse was either female or a minority. Indeed, of the ten writers who were targeted with the most vitriol, eight were women. The other two were black men. The ten writers subjected to the fewest attacks, meanwhile, were all men.

The Guardian’s analysis prompted a “so what?” shrug among my female colleagues in the media. Who among us hasn’t experienced it? My daughter once wrote a college term paper on the disrespect and derogatory language directed at women online. She later allowed me to read it—and I found to my dismay that every one of the examples she cited were references to me. My heart sank. Is this what my children were reading on the Internet? I’d tried my hardest as a parent to teach them to respect others, and to be open to different points of view. What must they think when they saw these abusive comments, written by strangers, directed at their own mother?

In a Vox piece headlined “The Guardian Study’s Hidden Lesson: Trolls Reinforce White Male Dominance in Journalism,” writer Amanda Taub warned that the outsize levels of abuse aimed at women online could shut down female writers, who may shy away from significant issues. Taub, who herself has written on hot-button topics, including the Israeli–Palestinian conflict as well as feminism, has been a frequent target herself. As she wrote about the online trolls who have attacked her, they have

elaborate fantasies for how I should be raped or maimed or killed in order to “teach me a lesson” about why whatever I’ve written is so wrong. I’ve received recommendations that I should be sodomized with a gun, that I should be raped by a thousand men, that I should be raped and murdered by terrorists, and that I should be handed over to ISIS to become another journalist murdered on camera—and those are just the ones I happen to remember off the top of my head, not a complete list.

Taub noted that that kind of abuse means female writers are “left as they are now, with the choice of bearing the abuse or changing their own behavior to avoid it.”

Digital bullying disproportionately targets not only female writers, but women of any age or occupation. A 2014 Pew survey found that men who have Internet enemies get called names. But women are “uniquely likely to experience stalking and sexual harassment,” as well as physical threats.

The virtual bullying of women is the digital analog to real life. Sexual harassment is notoriously difficult to track. Women are often loathe to report it for fear of retaliation, or of being smeared themselves. Researchers have shown that company grievance procedures like hotlines frequently backfire, largely because victims are afraid of punishment. Some 71 percent of women who have been sexually harassed don’t report it, a 2015 survey found. 

Their fears are often well founded. Film producer Harvey Weinstein wasn’t ousted from his company until the New York Times and the New Yorker ran exposés revealing thirty years of alleged sexual harassment and assault. Ultimately, the list of women who said he had harassed them included such A-list stars as Gwyneth Paltrow and Angelina Jolie. His victims were either paid off, or intimidated into silence by his power to make or break careers.

Similarly, at Fox News, it took years for sexual harassment allegations inside the company to result in the ouster of its top leadership. Until then, the company attacked the women who complained, even hiring a private investigator to dig up dirt on them. 

When former Fox anchor Gretchen Carlson accused then-boss Roger Ailes of sexually harassing her, Fox publicly turned on her. Ailes was terminated only after twenty-five other women came forward. Just months later, when star anchor Bill O’Reilly was accused of sexual harassment by multiple women, the company again blamed the victims, dismissing their allegations because they hadn’t called the company complaint hotline. O’Reilly too was ultimately fired, but only after the New York Times revealed that he and the company had already paid $13 million to five women to settle harassment suits. Sexual harassment claims ultimately cost the company $45 million.

As with Gretchen Carlson’s situation, the more powerful the woman is, the more likely she is to face abuse and sexual harassment. A University of British Columbia study concluded that women who “deviated from traditional gender roles—by occupying a ‘man’s’ job or having a ‘masculine’ personality” were especially vulnerable to attacks.

* * *

EVEN WOMEN WHO don’t experience overt harassment are familiar with the subtle digs and lack of respect that are part of daily life. These incidents are wearying, difficult to fight, and the steady drumbeat of them can be debilitating.

Back in Boston, Dr. Merrill was experiencing this herself. She had decided to pursue general surgery rather than orthopedics. Not because orthopedics was “for boys,” but because it is focused primarily on mechanical issues—pinning bones back together—while she preferred medical issues that involve the entire body. Yet female general surgeons are also a minority, and she soon ran up against familiar barriers.

She chafed at the casually patronizing comments from others. There was the medical-device representative who patiently explained to her that she should pursue breast surgery, because it allows a woman “‘to raise a family and children.’” Dr. Merrill responded in frustration, “Yes, breast surgery is a great specialty. It allows a surgeon, male or female, to actually cure cancer.”

As she progressed in her career, she noticed the binary descriptions of female doctors as either too assertive and demanding—the dreaded “bitchy”—or too “meek.” “Why are these my only two options in the professional world?” she wondered. “Why can’t a strong and assertive woman be championed as a man would for the same decisions?” 

She progressed to becoming a senior surgical resident, but still found herself constantly trying to modulate her tone as she walked that perilously narrow path. “I feel like when I tell someone to do something, it comes across as me being bitchy, as opposed to when a man does it,” she told me. “I try to overcompensate by being super, super nice.”

The steady accumulation of slights prompted her to finally write a blog post, describing those instances and others. “We are still nowhere near where we deserve to be in the field of surgery or medicine,” she wrote, citing the grim statistics: women accounted for just 21 percent of full-time medical school professors and 15 percent of department chairs—a percentage that, for orthopedic surgery, fell to zero.

Once Dr. Merrill finished writing the post, she hesitated. She had intended to submit it to a well-read medical blog, KevinMD. But now that she had committed her thoughts to the page, she feared that she was making a mistake, that perhaps she would face a backlash from female as well as male doctors. 

“Would my female colleagues agree with my experience?” she wondered. “Would they appreciate me highlighting the bias we face or do they just want to continue doing their jobs without raising a ‘fuss’? And my male colleagues, would they accuse me of complaining or playing the victim?”

She took a deep breath and pressed the “send” button. Then, with no small amount of trepidation, she sat back and waited.

At just about the same time, Science magazine’s latest issue landed on newsstands. Its career advice column, which regularly answered reader questions, carried an eye-catching headline: “Help! My Adviser Won’t Stop Looking Down My Shirt!” The query came from a young female researcher. How, the researcher asked, should she deal with a male supervisor who constantly stared at her breasts?

The advice columnist, Caltech faculty member Alice Huang, had just the answer:

The kind of behavior you mention is common in the workplace . . . I suggest you put up with it, with good humor if you can . . . His attention on your chest may be unwelcome, but you need his attention on your science and his best advice.

Dr. Merrill, reading the column, was stunned. Here was another woman raising the same kinds of issues she had just written about in her piece. And yet this woman was being told—by a female scientist, no less—to be quiet and put up with abuse. You’re getting no respect? No problem, the columnist was advising. Just let it slide, and be happy you’re in the room.

Dr. Merrill feared the respect gap not only wasn’t shrinking; it seemed to be growing wider. “Every time I turned on the news, there was something about this disparity between men and women, or a new study showing women are perceived to be not as smart as their male counterparts, even if they’re smarter,” she told me. “I thought, wow, it’s everywhere.”

* * *

ACROSS TOWN AT Harvard Medical School, another physician was watching the respect gap play out in the headlines. Augustus A. White III is a professor of orthopedics, a giant in his field. Now over eighty years old, he has had a legendary career as a surgeon, writing textbooks on the biomechanics of the spine that became the gold standard in medical schools across the country. 

But I reached out to Dr. White because of his expertise in an entirely different arena: discrimination. I had read his searing book on the topic, Seeing Patients: Unconscious Bias in Health Care, an examination of how thirteen separate groups—including blacks, Asians, the obese, and the elderly, as well as women—are subtly discriminated against by physicians.

Dr. White is gracious and even-keeled, one of those people who, when you speak with them, makes you feel as if you are their sole concern in the world. Just listening to him, it seemed, could lower your blood pressure or quiet a panic attack. His equanimity becomes that much more astonishing once you understand his own history.

The issue of bias, Dr. White told me, resonates on a deeply personal level for him. His grandparents were born into slavery. He himself was born and raised in Tennessee, in the heart of the Jim Crow South. Both of Dr. White’s parents were college graduates, a rarity in those days for African Americans. But his physician father died young, so to support him, his mother took a job as a school secretary, ultimately working her way up to become a teacher. 

Young Gus managed to get a scholarship to a Northern prep school, then to Brown University, where he played varsity football and lacrosse—and was one of just five black students. He subsequently became the first African American graduate of Stanford University’s medical school.

Back home in Memphis after college graduation in 1957, he took a summer job at a hospital. All of the surgeons were white; the patients were primarily black. One day, a childhood friend’s mother, suffering from uterine cancer, was admitted for surgery. After barking at her in the operating room, “Get on that table, Janet. Be quick about it. We don’t have all day,” the surgeon botched the incision and kept cutting even as she hemorrhaged. She ultimately bled to death as the horrified young Gus watched.

“Here was this white surgeon treating his black patient the way he had, without respect,” Dr. White recalled. Thus was born “a conviction that we should not be treated this way, that it was simply not tolerable.”

That image was seared into his brain, and stayed with him through his years of medical training and his ascendance to the top of his profession. Over time, the kind of overt racism he witnessed receded. But the more subtle lack of respect toward blacks as well as the elderly, the obese, women—anyone out of the mainstream—left a deep impression on him.

Dr. White began speaking out publicly about bias, and in recent years has become a leader in trying to combat it. In medicine, it’s literally a matter of life and death. He found, for example, that African-American diabetes patients are more likely to undergo amputations than other groups. Blacks and Hispanics are less likely to be given enough pain medication after breaking a bone. Some surgeons recoil from operating on obese patients. 

And women face a host of inequities. When they have heart attacks, emergency workers take longer to get them to a hospital. If a woman’s heart attack results from a blockage, she is almost twice as likely as a man to die from it. Women are half as likely as men to be recommended for knee replacement. They’re less likely than men to receive kidney transplants.

Dr. White defines the phenomenon of unequal treatment as “cultural illiteracy.” It’s a condition that can affect any one of us. “Very well-educated people can be devastatingly culturally illiterate,” he told me, citing as just one example former Harvard president Larry Summers, who lost his job after suggesting that women may innately have less aptitude than men in science.

Yet even as we spoke, Dr. White was less focused on the problem than on putting forward solutions. Awareness of the issue, he told me, is the key to overcoming it. “I encourage all caregivers, not just young doctors, to treat all patients with the same respect as your family or your friends. Pay attention to patients, humanize your patients,” he says. He stresses open communication, as well, a condition that again “requires respect and rapport. When there is discomfort or dislike on the doctor’s side, it can and very often does negatively affect clinical thinking and conclusions.”

His is good advice not just for doctors, but for all of us. So is his counsel on what not to do. No lecturing. Telling men or women they’re wrong isn’t the answer. 

“Nobody likes to be preached to or criticized,” he told me. His words echoed those of others I’d spoken to who have had some success closing the gender gap. When I asked McKinsey & Company’s CEO Dominic Barton how to motivate men to care about the issue, he thought for a moment, then said, “One of the things that doesn’t work is haranguing people.” And Uber’s Frances Frei warned against “scolding” or trying to catch men in a “gotcha” moment.

Instead, with quiet authority, Dr. White has been urging the medical community, and by extension, the world at large, to acknowledge our own blind spots. As he speaks to groups about the issue, “one thing that’s appealing is to [acknowledge] the professionalism of the audience,” he explained to me. “Once they understand that we have these hidden biases, they can confront them.”

* * *

THERE ARE SIGNS that the work of men like Dr. White—as well as Ben Barres, Wall Street refugee Polk, and others—is starting to have an effect on closing the respect gap. Dr. Merrill saw a hint of that progress after her blog post about the unequal treatment of female physicians was published. 

Expecting criticism, she was instead surprised by a deluge of a different sort: emails, tweets, and comments expressing support, from men as well as women.

At the same time, she watched as both men and women erupted in public outrage over that Science advice column advocating that a female researcher “put up with” abuse. The backlash was so severe—prompting the Twitter hashtags #worstsciencecareeradvice and #Don’tAskAlice—that the publication ultimately retracted the piece.

The reaction, to her own piece and to events in the world around her, wasn’t lost on Dr. Merrill. She knew now that she wasn’t alone, and that not just other women but men were standing up to close the respect gap themselves. She had been so nervous about speaking out about the issue—but now she realized that it was necessary. “The first step in all this is transparency,” she told me. “Putting it out in the open is the first step to combat it.”

Back when she had pressed the “send” button on her post, she immediately worried that she had made a terrible mistake. It was terrifying to express her thoughts and experiences out loud. 

But “by the end of the day, my butterflies had faded, replaced with euphoria and gratitude for the widespread support,” she recalled afterward. “The world is taking note of the sexism that exists in the workplace and people are speaking up.” Men, not just women, were recognizing the issues and reaching out across the divide to solve those challenges.

As she surveyed the landscape, one thought came to mind: “There may be hope yet.”
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She Deserves a Raise. But She Won’t Ask for It.

The biggest surprise for me when I became a manager was how many men asked for a raise, a promotion, or a bigger office. It came as a shock because I didn’t ask for those things myself. Neither did the women I supervised.

The first hint of this alien new world came on the day I moved out from my cubicle. I had spent my career in the open bullpen of a big newsroom. I always loved the energy and excitement and sense of shared purpose of a newsroom. Ideas, inspiration, and bawdy jokes flowed freely across those cubicle dividers. We commiserated when we’d gotten beaten by the competition, celebrated each other’s wins, rallied around each other in times of crisis. I learned my trade by osmosis, overhearing the best reporters in the business work the phones to tease information from their sources.

But in my new role as an editor, I would be dealing with confidential information like salaries and performance reviews. I would need some privacy. I was still unpacking in my new office when one of my male colleagues stopped by. Without a word, he began pacing out the perimeter.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Your office is two feet smaller than the offices of everybody else in your position. You should complain.”

I laughed. Who cared about the size of my office? It was big enough for a desk, and it had a door. It even had a window. I didn’t need more than that. I shooed him out and got back to work.

Little did I realize, my male colleague was on to something. The size of my office—or, more to the point, my lack of interest in it—was symptomatic of a larger issue. The other people in my position were men. And men are far more likely to advocate on their own behalf, not just for stuff I considered trivial, like office size, but for indisputably meaningful incentives like salary and other benefits. Just as it never occurred to me to push back about my office, it didn’t occur to me that I should negotiate my salary. Not surprisingly, I later learned that the men in my position, those with the larger offices, earned more than I did.

Researchers ultimately concluded what I saw for myself: men are four times more likely than women to ask for a raise—and when women do ask, we typically request 30 percent less than men do, says Carnegie Mellon University economics professor Linda Babcock, coauthor of Women Don’t Ask. That leads, by her estimate, to as much as $1.5 million in lost income over the women’s careers. 

The gap is closing somewhat among younger women, who are more likely to ask for raises and are more likely to be the family’s primary breadwinner, but women are still far from parity when it comes to negotiating pay. An Australian study of 4,600 employees found that while women were as likely as men to ask for raises, they were 25 percent less likely to receive them.

Advice books tell women that we need to demand what we deserve. The problem is, we don’t. That’s a major reason for the stubborn gender pay gap. More than a half century after President John F. Kennedy signed the Equal Pay Act of 1963, the gap between what men and women earn has defied every effort to close it. And it can’t be explained away as a statistical glitch, a function of women preferring work in lower-paying industries or choosing to take time off for kids. 

American women earn less than men in almost every profession. One analysis of 446 occupations found that women are paid less than men in 439 of them.

Claudia Goldin, a labor economist at Harvard, has crunched the numbers and found that female doctors and surgeons, for example, earn 71 percent of what their male colleagues make, while female financial specialists are paid just 66 percent as much as comparable men. In Silicon Valley, women earn 40 percent to 73 percent less than their male counterparts. 

Researchers have calculated that women one year out of college earn 6.6 percent less than men after controlling for occupation and hours, and that female M.B.A. graduates earn on average $4,600 less than their male classmates in their first jobs. A comprehensive study, Behind the Pay Gap, found that even after accounting for different occupational choices and hours worked, there was an “unexplained” wage gap of 7 percent for women one year out of college, which grew to 12 percent within a decade. By one estimate, the average woman needs to work twelve years longer than a man just to get to even with his earnings.

Nor is the gap fully explained by women stepping back after they have kids. Multiple studies have shown that women who don’t marry or have children face a career gap that they simply can’t overcome. A Catalyst survey that followed ambitious business school graduates in the U.S., Canada, Europe, and Asia, for example, found that women who didn’t take time off still didn’t receive the same opportunities as their male counterparts. 

And pity those who do choose to take time for family; they are disproportionately punished. Female M.B.A.s who leave the workforce for eighteen months and then return, for example, earn on average 41 percent less than their male colleagues.

The solution should be so simple. If the root cause for the gap is that women don’t negotiate, then we should get over ourselves and just ask for what we are worth, already. A whole genre of books geared to women has pushed us to do exactly that, from MSNBC host Mika Brzezinski’s Knowing Your Value, to Nice Girls Don’t Get the Corner Office by Lois P. Frankel, to Gail Evans’s Play Like a Man, Win Like a Woman.

So why don’t we? Part of the reason is we don’t actually know what we are worth. Through a quirk of biology and culture, we undervalue ourselves. What’s more, even if we do realize our value and then ask for it, we often suffer consequences of another sort. People find us bossy, or uncompromising, or difficult. They don’t want to work with us.

It’s perilous territory to suggest that women and men are different in that way. It’s a small step toward suggesting that one is “better” and the other is “worse.” But to eliminate the gender gap, we need to recognize the fact, as uncomfortable as it may be, that men and women are wired differently. And in some ways, women are programmed from birth to value their personal contributions less.

Recall from chapter 1 linguist Deborah Tannen’s finding that boys learn to play with one another by competing against each other, and trying to “one-up” each other. They play to win. Girls, on the other hand, are much more drawn to games where cooperation is key. Observing children play, she noted that girls who overtly jockey for status are punished or ostracized by the group. Those girls aren’t “nice.” They pay a steep social cost. They learn early that if they want to be liked, they need to get along and not suggest they are better than, or “worth more” than, any other member of the group.

That appears to translate directly into girls—and women—valuing their personal contributions less than boys value theirs. An experiment with children using Hershey kisses as “currency” provides a startling example. Researchers gave first graders a simple task, and then asked how many Hershey kisses they should receive for completing it. Boys “paid” themselves far more than girls paid themselves. When the researchers repeated the experiment with fourth, seventh, and tenth graders, this time using cash, they saw the same results. In every grade, the girls paid themselves less, by as much as 78 percent.

The syndrome continues into adulthood. Female entrepreneurs, who have the power to set their own salaries, nevertheless pay themselves less than male entrepreneurs. Name any task, and women will value their own work less than men value theirs. Social psychologists Brenda Major, Dean McFarlin, and Diana Gagnon asked men and women to evaluate college applications from incoming freshmen and then set their own compensation for completing that task. Both men and women rated themselves equally in terms of how they performed. Yet the men paid themselves 63 percent more.

All of us—men and women alike—are prone to stereotyping. In sociological terms, women are considered an “out group,” with less power than men, who are the “in group.” In plain English, that means women hold a lower place in society, along with other “out groups,” like minorities, who also statistically earn less than white men. In practical terms, that means women, as well as men, have internalized that women are worth less than men are.

Linda Babcock and fellow researchers eloquently illustrated this paradox in a famous experiment using the game Boggle. Researchers asked participants to play four rounds of the word game, for which they were told they would be paid between $3 and $10. Afterward, the participants were given the minimum $3. “Is three dollars okay?” the researcher asked. Eight times as many men as women responded no and asked for more. For another round of the experiment, researchers simply handed participants the $3, without asking if it was okay. Yet 13 percent of the men still asked for more. 

You can probably guess how many women asked for more. Zero.

That’s what I was seeing in my own office. Male reporters had no problem putting their hands up for promotions or asking for raises. They shrugged it off if they were denied and, like the male Boggle players, kept asking for more anyway. 

Women, though, virtually never made those demands. They waited to be recognized for their excellent work. Carol Frohlinger and Deborah Kolb of Negotiating Women, Inc., a training and consulting firm, have dubbed this the “tiara” syndrome—the idea that women expect that their good work will be recognized, and that they will be rewarded for it accordingly.

For much of my career, like other women, I too awaited my tiara. My bosses knew I was a hard worker, always expressed appreciation, and gave me regular raises. It didn’t occur to me that others were asking for, and receiving, more. I was grateful for what I already had. 

The very few times I did push back, I usually didn’t succeed. One boss early in my career told me he couldn’t pay me more that year because I would “max out” and he wouldn’t be able to give me a raise later. Whatever message these men were trying to convey, the one I took away was simple: I was being pushy and ungrateful.

All of which researchers could have predicted without even meeting me. Business management and organization professor Lisa Barron studied salary negotiations by asking business school students to act as job applicants in mock interviews. She found that the “job seekers” fell into two groups: one that believed it was up to them to determine their own worth, and another that believed the company should decide what to pay them. 

She expected to see some difference in responses by gender, but even she was startled by the results. The first camp, those certain that it was up to them to decide their value, was overwhelmingly male, at 85 percent. An almost identical percentage of women, 83 percent, fell into the second camp, figuring it was up to the company to determine their compensation.

In other words, men and women evaluated their worth in diametrically opposite ways. The men believed that they knew what they were worth—and that they had the power to get it. They had control over their destinies. The women, on the other hand, not only didn’t know what they were worth, they weren’t comfortable putting a dollar value on their own contributions. They believed it was up to others to decide. 

The more time I spent as a manager, the more I saw that disparity for myself. Not that I was clever or wily enough to change my own behavior. I couldn’t bring myself to “act like a guy.” For years, I had watched as male colleagues sought out job offers that they parlayed into raises; in essence, they were rewarded for not quitting. I didn’t play that game, even though I saw that it worked for them. 

Once, I turned down a recruiter on the phone when he called to ask if I might consider a job at another news organization. I hung up and went back to work, not bothering to mention it to anyone else. The recruiter’s next call was to one of my male colleagues, sitting just a few desks away. He promptly marched into our boss’s office, explained he had received a prestigious offer, and then emerged to proudly announce that he had gotten a big raise because of it.

I wasn’t necessarily wrong to hold back. Women who do ask for raises can be penalized for it. Women and men alike are more likely to look negatively at a woman who asks for more money than they are at a man making the same request. In a series of experiments, Babcock, along with Hannah Riley Bowles and Lei Lai, asked participants to evaluate job candidates who negotiated for a raise. When reading a written account of the negotiation, participants of both genders judged women far more harshly than men. In another experiment, participants viewed a videotape of either a man or a woman negotiating for a higher salary. This time, while women reacted negatively toward both, male evaluators reacted more negatively to the women. 

As the researchers concluded, “Sometimes it does hurt to ask.”

What’s more, even when women do negotiate a raise, they are rewarded less than men. In one study of 205 graduating business school students, women were just as likely as their male classmates to negotiate for their starting salary. Yet the women saw gains that on average were 59 percent lower than those negotiated by the men. 

Employers—women and men alike—may not consciously realize it, but they expect women to be satisfied with lower pay than men. That in turn sets up women for a career-long lag that increases exponentially with time. By starting out with a lower base, even if those women and men get equal percentage raises throughout their careers, the salaries of the women will never catch up with those of the men.

As the gap continues to grow, women fall farther and farther behind. One study found that the chasm starts to widen at age thirty-two, when men disproportionately begin being promoted into management jobs. Crunching the numbers from Census Bureau data, the National Women’s Law Center found the average woman will earn $418,800 less than the average man over a four-decade career—a figure that jumps to close to $1 million for African-American women and even higher for Latina women. The pay gap not only shows no sign of shrinking; it actually grew in 2015. At the rate we’re going, it will take 117 years for women to reach pay parity with men.

The pay gap, like other types of bias, is often invisible: it is explained away by other factors. He’s older, or he came from a different company where his salary was higher, or he has more potential. Many men, and some women too, argue that there isn’t a pay gap at all. If the gap is invisible, though, we can never hope to close it. You can’t fix a problem if you don’t see it in the first place. 

When Glassdoor surveyed 8,254 adults in seven countries, the majority of women and a significantly larger majority of men said there was no pay gap at their own company. In Switzerland, Canada, France, and Britain, about 1 in 10 men said women didn’t deserve to be paid as much as men. And in the U.S., 15 percent of women surveyed said they would apply for a job even if they knew women were paid less than men. The women expected to be valued less than men.

Those findings echo the Catalyst study, which looked at what happened when ambitious, driven, female M.B.A. graduates followed the same career playbook as men. The women let their bosses know they were ready for stretch assignments. They were clear about their career aspirations. They made sure to build a relationship not just with their boss, but the boss’s boss. None of it worked. The women still earned less. 

“This study raises the question, ‘Is the problem really that women don’t ask, or is it that men don’t have to?’” said Catalyst president and CEO Ilene Lang.

* * *

COMPLICATING MATTERS IS the culture of silence surrounding salaries. There’s a real taboo that prevents us from having a frank, open conversation about what I make or you make. That works against women who do try to negotiate. They aren’t aware of what male colleagues earn. Nor do they feel empowered to ask the men directly, lest they be perceived as greedy or grasping.

Some senior women have taken matters into their own hands, sharing their own salary information with younger employees. Another emerging tactic is to prohibit companies from asking job candidates about their previous salary, in order to break the cycle of underpaying women when they switch employers. Massachusetts, New York City, and Philadelphia have all passed legislation doing just that. It’s too soon to say how effective those measures may be; one study found that women who don’t disclose previous salaries are penalized with lower offers—while men who don’t disclose that information get a pay boost.

In an encouraging sign, men as well as women are starting to push back, to shatter that silence. Companies like PayScale, Inc., Salary.com, and Glassdoor, which publish salary databases, can arm women with information about what others in their position earn, providing the ammunition they need to ask for fair compensation. High-profile women, like actresses Jennifer Lawrence, Robin Wright, Patricia Arquette, and Scarlett Johansson, have brought the issue into the open and emboldened others.

 Lawrence famously kicked off the conversation in 2014 after Sony Pictures was hacked and she learned that she earned less than her male costars for the film American Hustle. Like many women, she at first blamed herself. In an essay for LennyLetter.com, she wrote that when “I found out how much less I was being paid than the lucky people with dicks, I didn’t get mad at Sony. I got mad at myself. I failed as a negotiator because I gave up early . . . I didn’t want to seem ‘difficult’ or ‘spoiled.’ At the time, that seemed like a fine idea, until I saw the payroll on the Internet and realized every man I was working with definitely didn’t worry about being ‘difficult’ or ‘spoiled.’” Subsequently other actresses and high-profile women, including members of the champion U.S. women’s national soccer team, have spoken publicly about being paid less than male peers.

While outspoken Hollywood actresses are helpful to the cause, the salary figures they are talking about are so massive that they don’t apply to most of the rest of us. Still, the thinking behind their actions does. All of these women cited data to support their case. The same strategy can work for women in any profession, at any level. If enough of us do so, it will no longer “hurt to ask.”

Recently, I participated in a breakfast panel about women in the media, discussing the issues and research around pay and promotion. The next day, I heard from a young woman in the audience who worked for a public relations firm. At work after the event, she had received her annual performance review, which offered glowing praise along with an unexpectedly puny raise. 

Instead of swallowing her disappointment, as she had done in the past, she pushed back. She explained that her compensation didn’t reflect her contributions. She marshalled the facts she had learned from the panel, and the information she had gleaned about male colleagues who earned more than she did. Her supervisors quickly sweetened her compensation package.

Clare Klemmer, a twenty-six-year-old advertising employee, deployed a similar strategy to negotiate for a nearly $20,000 raise. When Klemmer interviewed for a job at a new firm and was asked about her salary expectations, her first instinct was to answer: “Whatever.” Instead, she pushed herself to ask for $75,000, an increase of about $10,000 over her current salary. She was invited for a second interview, and seeing that the company was eager to hire her, upped her ask to the “$80,000 to $85,000” range. “What I was really saying was, I’ll take $80,000 but if you want to show me how much you want me, you’ll give me a little more,” she later explained. When an offer came in, at $80,000, she took a deep breath and pushed one more time: “Make it $82,000 and I’ll come over and start right away.” She feared she had pushed too hard. But ten minutes later, she got a one-word answer: “Yes.”

In Klemmer’s case, she didn’t come up with that strategy on her own. She got counseling throughout from an expert: her boyfriend, who was simply offering her the tools he would naturally have used himself. Without his advice and his pushing her to ask for more, she admitted, she would never have done so on her own.

And that points to how crucial men are as our allies. When we work together instead of at odds with one another, the gap can disappear. That’s what happened at Salesforce, a cloud computing company. Mark Benioff, chief executive of Salesforce, thought he already was paying women equally—until two women in his organization approached him to tell him otherwise. At their urging, the firm performed a gender wage gap audit. It ended up writing checks to employees for $3 million to rectify the gap in 2016  and an additional $3 million a year later.

Benioff went public with his company’s wage gap. “I wish I could rewind time and go back and put that women’s equality issue into the culture from the beginning,” he said ruefully to CNN interviewer Poppy Harlow. “Every CEO needs to look at if they’re paying men and women the same,” he said. “That is something every single CEO can do today.”

In the end, that may well be the most effective approach of all. Indeed, if we’re truly serious about closing the gender wage gap, there is something that can be done about it: require companies to publish wages. Shining some much-needed sunlight on the gender wage gap could make a difference for every one of us, men and women, right now.

Almost half of all states have introduced legislation along those lines. Among them is California, which passed a fair pay act requiring men and women to be paid equally for “substantially similar” work. Tech firms Intel, Apple, Salesforce, and SpaceX are among those that have instituted and publicized wage gap audits, as have retailers like Gap Inc.

President Obama introduced a similar federal rule, but it and other gender-equality initiatives were rolled back by the Trump administration, after business executives argued that collecting the data would be too expensive.

Notably, three-quarters of top Trump staffers are male, and the median wage gap in the White House more than tripled, to 37 percent, in the first year of the administration.

Wage-gap audits in other countries have proven remarkably effective. After Quebec introduced fair-pay legislation, Montreal’s McGill University found that 2,100 current and former employees had been underpaid; the university spent at least $19 million to close the gap. Austria, Belgium, and Britain have passed similar legislation. The wage-gap disclosures will “create the pressure we need for change, driving women’s wages up,” then–prime minister David Cameron said of the U.K. measure when it was passed in 2015. 

Indeed, when the BBC published salary data in 2017, revealing that most of its highest-paid stars were white men, the news sparked an outcry, including a demand by Prime Minister Theresa May to equalize pay. A few years earlier, in 2014, when the consulting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers had voluntarily released its gender pay gap data in Britain, simply saying the number out loud “created much more momentum internally” to close it, Sarah Churchman, who runs the firm’s British diversity and inclusion efforts, told me. There’s something about publicizing an embarrassing figure, putting it on public display, that is highly motivating when it comes to fixing the problem.

PricewaterhouseCoopers’s analysis showed that most of its 15.1 percent pay disparity (compared with a Britain-wide gap of more than 19 percent) reflected a lack of women in senior jobs. It subsequently doubled the percentage of women promoted to partner. 

The firm’s executives were also stunned to find a bonus pattern that favored men. The analysis showed that men who were passed over for partnership were routinely offered retention bonuses to keep them from quitting. Women weren’t. Churchman believes that’s because men often threatened to leave, while women typically decided to keep their heads down and work harder. That behavior reflected a familiar phenomenon: guys who are rejected typically believe that they are right and whoever rejected them is wrong. Women, on the other hand, take rejection as a deeply personal flaw that they must work to overcome.

There’s a strong argument to be made for transparency not just for women, but for introverted men, minorities, and other underrepresented groups, who face many of the same obstacles. African-American men earn less than white men, for example. A Harvard Business Review analysis found that controlling for education, black men in turn outearn both white and black women.

Closing the gender gap is an expensive proposition, to be sure. But the evidence suggests it more than pays for itself. For starters, about 20 percent of large companies now train employees to recognize unconscious bias, spending billions of dollars to try to stamp out unintentional discrimination. Paying for a salary analysis is cheaper and potentially more effective. Evidence also suggests that less secrecy about pay results in greater employee loyalty and lower turnover.

What’s more, closing the gap provides multiple financial benefits over time. As we’ve already seen at companies from Tupperware to Kimberly-Clark, adding women to work groups leads to smarter decisions and improved financial performance. An analysis of 800 businesses found that retailers with relatively more women than their competitors see as much as a 46 percent increase in revenue over retailers with fewer women, while hospitality companies with more women post a 58 percent higher net profit. Economists estimate that simply paying women equally could add $4.3 trillion to the American economy.

* * *

IN MY OWN field, the gender wage gap has been remarkably slow to close. In 1991, when I was a young reporter at the Wall Street Journal, an analysis by the union that represents reporters and copy editors found that women at the company earned just 76 percent of what our male colleagues were making. A full twenty-five years later, a similar analysis through 2016 found that female staffers still were paid less than 85 cents for every dollar a man earned. 

The results were similarly stark at other news organizations. A 2016 analysis of the Washington Post salaries, for example, found that women earned 83 cents for every dollar earned by their male colleagues.

Paradoxically, women are just as successful as men—in some cases more so—and are very comfortable advocating on behalf of anyone other than themselves. This is likely because that behavior jives with how women are “supposed” to act. It’s another way of being selfless and caring for others.

In my own experience, I always prided myself on going to bat for others, fighting for their raises or promotions, even though I never felt comfortable doing so for myself. I always thought I was the only person who was a warrior on behalf of others but a wimp when it came to advocating for myself. Apparently, I had plenty of company—but only among women.

In one study, men and women were asked to negotiate the terms of a job offer. Half were asked to negotiate on behalf on themselves. Half were asked to negotiate on behalf of a friend. The difference between men and women was striking. For the men, it didn’t matter who they were advocating for: regardless, they negotiated an average starting salary of $49,000. For the women—well, when they negotiated on behalf of a friend, they equaled the men, demanding $49,000. But when they advocated on behalf of themselves, they were doormats. They requested an average of just $42,000, almost 17 percent less than the men. A similar study with experienced male and female executives found the same results.

Other studies have found that women get better results than men—as long as they are advocating for someone else. In one, students were asked how much they should be paid for a particular job, or how much someone else should earn for the same work. Female students paid other people a whopping 48 percent more than they would pay themselves. Men, on the other hand, paid others 20 percent less than they rewarded themselves.

I often advise women to imagine that they are advocating for someone else when putting themselves forward for a promotion or a raise. Think of yourself in the third person, I’ll tell them. What are her qualifications? Why does she deserve a raise? How would you make the argument? Most women can answer all of those questions easily. 

I thought I came up with this clever strategy on my own. But it turns out I was reinventing the wheel. Scientists have already documented this approach. In one study, students were asked to write letters asking to be paid themselves, or advocating on behalf of someone else. Women made lower requests than men on behalf of themselves—but requested more than the men when advocating for someone else. 

As perplexing as those results are, they also shed light on the solution. They lay bare the key to fixing the gender wage gap. We all need to advocate on behalf of others, and to urge friends and colleagues to push for themselves. Plenty of men have already taken up the challenge. Steve Boehm, who led eBay’s global customer service team, for example, encouraged women on his team to negotiate for raises when they moved into new positions. 

“It doesn’t mean you always get what you ask for,” he said, but he tries “to not have that as a one-sided conversation.”

* * *

THE LANDSCAPE IS remarkably similar when it comes to promotions. Men are far more likely than women to raise their hands for a bigger job, whether they’re ready for it or not. As one senior executive told me, if a job opening has five criteria, a woman with four of them won’t apply—but “a guy will have one of the five and will say, ‘Give the job to me!’”

That goes for even the most ambitious women. Virginia Rometty, IBM’s CEO, has said that when she was offered a promotion early in her career, she responded, “You know what? I’m not ready for this job.” She reconsidered only after she went home that night, and her husband told her that a man would never think that way.

Over the years, I’ve noticed the same dynamic. One of the most disconcerting challenges I’ve faced as a manager is when someone—and in my experience, that someone is always a woman—turns down a promotion. When a plum job comes open, plenty of men apply, including some who aren’t nearly ready for it, not even close. Yet these men end up advancing at a far faster rate than more qualified women. 

The question is: Why are women so hesitant to raise their hands? It’s especially perplexing because studies have shown that women are actually more ambitious about their careers than men when they first enter the workforce. A Bain & Company study found that 43 percent of women aspired to top management early in their careers, versus 34 percent of men. Yet within two years, the figure for women plunged, to 16 percent, while for men there was no change. 

Conventional wisdom holds that either these women focused on family instead, or that they lacked confidence. But the women in the study cited other, more troubling factors: they didn’t see role models, they didn’t fit in, and, perhaps most critically, they didn’t get support from supervisors, who were largely male. Support from supervisors, that feeling that someone has their back, is a critical factor. Without it, women are not only less likely to raise their hands, they are less likely to be in consideration for promotion.

For male supervisors—and female supervisors too—the key is to make sure that women like these are in the conversation in the first place. You’d be surprised at how often they are ruled out. Not because there’s some sort of evil sexist conspiracy, but because bosses make assumptions about women that they rarely do about men. 

Sometimes, when a great opportunity arises, one supervisor will suggest a terrific female candidate, but others will shake their heads and say, “She’ll never want it.” Over the years, I’ve heard it all: She has a new baby. She won’t move. She doesn’t like to travel. 

To which the answer should be: “Let’s ask her. Let her make the decision.” She needs to know she is in this conversation, she is being considered for this opportunity, even if she doesn’t choose to take it. Kimberly-Clark adopted this policy after it brought more women into senior leadership roles. More than half of the employees it previously assumed would never want to relocate for a new opportunity in fact did.

Too often, though, that message never gets delivered. Women feel overlooked and frozen out. A survey of thirty thousand men and women by McKinsey and Lean In found that the majority don’t consider their company to be a meritocracy, and 25 percent of women believe gender has held them back. The survey also found that at every level of an organization, women are 15 percent less likely than men to get promoted.

Part of the challenge is the lack of mentors for promising women. Women hear endlessly about how important it is for us to have professional mentors in order to succeed. It’s become a mantra. In fact, we’ve heard it so often, over so many years, that it has become something of a professional crutch. As Sheryl Sandberg has observed, “searching for a mentor has become the professional equivalent of waiting for Prince Charming.”

Unfortunately, the Prince Charming scenario rarely works out. Male supervisors are often loathe to get too chummy with female subordinates—and vice versa. One of the most fraught relationships you’ll ever find is between older male executives and up-and-coming women. The reality is, a senior male executive is far more likely to strike up a friendly, mentoring relationship with an up-and-coming man. Two men can have a beer after work. No one raises an eyebrow if they travel on business together. But a man mentoring a young woman has to be careful doing any of these things. It does raise eyebrows. It looks like dating, or, if the man is married, something much worse. 

One study found that 64 percent of male senior executives “are reluctant to have a one-on-one meeting with junior women,” and that half of junior women feel the same way: they “likewise avoid seeking out such contact.” A survey of more than five thousand adults found the majority of women and almost half of men said it was “inappropriate” to have dinner or drinks with someone of the opposite sex other than their spouse. Another study by three top business schools found that professors are far more likely to mentor white men than they are women or minorities. 

And when researchers from the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation interviewed 350 female entrepreneurs, the majority said “lack of available advisers” was a primary obstacle to their career advancement. It’s perhaps no surprise, then, that women are hesitant when it comes to seeking out mentors. KPMG surveyed more than three thousand professional and college-age women, and found the overwhelming majority didn’t feel confident seeking out a mentor or asking for access to senior managers.

Men, meanwhile, face no such barriers. Glen Mazzara, the television producer, notes that up-and-coming men “will use the ‘brotherhood’ to access (senior) men, to make themselves more familiar, and that’s the way they raise their status.” Male bosses, he says, “have to be cognizant of that, and you have to either shut it down or allow women the same access.”

Even when women do snare mentors, it turns out those advocates are far more effective for men.

That’s because women’s mentors typically offer advice. But men’s champions act as sponsors, with the power to get men promotions and new jobs. There’s a world of difference between mentors and sponsors. And that’s a crucial advantage for men.

There is a way to overcome the mentorship trap. Frank Dobbin, the Harvard professor, surveyed diversity programs at 829 companies over thirty years, and concluded that they “have failed spectacularly.” As he noted, “The problem is that we can’t motivate people by forcing them to get with the program and punishing them if they don’t.”

Yet he also pinpoints three ways in which companies are able to bust biases and help women and minorities succeed. In particular, he has found that formal mentoring programs make a measurable difference. Formal programs, created and overseen by individual organizations, take away the social awkwardness of men and women seeking out one another. What’s more, formal mentorship programs give both mentors and mentees a common set of goals to accomplish, and make those goals clear to the rest of the company. It’s a lot harder for gossip and tongue-wagging to flourish when mentorship is as built in to the system as ID cards and taco day at the company cafeteria.

Deutsche Bank created one such program after digging into the reason why so many female managing directors were defecting to competitors. The answer, it turned out, was that the women felt they were at a dead end where they were. The bank’s new program paired women with executive committee members and gave them more visible assignments. A third of participants were promoted within a year. 

When Sun Microsystems created a similar program, it found that the mentors benefited as much as the mentees. Over a seven-year period, employee retention rates for both rose substantially, saving the company $6.7 million it would have had to invest in hiring and training replacements. The Sun and Deutsche Bank results mirror those elsewhere. Research by Catalyst found that women who find mentors through formal programs receive about 50 percent more promotions than those who find mentors on their own.

Even without formal programs, there are multiple ways to mentor promising young employees. I take a page from my own mentors, all men. Very often the mentor/mentee relationship evolves through social contact. My own mentors navigated around this one beautifully. Rather than going out for a night on the town or golfing (and to be clear: you don’t want me anywhere near a course, unless it’s miniature golf!) they would suggest dinner with spouses, or business lunches, or, after I had kids, family outings. These provided a great way to have sustained personal contact without any raised eyebrows or officer chatter.

Simply listening to women, engaging them in conversation, is a good start. When Bob Moritz became the leader of PwC’s New York office, he embarked on a “listening tour,” hosting dinners for female partners, so that he could understand the “nuances” between their views and those of men. While both genders were ambitious, he found that women were especially eager for multiple paths to advancement, more flexibility in their careers, and ways to interact with clients beyond golf outings. (Apparently, I’m not the only one who desperately wants to steer clear of the links.)

Harvard’s Dobbin has pinpointed two other solutions, beyond formal mentorship programs, that also make a measurable difference for women: diversity managers and diversity task forces. Neither one of these is terribly surprising, since any company motivated enough to create those positions would have had to make diversity a priority in the first place. But the special sauce in creating these positions is transparency—not just making sure employees are aware of the company’s goals, but ensuring that they can see the results.

The big accounting and consulting firm Deloitte first tried this tactic in 1992, as it watched promising young female professionals flee at an alarming rate. Although half of its hires were female, most of them left before they’d reach partner level. So Deloitte created an internal task force that required every department to monitor its progress in hiring and retaining women. The percentage of female partners grew from 5 percent to 21 percent by 2015.

That year, Cathy Engelbert was named Deloitte’s first female CEO. One of her signature moves was to implement paid family leave for up to sixteen weeks, and up to six months for new mothers. She leaves work to coach her daughter’s basketball games, and lets everyone know it. 

“I didn’t have any women role models,” she told me. It wasn’t until she became a high-profile CEO that she realized that she could be the role model. “I was amazed at how externally important that was. That was a big aha moment for me.”

Her experience points to how essential it is for senior management to really believe in all of this, not just give it lip service. Executives need to talk about diversity goals, and their commitment to women, loudly and often. And then they need to act on them. It’s telling that when McKinsey and Lean In surveyed more than a hundred companies, the overwhelming majority reported that gender diversity was one of the CEOs’ top priorities. Yet less than half of employees agreed.

For managers, another effective strategy seems blindingly simple: when jobs do come open, insist on a diverse slate of candidates. In 2002, after a devastating report showed that black coaches were less likely to be hired and more likely to be fired by the National Football League (NFL), it adapted what’s called the Rooney Rule, named for former Pittsburgh Steelers owner Dan Rooney, who chaired the NFL’s diversity committee. The rule stipulates that the NFL must interview minority candidates for every coach or other senior opening.

Why not have a Rooney Rule for women and minorities in hiring too? Indeed, tech executive Steve Boehm did just that when he was with eBay. Almost half of eBay’s employees are female, but less than a third of its senior executives are. So he required corporate recruiters to recommend female candidates for job openings.

You’d think this would be a rather obvious idea. It isn’t. “Unless you specifically require recruiters to bring you diverse slates of candidates, they will tend to bring you people that they’ve seen before, that look a lot like you,” he told me. “We had some senior openings where we went for months without having a woman surface in the candidate pool. We literally had to stop the process and let the recruiter know.”

The key in every one of these solutions is that men and women are on the same side, pursuing the same goal. It isn’t us versus them. It isn’t men being dragged into a fight that they feel isn’t their own. And in each case, senior leadership is not only aware of these efforts but has made diversity a highly visible goal. It also helps when diversity is baked into the incentive system—not just as a pat on the head, but as a measurable goal with a financial reward for success.

All of those roads lead back to the same place: trust. Women are especially attuned to behaviors that speak to lack of trust, accustomed as they are to garnering less respect than men. That’s a major reason they don’t raise their hands for raises and promotions in the first place; they don’t feel that they have the support and trust of those above them. 

It’s impossible to overstate how important it is for bosses to let others know you trust their judgment, you value their contributions, and then give them the autonomy to do their jobs. They may not perform a task exactly as you would, and they may make mistakes, but they need to know that you have faith in them—to perform, to improve, to learn from missteps, as all of us have had to do. 

Supervisors who have confidence in their employees, and who have a clear vision that they articulate over and over again, create a framework in which everyone is rowing in the same boat, in the same direction. That’s when women as well as men feel empowered to raise their hand for promotions, eager to help steer the organization toward the future.

* * *

AS MUCH AS women have done to advance the cause of equal pay and promotions, we simply won’t achieve equality without men taking up the mantle too. The men I met who have adopted this cause as their own cite a variety of motivations. Each arrived at this point through his own particular path.

One of the most high-profile yet bittersweet efforts to even the playing field was spurred, unwittingly, by a woman named Lori Irving. A social psychologist and professor at Washington State University, she was considered a pioneer in the study of self-esteem. An anorexic as a child, she grew up to become one of the nation’s foremost experts on one of the thorniest issues facing young girls and women: the entanglement of eating disorders with media depictions of women and their effect on girls’ self-worth.

Tragically, in 2001 Irving died suddenly of an undiagnosed heart ailment while nine months pregnant with her daughter, who also did not survive. Her death was a sudden and devastating loss for her field, and even more so for her family. It left a particular mark on her heartbroken older brother, Blake. A fine arts major who specialized in typography, he made his way to San Francisco, where he ended up working at Yahoo and Microsoft. 

“She was a very inspirational professor, a super cool lady, funnier than hell. She lit up a room . . . You’d follow her anywhere,” he recalled. When she passed away, “my pledge to her was to do as much to forward the empowerment of women in my field as she was trying to do in hers.”

More than a decade after her death, in 2013, Irving emerged in a new role, as chief executive of GoDaddy, the web domain registration company. The irony runs deep. You probably know of GoDaddy as the company behind perhaps the most obnoxiously sexist ads ever created. Every year during the Super Bowl, for almost a decade, GoDaddy commercials would feature women in as little clothing as possible, almost always surrounded by gawking men. If there was a line between cheap and sleazy, GoDaddy pole-vaulted right over it.

There was the 2011 spot featuring race car driver Danika Patrick, apparently naked, that made the Daily Beast’s list of “The Five Most Sexist Super Bowl Ads Ever.” There was the 2013 commercial in which supermodel Bar Refaeli shares a long, sloppy, noisy open-mouth kiss with “Walter,” the nerd, in an excruciating close-up; that ad was apparently only accepted after two other versions were rejected by network censors as inappropriate. The company’s commercials were so reviled that they inspired a movement, Breakupwithgodaddy.com, urging a boycott of the company.

But Irving, with his sister in mind, set about changing the culture. First he threw out the advertising campaigns. Then he began hiring women as rapidly as possible. GoDaddy’s internship program increased from 14 percent to 40 percent female among technical roles, though the workforce itself is still overwhelmingly male. Irving helped fund a documentary about the challenges facing women in technology, CODE: Debugging the Gender Gap. GoDaddy created a women’s interest group, which attracted hundreds of members—almost half of them men.

“Can I be a feminist? Why not?” Irving mused.

Irving has since become one of the most outspoken male executives advocating for women, and in particular for pay equality. In addition to instituting a wage gap audit, GoDaddy now analyzes incoming candidates’ salaries to ensure that women don’t remain underpaid when they join from other companies. 

“We call it ‘pay it backwards,’” he told me—the phenomenon of a woman who is underpaid at a previous job bringing her low base along with her to the next job. “It’s the right thing to do . . . We can make this change right now, and have a positive impact.” 

GoDaddy’s sexist past has been hard to shake. Irving, who planned to retire at the end of 2017, continued to face skepticism; when he spoke at a prominent conference for women in technology, he was pilloried on social media, his efforts dismissed as insincere pandering. He pushed on regardless.

“If you don’t create advocacy among men, and awareness, the problem will never go away,” he told me. “I think on the one hand, women would like to solve it [themselves], and on the other, having male advocates that are trying to help matters a great deal.”

Irving is proof that we can indeed close the gap, one man at a time. I recently looked for the Breakupwithgodaddy.com website. It was gone.
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Blind Auditions: Solving for Bias, Emotion, and Other Stuff You Can’t Control

One of my closest childhood friends, Melanie Kupchynsky, is a gifted musician. Her father, a music teacher, first handed her a pint-size violin when she was four years old. By the time we were in elementary school, she was performing solo concerts up and down the East Coast.

Her dad began teaching me the viola when I was ten years old. I was no match for Melanie—woe to my parents, my sisters, and our dog Skippy, who had to listen as I scratched away! But I worked hard, and Melanie’s dad, a remarkable teacher, groomed me to be good enough to join a string quartet with Melanie and her talented little sister Stephanie, also a violinist.

Throughout our childhoods, our quartet roamed around performing anywhere we could. We played at museums, colleges, music conventions, hospitals. One day you might find us at a national conference of educators, premiering a quartet written for us by a celebrated composer; the next we might be dressed in Colonial costumes, struggling to be heard over the carnival barkers at a street fair. On weekends, we honed our performance skills at a local nursing home, where the elderly residents would stroke our hair and kiss us and tell us we reminded them of their grandchildren.

In college, I continued to study and to play with the student orchestra. But I quit soon after graduation. My job as a reporter in New York City didn’t leave much extra time for practicing. By the time I got married a few years later and had a couple of kids, my viola lay forgotten, buried in the back of a closet. 

Melanie, on the other hand, was destined to become a professional musician. In 1989, not long after she graduated from conservatory, Melanie was granted an audition with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra. Chicago is one of the greatest orchestras in the world. The most famous musicians on the planet have performed with it, from cellist Yo Yo Ma and violinist Itzhak Perlman to Star Wars composer John Williams. It’s won sixty-two Grammy Awards and counting.

It also, like other symphonies of its stature, used to be made up almost entirely of men. For most of its history, dating back to its founding in 1891, conductors chose musicians they knew. Auditions were occasionally as casual as stopping by the maestro’s hotel room for a cocktail.

By the 1980s, though, the Chicago Symphony and most of its peers had bowed to charges of sexism and switched to “blind” auditions, in which musicians play behind a screen. Before her audition, Melanie received a very specific set of instructions. She was told to enter through a basement entrance of Orchestra Hall, so that none of the judges would see her. She was given a number—23, out of 250 violinists auditioning for just one spot!—so that judges wouldn’t know her name. When it was her turn to take the stage, she not only played behind a screen, but walked onstage on a carpet so that conductor Sir George Solti and the orchestra members who judged her from the audience wouldn’t hear the telltale click of high heels.

Melanie played brilliantly, and ultimately won that coveted spot. Other women began winning auditions as well. The Chicago Symphony’s method of eliminating bias was so striking that economists descended on it—and on the country’s four other premier symphonies, all of which also introduced blind auditions—to gain a better understanding of how to combat employment discrimination. They found that women went from fewer than 5 percent of all musicians in those five symphonies in 1970, to 25 percent in 1997, the year of the study. Today, those numbers are edging closer to 50 percent.

Melanie was fortunate to experience a real-life experiment in eliminating bias. Ever since, executives and companies have been trying to figure out how to replicate those ideal conditions. They’ve appropriated tools from computer labs and neuroscience experiments, from dating apps like Tinder and from comedy-show writers’ rooms, and even from a study of the epic Enron financial scandal, to search for just the right formula that will result in purely rational employment decisions.

Some companies are taking cues, quite literally, from the symphony. Firms including Bloomberg, Dolby Laboratories, and BBC Digital have experimented with filling technical jobs through a “blind audition” in which applicants complete a test that’s evaluated by a hiring manager who doesn’t know anything at all about the applicant—not sex, age, schooling, or name. 

The audition process they used is the brainchild of a software entrepreneur, Kedar Iyer, who was motivated by his own experience. He studied electrical engineering in college in India, but couldn’t get in the door to interview with the tech companies he coveted because they required a computer science degree. He knew he could code as well as his computer science classmates, but nobody would give him a chance to prove himself. Finally, frustrated, he lied about his major. It worked. He got invited to a prestigious interview, where he sailed through a coding test. Unfortunately, he also all but got kicked out of school when his career counselor found out.

The subterfuge may have backfired, but it had a novel side effect: it inspired him to cofound, in 2012, a company called GapJumpers that uses software to conduct blind auditions for digital and technical jobs. Applicants take an online test that doesn’t reveal gender, age, or education. For example, a candidate for a social-media editor position might be asked to create Instagram posts pegged to Memorial Day for a particular brand. The work samples, with no identifying information attached, are passed along to the client company’s hiring managers. The managers then decide which applicants to invite for an interview.

The process has proven a boon to nontraditional candidates in technical fields, including women, the disabled, and minorities. Iyer has calculated that four times more qualified applicants are actually invited for interviews than with a typical résumé-screening process. And of those, the majority hired are female. “We wanted to solve a broken hiring system that didn’t value performance,” he told me, “that [instead] valued the labels attached to their background, or their resume.”

As encouraging as those results are, GapJumpers so far has focused only on technical jobs that don’t require interacting with other people. Other companies are tiptoeing into these waters, but they also tend to be focused on technical roles.

Yet most of us work in jobs that require some degree of human interaction. And chemistry—how one fits in, in the culture—remains an undeniably important component in choosing among equally qualified applicants. So the big question is: Can blind auditions work for the rest of us?

* * *

TO FIND OUT the answer, you need to travel beyond the symphony hall and far from Silicon Valley, to take a peek inside the New York City writers’ room of a television comedy show.

Full Frontal with Samantha Bee debuted in 2016. The satirical news show’s host hadn’t set out to be a stand-up comic. She was supposed to be a lawyer. Born and raised in Toronto, she was, as she recounts in her autobiography, I Know I Am, But What Are You?, an “exceptionally quiet” child, the living definition of the term “indoor kid.”

She spent a peripatetic childhood pinballing back and forth between divorced parents, and was raised largely by her grandmother. She was a good student, though she did take a brief teenage detour into hellionhood with a high school boyfriend who liked to steal cars. Still, she made sure to keep up her grades: after they skipped class a few too many times, she persuaded the boyfriend to smash her hand with a rock so she could be excused from final exams, thus preserving her grade point average. 

“I am still a Catholic schoolgirl, and I like my gold star,” as she put it in a Rolling Stone interview.

The appeal of the courtroom, however, was no match for the lure of the stage. Bee snared a role in a traveling children’s theater (her highlight: wearing a sexy, cleavage-baring outfit as the star of Sailor Moon), and supported herself with odd jobs, including as a technician at an erectile dysfunction clinic and as a blackjack dealer in an illegal casino, before joining up with three other women to create a comedy troupe, the Atomic Fireballs.

In 2003, when The Daily Show with Jon Stewart came to town, friends twisted her arm to audition. Bee wasn’t sure she was ready. Like a lot of women, she had a confidence problem. Research has shown that women won’t raise their hand for a job unless they feel they are 100 percent qualified, while men eagerly raise their hands if they have 60 percent of the required qualifications. What’s more, an analysis published in Harvard Business Review found that 22 percent of women—almost double the percentage of men—don’t apply for jobs because they’re afraid to “put myself out there if I [am] likely to fail.” 

Bee herself was in that camp. “I had to be kind of brow-beaten into applying because I didn’t think I was good enough,” she said. But she nailed the audition and landed a role as the show’s only female correspondent.

Late-night comedy shows are notoriously male dominated, veritable hotbeds of testosterone. That’s why it surprised me to learn that most of them already use blind submissions to hire writers, with applicants identified by numbers instead of names. It’s similar to the process that my violinist friend Melanie experienced with the Chicago Symphony, except rather than playing Tchaikovsky and Brahms, these applicants supply jokes and gags.

But typically, only the first round is blind. After that, the show’s producers meet the applicant. And women have rarely made the cut. Even though The Daily Show was created by two women, for example, longtime host Jon Stewart at one point had only one female correspondent—Bee herself. Competing late-night shows were just as guy-centric, often with one woman in a writers’ room along with a dozen or more men. 

After a spate of scathing press in 2010 about this lack of women, the late-night shows scrambled to try to hire more, but protested that they couldn’t find enough female applicants. That trend has continued. Even John Oliver, who made a concerted effort to bring in female writers to the staff of HBO’s Last Week Tonight, and who uses two rounds of blind auditions instead of one to try to improve the odds, has just two women on his staff of ten as of this writing.  

Part of the problem is that writers encourage their friends to apply, leading to the same talent pool of guys raised on the Harvard Lampoon, with the same comic sensibilities, dominating most writers’ rooms. Indeed, researchers have found that people tend to hire others who essentially replicate themselves. They gravitate toward people who look and sound like them. Lauren Rivera, a professor with Northwestern University’s Kellogg School of Management, conducted 120 interviews with employers, including law firms, banks, and consulting firms. She found that hiring executives overwhelmingly chose candidates who were “culturally similar to themselves in terms of leisure pursuits, experiences, and self-presentation styles.”

Perhaps just as significant an issue in the comedy world is that professional comedy writers—an overwhelmingly male group—already are familiar with the secrets of how to put together a polished audition packet, using a rigid, almost ritualized format. 

“It’s such a basic thing, but the format in which you receive scripts is so specific in this world,” Bee has said. “If you don’t nail the format, your package is at a total disadvantage because it’s apparent you don’t work in comedy and nobody wants to read it. It’s like turning in your thesis handwritten.”

So when Bee landed Full Frontal, she and her executive producer, Jo Miller, set out to level the playing field further, determined to create a truly blind audition. They didn’t want a writers’ room populated by the same people with the same voices. Nor did they want other women to face the same obstacles they had endured earlier in their careers. 

So Miller created a detailed instruction packet for applicants. It not only provided step-by-step instructions for submissions, it also supplied applicants with the script format. Every application that landed on Miller’s desk looked exactly the same. There was no way to tell not just men from women, but professionals from amateurs.

The results were striking. When Full Frontal launched in February 2016, its writing staff was split evenly between men and women, and about 25 percent of its writers were minorities. Some were already experienced professional writers, but others most definitely weren’t; one came from a job at Maryland’s Department of Motor Vehicles. 

“I have literally filled my office with people who have been underestimated their entire careers,” Bee said. “To a person, we almost all fit into that category. It is so joyful to collect a group of people who nobody has ever thought could grasp the reins of something and f——ing go for it.”

The show launched with the slogan “Watch or you’re sexist.” Yet Bee herself is the first to say she still hasn’t cracked the diversity problem. There are plenty of hilarious women and others from underrepresented groups, and she wants to find them. 

“It’s not like we fixed diversity,” she says. “It’s a mandate for the show to always be moving the needle forward.”

* * *

OTHER KINDS OF companies, well beyond technology and TV writing, are also starting to adapt elements of blind hiring. There’s even an app for that: Blendoor is sort of like a Tinder for potential employees, who can swipe right on a job posting, and apply without giving away telltale details like age, gender, and ethnicity.

Blendoor’s founder, Stephanie Lampkin, an African-American woman with an engineering degree from Stanford and an M.B.A. from MIT, created the app in frustration, after she made it through eight rounds of interviews at a major tech firm, only to be told her engineering background wasn’t “technical enough.” She bristled each time tech firms blamed their miniscule numbers of women and minorities on the lack of available talent coming up through the pipelines.

“I knew from my own experience that wasn’t the case,” she said. “And I wanted to create a platform that could use data to reveal it’s not just a pipeline issue.”

Her goal is to expand the app beyond tech into other industries, including health care and sharing-economy companies. Similar efforts are underway across multiple industries. A Chrome extension called Unbias strips names and photos from LinkedIn profiles to encourage gender-blind recruiting. Interviewing.io allows employers to mask applicants’ voices during the interview process, while Talent Sonar, a tool for hiring managers, masks applicants’ genders and suggests interview questions that focus on skills.

Companies in all sorts of fields are experimenting with this kind of “de-biasing” software. Some rely on a skills test. Researchers have shown that skills tests and structured interviews with specific skills-based questions are more effective than interviewers’ intuition. 

The key, of course, is applying that test equally—and enforcing it. When Northwestern’s Rivera observed the process at one firm, she found that when male prospects failed a math test, the hiring team shrugged it off, but when women and minorities failed, their test results were used against them.

But overcome that bias, and the results speak for themselves. A Harvard Business School study found that when employers use a test to measure applicants, and stick with the results rather than overriding them and going with their gut, the employees they hire are more successful and stay longer.

Unilever and Mercer are among those that have begun using a gender-neutral tool to test potential employees. Morgan Stanley says it now uses a gender-blind system to award accounts, to avoid favoritism that might leave women with lesser accounts. Compose, a software company owned by IBM, eliminates identifying information when it screens job candidates. So-called diversity technology has emerged as a tool for human resources (HR) departments in companies to screen applicants without regard to gender or race.

The practice is spreading around the globe too. Employers in European countries, including Sweden, France, the Netherlands, and Germany, have experimented with blind résumés to screen applicants, and found that they hired more equitably as a result. In France, for example, a government test involving a thousand firms found that women received higher callback rates with blind résumés than without. Australia created a similar pilot program that includes twenty-nine companies and institutions. In the U.K., major companies including HSBC, Virgin Money, and KPMG have adopted the practice, eliminating names and sometimes education from résumés.

Even in the best of circumstances, none of this is easy. As Rivera found, most of us relate to others like us. We naturally gravitate toward the person who went to the same college, or roots for our favorite sports team, or who listens to the same kind of music. People like us make us feel better—about ourselves and about them.

That’s been true forever; it’s the premise of the 1952 classic How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying, in which the young striver J. Pierrepont Finch pretends to have gone to the same college as the chief executive as he climbs up the ladder. It’s no coincidence that the musical based on the book still resonates today. (Well, most of it does; not so much the song “A Secretary Is Not a Toy.”) But those kinds of emotional affinities rarely result in picking the best candidate.

As behavioral economist Iris Bohnet has noted, it’s hard to give up human judgment. Our emotions override rationality. Hiring managers “are overconfident about their own expertise and experience, and they dislike deferring to more structured approaches that might outsource human judgment to a machine.”

Even when the machine is right. Consulting firm McKinsey & Company, which has been at the forefront of trying to create a more equitable workplace, offers multiple programs to mentor women, flexible schedules to accommodate new parents, and sets hiring targets for women. Even so, when it pitted a computer program against human recruiters to evaluate twenty-five hundred résumés, the computer chose more women than the humans did.

“We found the machines were 10 percent less biased toward women,” McKinsey’s leader, Dominic Barton, told me—despite the fact that most of the recruiters themselves were female. “We may be knocking people out that we don’t want to.”

* * *

BLIND HIRING, OF course, applies to only a small fraction of us. So women have taken it on themselves to invent all sorts of other creative ways to sidestep bias. Some have gone so far as to mask their gender. There’s a long history of women passing as men, from Joan of Arc in the fifteenth century to writer Charlotte Brontё, who in the nineteenth century published under a masculine pen name. A modern-day equivalent is Erin McKelvey, who, when she didn’t get any bites from prospective tech employers as a new college grad in the mid-1990s, changed her first name to “Mack” on her résumé—and was rewarded with a 70 percent response rate. She landed a job within weeks.

More recently, the two female founders of art e-commerce startup Witchsy invented a male cofounder, who they named, quite literally, “Keith Mann.” The women were often treated dismissively by web developers and other outsiders, but not Keith. “It was like night and day,” said cofounder Kate Dwyer. “It would take days for me to get a response, but Keith could not only get a response and a status update, but also be asked if he wanted anything else or if there was anything else that Keith needed help with.”

Entrepreneur John Greathouse wrote a piece in the Wall Street Journal in which he actually urged women to use their initials to obscure their gender. Women, “are you properly curating your online first impression?” he asked, helpfully adding that “if you are a woman raising capital, you might consider not including photos of your team.” The response to his piece was so vitriolic that he later tweeted out an apology for his “dreadful article . . . I told women to endure the gender bias problem rather than acting to fix the problem.”

His last point, about not fixing the problem, is correct. It identifies an important caveat: blind hiring alone isn’t a panacea. It can end up masking a problem, rather than fixing it. If the hiring is equitable, but the workplace itself isn’t, the system is still broken.

After former Uber engineer Susan Fowler detailed a culture of sexual harassment and retaliation in a blog post, for example, former attorney general Eric Holder led an investigation that resulted in recommendations including use of blind résumés. Yet none of those recommendations alone could transform a “bro culture,” where, when Fowler reported harassment to the HR department, the men were defended and she was shunned. Or where then-CEO Travis Kalanick jokingly referred to his company as “Boob-er” because it helped him get women. 

“All the HR Suggestions in the World Can’t Change Uber’s Soul,” as the headline in Slate put it.

Ultimately, Kalanick resigned from Uber. The company hired a new CEO and brought in Frances Frei, a Harvard Business School professor who was involved in gender-equality efforts there, in a new role overseeing leadership and strategy. Shortly after she joined, Frei told me, “We’re already a different organization. Uber wasn’t a great place six months ago, though today it’s a freakin’ awesome place.” As of this writing, it’s too soon to tell whether the company’s attempt at transformation will be successful in the long run.

* * *

IT’S HARD TO fix the problem and achieve equality in hiring, of course, if women simply don’t apply. And surprisingly, that is still often the case. Employment ads may throw up the first barrier. We’ve come a long way from the days when classified ads were divided into “Help wanted—male” and “Help wanted—female”—a practice that wasn’t outlawed by the Supreme Court until 1973. 

Still, certain words that you’ll frequently find in job descriptions have a dog-whistle effect, attracting men while subtly steering away women. The words and phrases press emotional buttons in us, and we respond accordingly. 

Textio, a tech startup with clients including Starbucks and Microsoft, found that a job listing that uses words and phrases such as “proven track record,” “hard-driving,” “rock star,” or even “extremely” is more likely to attract men, while phrases like “a passion for learning” attracts women. Textio’s software singles out the offending phrases and suggests gender-neutral alternatives.

When Fortune magazine used Textio to analyze thousands of Walmart job postings, it found that more than half skewed toward male applicants. On a sliding scale of seven levels, from “very feminine” to “very masculine,” 26 percent of managerial postings fell into the supercharged macho top stratum of “very masculine.”

Trying to democratize ads, a female programmer created an app called Gender Decoder, which calls out words that are seductive to men—like “challenge” and “analyze”—versus those that subtly suggest the position is for women, like “support” and “empathy.” As someone who has hired a fair share of people, I was curious about how I would rate. I’d already learned I am unconsciously biased against working women like myself; would that bias translate into job recruiting as well?

So I used Gender Decoder to analyze a job posting that I had written. The twist was, I had written it with a particular woman in mind, someone I thought of as my ideal candidate to fill a senior role. Would the ad skew female? Would I be at least gender neutral?

Not even close. The app determined that my posting was “masculine coded” and “it risks putting women off applying, but it will probably encourage men to apply.” My error, according to the app, was the posting’s greater emphasis on leadership than on more “feminine-coded” words like “collaborative” and “understanding.”

As it happens, I hired a woman for the post anyway. And that points out the shortcomings of a software solution. As interesting an exercise as it is to try to scrub the language of “gendered” words, it also can unintentionally exacerbate the worst kinds of stereotypes rather than wiping them out. The woman I hired told me specifically she was drawn to the job because the description emphasized leadership, not in spite of it.

* * *

BLIND HIRING PRACTICES and “neutral” employment ads may not be perfect, but at least they’re a start. When done right, as with blind auditions, they get results. That’s because at their best, they strip not just bias out of the process, but emotion too. 

The role of emotion can’t be underestimated. It not only is an outsize factor in hiring; even if we do get the hiring right, it can be the thing that trips us up once we’re actually working together. It’s at the heart of the missed signals, the knee-jerk reactions, and the miscommunication between men and women that can taint our interactions with one another. Indeed, as I reported for this book, the role of emotion consistently emerged as one of the most confounding challenges that is thwarting efforts not just to equalize hiring and the workplace, but to communicate with one another in everyday life.

To try to comprehend why—is there a physical difference between the sexes, something hardwired into us?—I looked to science. In the past decade, our understanding of the biology as well as psychology of gender has expanded in ways we couldn’t have imagined back when women first started entering the workforce in large numbers in the 1970s. 

Scientists can pinpoint the differences in men’s and women’s brains that lead to miscues between the sexes. Computer scientists are studying emails to learn how that translates into different communication styles in the modern age. One researcher, perplexed by inconsistent results in an experiment with mice, found that laboratory mice react with fear to male lab assistants—or even to the men’s T-shirts—which changes their body chemistry and creates anxiety. No similar experiment has yet been tried with humans, but you can’t help but wonder if results would be similar.

These scientific discoveries first tell us that no, we aren’t crazy, that there truly is a biological divide between men and women that gets in the way of communication. The differences don’t affect intelligence, but they do have a meaningful impact on how men and women interpret each other’s behavior—or don’t.

Consider the case of women crying. When I meet with executives around the country—asking men what flummoxes them most about their female colleagues—they almost inevitably mention tears. They dread them.

Cardinal Health’s Paul Gotti, for example, has been in the forefront of trying to recruit more women into his traditionally male field. Even so, a while back, he noticed that when he gave performance reviews to employees, he treated men and women differently. With men, he was candid, straightforward, and comfortable in offering them advice on what they needed to do to improve. With women, he felt uneasy. He was leery about being so candid, and wary about criticizing them. To his dismay, he realized that he wasn’t being fair in his performance reviews. He was going easier on the women.

It wasn’t that he held the women to a lower standard, he explained. It was for a wholly different reason: “I didn’t want them to cry, to feel bad.”

I was puzzled when Gotti told me this. He was afraid of crying? I admit it, I weep over Hallmark commercials, and you don’t even want to see me at the end of Beaches. My daughter and I once stumbled across a rerun of the famous weeper and melted into tearful, drippy-nosed puddles, crying in each other’s arms, to my husband’s endless amusement. But I have rarely cried in the office. I haven’t seen too many other women cry at work either.

Not long after speaking with Gotti, I mentioned our perplexing conversation to my friend Jonathan, an editor who has been managing journalists for two decades. 

“Yes!” he exclaimed. He had the same fear. He had even begun a new policy when he needed to have a tough conversation with a female subordinate. Now, he makes sure there is a second woman in the room, both to give him a reality check on his own behavior and to provide moral support to the other woman.

 “It happens all the time! Women cry and I don’t know how to handle it,” he told me. “I always try to make her feel better, but I end up making things even worse.”

Inadvertently, I had touched on a third rail of gender relations in the office. According to one blog, crying is one of the “10 things women do that absolutely terrify men,” right up there with talking about their periods.  Another counseled, “A crying woman is every man’s kryptonite.” A Reddit thread on the “Ask Men” section included the topic: “Men of Reddit: Is it scary, annoying or sad when a girl cries over you?” (Both “scary” and “annoying” had plenty of votes.)

It’s ingrained in popular culture too, the reason why the most famous line in the 1992 film A League of Their Own, comes when Tom Hanks, as Jimmy Dugan, coach of an all-female baseball team, reams out a player who begins to weep: “Are you crying? Are you crying? There’s no crying in baseball!”

Books and advice columns for men are riddled with angst over women who cry. Barbara Annis and John Gray, coauthors of the book Work with Me: The 8 Blind Spots Between Men and Women in Business, identify emotional displays as one of the major challenges men face.  Weeping is awful at home or on a date, and if anything, even more horrifying at work. If a woman starts sobbing at the office, a man wants to get the hell away. He wants to flee.

It turns out, though, that there’s a biological reason behind this fear. Scientists have found that women are wired to cry more frequently than men—and young women are ten times more likely to cry at work than men over forty-five, according to Anne Kreamer, who conducted a poll about emotion in the workplace for her book It’s Always Personal. 

But she also found that when women do weep at the office, it’s not because their feelings are hurt, as men like Gotti and my friend Jonathan assumed. It’s because they’re pissed off. They’re frustrated. They’re furious.

None of which is apparent to men. “Let me tell you about my trouble with girls,” explained Tim Hunt, a renowned scientist and Nobel laureate in medicine to a room full of science journalists. “Three things happen when they are in the lab: You fall in love with them, they fall in love with you, and when you criticize them they cry.”

His comments sparked a firestorm of protest and a new meme, #distractinglysexy, with female scientists tweeting photos of themselves in full lab-coat-and-goggles regalia. So fierce was the reaction that Hunt was forced to resign as an honorary professor at University College in London.

Yet his sentiment, as tone deaf as it was, is more common than you’d think. According to Jill Flynn, of the consulting firm Flynn Heath Holt, the issue isn’t simply that men don’t know how to react to women who cry. They’re also afraid of getting in trouble with the “diversity police” for speaking harshly, or of women being “too high maintenance, or she’ll ask a million questions.” As a result, “men are scared to death to give us feedback . . . They’ll let women run astray and off course and be fired before they’ll take the chance to give them feedback.”

And that’s the problem with the fear of tears. When men go easier on female subordinates, the women don’t get the feedback they need. What’s more, if those men are relentlessly and blandly positive, those comments are discounted by all concerned. And as we’ve already seen, the feedback women do get is often a critique of their personality—that they’re “abrasive” or “emotional”—rather than constructive criticism that would improve their performance. So women don’t get the guidance they need to progress—nor do they get credit when they’ve succeeded.

Studies have found, for example, that women in the energy business receive less criticism than men. So do women working in England’s National Health Service. In one particularly revealing study, scholars analyzed performance evaluations at a Wall Street law firm. They found that women received more positive comments (“excellent!” “awesome!”) than men. But despite stellar evaluations, only 6 percent of the women—versus 15 percent of the men—were mentioned as potential partner material. It’s pretty clear women who cry have a good reason to be angry!

Women’s careers suffer as a result. An Australian consulting firm that studied performance review conversations found that when both participants were men, the sessions were relaxed, collegial, with frequent use of the pronoun “we” and discussions about the employee’s prospects. When the manager was male and the employee female, though, the sessions were uptight; he tended to focus on her performance, not her career development, and to more frequently use the pronoun “you.”

Compounding the issue, Howard Ross, the management training expert and author of Everyday Bias: Identifying and Navigating Unconscious Judgments in Our Daily Lives, has found that among his clients, men tend to overrate themselves in performance reviews, while women underrate themselves. Women also tend to give credit to their team, while men take personal credit for the team’s work. 

Add those factors together, and a woman whose performance is equal to that of a man is at a disadvantage, receiving less useful feedback, less support, and enjoying less rapport with the boss than the guy in the next cubicle.

The irony is, just as women are penalized for showing emotion, men can score points for doing so. In a telling New York Times article about women in Hollywood, male studio executives criticized director Catherine Hardwicke, whose films include Twilight, for being “overly emotional.” 

As Hardwicke noted in the piece, she had previously worked for twenty directors, most of them male, and “I was on the set to witness firsthand a range of sometimes atrocious emotions—well-documented firings, yellings, fights between directors and actors, hookers, abusive things, budget overages, lack of preparation. A man gets a standing ovation for crying because he’s so sensitive, but a woman is shamed.”

Scientists have pinpointed several biological explanations for this puzzling behavioral paradox. Laboratory experiments have found, for example, that when women cry, it actually changes men’s body chemistry. A recent study from Israel’s Weizmann Institute of Science concluded that when men so much as smell tears, their testosterone levels fall. That’s terrifying for men on a professional level.

Judith Orloff, a psychiatrist and author of Emotional Freedom, has called testosterone “a key power hormone that gets corporate executives in warrior mode.” Without that testosterone, they lose their competitive edge. She said that when a woman cries, “it’s threatening hormonally. Studies have associated lower testosterone levels in men with feelings of failure.”

Not only are men’s hormones on the fritz when a woman cries, so are their brains. One intriguing study has shown that men are able to “read” emotions of other men by looking at their faces. But they are unable to easily decipher emotions on the faces of women. The women were simply a mystery to them. 

For the experiment, German scientists asked men to view photographs of women’s and men’s eyes, and then describe what emotion they telegraphed—for example, was it “distrustful” or was it “terrified”? The men could quickly and correctly grasp the right answer when looking into the eyes of men, but were frequently baffled by those of women. The scientists theorized that the disconnect dated back to prehistoric days, when cavemen needed to make snap judgments to evaluate whether another man was a friend or an enemy. They didn’t have the same biological imperative to interpret women.

This experiment explains so much. No wonder men are so fearful of saying the “wrong” thing to women. They aren’t sure not only what to say, but also how to evaluate a woman’s reactions. They have no idea what the hell she’s thinking. She’s a mystery. Any word they utter could be a trap. Their fear is, biologically speaking, justified.

Thus, when a man like Paul Gotti, or my good friend Jonathan, was confronted by a crying woman, a 200,000-year-old instinct kicked into gear. It tripped their “fight or flight” mechanism. They wanted to get away.

The good news is, once men recognize it for what it is, they can override it. Once Gotti became aware of his own fear of women crying, for example, he began double-checking to make sure his evaluations of female employees were as candid as those for men. They should have the feedback, he said, “so that they can grow too.”

* * *

SOME OF THE most intriguing research into this paradox is happening right now at the University of Pennsylvania. Over the past several years, scholars there have peered inside the skulls of around a thousand men and women using sophisticated new imaging techniques. The researchers weren’t looking for gender differences when they began this project. They were instead attempting to evaluate the brains of young people to see if there is an early marker for psychiatric disorders. To their astonishment, they found that ordinary male and female brains are wired in virtually opposite ways. 

“It was a fairly amazing finding,” researcher Ruben Gur explained when I met with him at his hospital office. “First we thought we miscoded something in the program. Most sex differences are more subtle.”

Dr. Gur ushered me into a subbasement deep below the hospital, where a young man was lying silently, face-up, inside a high-powered MRI machine that scanned his brain using a sophisticated technique called diffusion tensor imaging. On one of the dozen computer monitors in our observation booth, images flickered to life, providing a map of connections inside his skull, akin to creating a Google Map of his brain.

To me, those images looked like indecipherable squiggles. But to Dr. Gur’s colleague, a computer scientist turned computational neuroanatomist named Ragini Verma, they read like a novel. Dr. Verma, a computer vision and math whiz who earned three advanced degrees in her native India, started her career coding facial recognition and expression analysis for the film industry. Now she uses those skills to turn these squiggles into 3-D renderings of the brain. “I’m fascinated by gender differences,” she told me. “It’s the content of Sunday morning conversations over mimosas with my girlfriends.”

In her lab, Dr. Verma has used such scans to construct a 3-D image that shows the pathways that connect the different regions of the brain. When these 3-D images first sprang to life, this is what jumped out at her.
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Women’s brains (like the one on the right in the picture above), on average, had multiple connections between left and right hemispheres, which control logic and intuition. The female brain map looked like an especially intense version of the kid’s game Cat’s Cradle. That cross-hemisphere wiring suggests women are able to engage and connect to various parts of the brain simultaneously.

But men’s brains (as seen on the left), on average, were wired in an entirely different manner, with connections going from front to back. There was almost no connection between left brain and right brain. This suggests that on average men are predisposed to focus on a single task at a time.

Her findings showed with startling clarity why so many studies have found women are better multitaskers than men. “What it means is that while I’m talking to you, I can work on my laptop, and finish a project, and think about which pair of shoes to buy in the evening,” as Dr. Verma put it to me.

The two types of brains are “complementary. It shows that the best outcome is if they (men and women) work together and complement their skills,” Dr. Verma said. 

At the same time, though, the different wiring also suggests that “men and women are perceiving each other differently. Our perceptions of the environment are different. It means that everything will affect you differently. How I react to things will be different than how a man reacts. People should accept there will be differences.”

* * *

IN THIS DIGITAL age, the disconnect in how we interpret one another is that much more fraught. There are even more opportunities for misunderstandings and crossed communication wires. For the most illuminating research on that score, we can thank Enron. 

In late 2001, one of the biggest financial scandals in history blew up when Enron, a once-mighty energy giant, collapsed in spectacular fashion. The Houston company had been hailed for its brilliance in oil trading, its top executives celebrated in glowing magazine profiles and rewarded with massive payouts. 

Glitz and glamour and over-the-top spending were its credo. Its chief executive, Kenneth Lay, bought himself seven homes, including an extravagant $10 million Aspen showpiece that was one of four he owned in the pricey ski-resort town. The company set aside $1.5 million for an employee holiday party, and not once but twice rented a live elephant for internal meetings. The spending free-for-all seemed limitless—right up until a whistleblower exposed the enterprise as a massive financial fraud.

In the aftermath, government investigators swooped in. Among other evidence, they gathered 600,000 internal email chains. It was a treasure trove for journalists, who descended with glee in search of juicy tidbits, like the $590,000 of company cash spent on a sculptured light switch.

More than fifteen hundred miles away, Andrew McCallum was celebrating for a different reason. He’s a computer scientist at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, who studies social networks. He was trying to learn how groups of people communicate by email. Unfortunately, nobody wanted to give him access to their accounts. So when he stumbled across a news item about the massive Enron email cache, it was as if he had received a gift from the research fairies. 

“When I read about it, I thought first of all, ‘Gosh I feel sorry for the innocent people at Enron who have personal emails,’” he recalled. Unfortunately, nobody wanted to give him unfettered access to their accounts. “But in the same breath, ‘Oh my gosh, email researchers across the world will rejoice!’” He promptly paid the federal government $10,000 for the entire database.

Computer scientists have been having a field day slicing and dicing the data ever since. On a rainy summer day, I met one of them, a Columbia University graduate student named Vinodkumar Prabhakaran. Vinod, as he is known, is an expert in a growing field known as computational sociolinguistics research. It’s a mouthful, but basically it means applying computer learning to understand language and social trends. Vinod had a very specific interest in getting his hands on the Enron emails: he wanted to probe the differences between how men and women communicated digitally with one another.

His research tapped into one of the key questions in our digital age. The way we text and email one another has added a degree of complexity in the relationship between the sexes. Scholars are only just beginning to understand the consequences. For example, men tend to write direct, short emails. To women like me, a brief, flat email can look unfriendly at best and hostile at worst. I’ll read all kinds of motivations into it: Is he angry at me? Does he think I’ve imposed on him? Is he resentful? 

More than once, I’ve shown an email to my husband to get his opinion. His inevitable response: He’s fine. He isn’t angry. So far, my husband is batting a thousand.

Women in emails tend to be chattier, friendlier, and far more likely to apologize for troubling you, or to thank you multiple times for doing something you were supposed to do anyway. When I write emails myself, I find myself double-checking them before I send them, to make sure I’m not completely debasing myself. Usually I force myself to at least erase an extraneous exclamation point or two.

No matter what topic a woman is writing about to a man, if she apologizes and hedges, she is sending one overriding message: She is the supplicant. He is in control. If she’s too friendly toward him, on the other hand, the way women often are toward each other—I often get emails and texts signed with xo’s from other women in business—she’ll look like she’s got other intentions. 

Meanwhile, a man who writes assertively, even to a woman who is his boss, is sending another message: He doesn’t like her. Or he is challenging her authority. Or he doesn’t respect her. Neither the man nor the woman may intend to be sending those signals. But that’s how they are interpreted.

As he studied the emails, Vinod found an even more perplexing wrinkle in how men and women communicate. Flipping open his laptop, he showed me how he had created an algorithm comparing language used by men to that used by women. His goal was to identify what are known in his trade as “overt displays of powers”—outright commands, with no softening language like apologies or hedging.

After he built the algorithm, he fed the Enron emails into it. Perhaps not surprisingly, he found that men used powerful language far more frequently than women. But he also noticed something quite peculiar: female executives routinely downplayed their power, avoiding direct commands. While men might say, “Come to my office now,” the women would say, “Would you mind stopping by my office?”

Most intriguing, he found that the higher a woman ranked, the less powerful language she used. She would actually downplay her authority, make herself more of a supplicant, and seem to work extra hard to not remind others of her power. Just like in real life, where powerful women dye their hand blond to seem less threatening, powerful women try to diminish their digital personas. 

These women may not have realized what they were doing, but they were making themselves smaller and less threatening. As they climbed the ladder and increased their authority, they seemed at pains not to flaunt it. Vinod theorized that this was because as women rise in power, they are less liked. “Women tend to hold back in order to not be perceived as pushy,” he told me. “You don’t want to be called ‘bossy.’”

Even when you are the boss.

* * *

SCIENCE AND RESEARCH are helping to clarify the gender gap, which ultimately will help us close it. With each new discovery, men and women alike are learning how to better understand one another, to eliminate the confusion and mixed signals. We are inching closer toward that “blind audition” ideal, where we can strip emotion out of hiring decisions and work together while understanding our differences rather than fearing them.

Still, progress is maddeningly slow when you consider that the blind audition concept was invented more than three decades ago, and yet here we are, still striving to achieve that perfect goal. My friend Melanie, when she auditioned for the Chicago Symphony Orchestra violin section back in 1989, didn’t realize how ahead of the curve she was.

As the holidays approached, I visited with Melanie in Chicago. Before a concert one night, she let me tag along with her to the ladies’ locker room, deep in the basement of Chicago’s famed Symphony Center. With its benches and lockers, it could have been host to a college soccer team or the WNBA, except for the strains of music in the air and the strikingly different contents in each locker—formal outfits and priceless instruments.

Melanie is at home here. She has now performed with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra for almost three decades. When her three children, including twins, were born in quick succession, she sometimes found herself onstage in her concert black with spit-up in her hair. Her colleagues have become her family, supporting her through the best of times and the worst, including the deaths of her beloved father and younger sister.

Each year, the Chicago Symphony goes on tour. With her colleagues, Melanie has performed in China and Russia, in Japan and the capitals of Europe. Often when she’s on the road, she will take in a concert from that city’s own orchestra. One of the most memorable, she recounted as she pulled out one of the multiple formal black outfits hanging neatly in her locker, was the first she attended by the Vienna Philharmonic.

Like the Chicago Symphony, the Vienna Philharmonic has a storied history. Founded in 1842, it grew out of the royal ensembles that performed the music of court composers like Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven. In the nineteenth century, it premiered classical works by Brahms and Bruckner. The first time in history that concertgoers heard the hauntingly beautiful strains of Tchaikovsky’s now-legendary violin concerto was at a Vienna Philharmonic performance.

But as Melanie watched the concert, she was immediately struck by something strange on the stage. The symphony was a sea of men in tuxedos. She strained to look. Among the more than 120 members of the orchestra, there were no women. Zero. No one who looked like her. It was an odd sight, one she wasn’t prepared for.

There’s a reason why the symphony was all men. The Vienna Philharmonic was perhaps the last remaining major orchestra in the world to adopt blind auditions. Instead, performers were chosen by their peers, almost all of whom are men. The first woman wasn’t accepted until 1997.

Even after the Austrian government reduced its funding in protest in 2011, the orchestra still resisted. Almost as if to spite the government for meddling in its sexist ways, at the philharmonic’s first concert of January 2012, only two female musicians sat aside their male colleagues. Every year since, it’s been something of a sport at the annual New Year’s Day concert for regular concertgoers to count the few women onstage.

As Melanie watched the orchestra perform that day, she couldn’t help but think of her own experience. She and her female colleagues have helped to make the Chicago Symphony Orchestra one of the greatest musical ensembles in the world. 

Indeed, even as we spoke, the women’s locker room in the basement of the concert hall was a hive of activity, as a crowd of female musicians changed into their concert dress, unpacked their instruments, checked their iPads, and gave last-minute instructions to the babysitters back home. One of her colleagues pulled out her phone to show me photos of her daughter, another talked about her son’s school science project. The women around us, virtuosos all, were casually tuning up priceless instruments between bites of pre-concert salads they’d brought in Tupperware containers from home.

These women weren’t giving a thought to gender in their daily work. They didn’t have to. They would soon file onto the stage with their male colleagues, where they were to perform a concert including the music of composer John Williams, conducted by Williams himself. The phenomenon of blind auditions that economists had studied several decades earlier was in full bloom. The blind auditions had worked. The results were clear, right in front of me.

But at the same moment, across the ocean, there was still a stark reminder of what life would have been like if the Chicago Symphony and others hadn’t introduced blind auditions all those years ago. These women wouldn’t have been here. The ladies’ locker room itself wouldn’t be here. These remarkably talented women might be giving music lessons to children in their living rooms. If they were really lucky, maybe they’d be in the audience tonight.

As if to underscore the fact, half a world away in Austria, the Vienna Philharmonic was rehearsing for its annual New Year’s Day concert, a televised extravaganza that’s viewed by 50 million people in more than ninety countries. It wouldn’t be long before the curtain would rise on that signature event. And when it did, on that New Year’s Day, astute audience members scouring the stage, searching through the musicians seated there, shook their heads in disbelief.

These were 125 of the most talented musicians in all of Europe. The very best of the best.

Onlookers could spot just five women in the entire ensemble.
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Invisible Women: The World’s Greatest Untapped Resource

One of the smartest people I know is Carol O’Keefe. Carol and I met as freshman-year roommates, and remained loyal “roomies” for the rest of our college years. 

If you had read our college applications, you would have reasonably concluded that we had nothing in common. I was the nerdy violist from New Jersey who worked on my high school newspaper and couldn’t so much as connect a tennis racket to a tennis ball. Carol, from rural Maryland, was the superstar athlete who, despite topping out at less than five foot three on a good day, was the varsity captain of almost every female sport in her high school, including basketball.

We were certain that the college dean had put us together in the same room as some sort of cosmic joke. But the joke was on him. We became fast friends and remain so to this day.

For years, Carol and I lived our lives in almost eerie parallel. Immediately after graduation, she married her college sweetheart, Regis. I was a bridesmaid at their wedding, where their first dance was to the Muppet Movie love song “Rainbow Connection.” Then she and Regis headed off to Boston, he to finish medical school and she to start law school.

Neither came from well-off families, and as a young couple they barely scraped by. When I visited them, we shared a dinner of plain spaghetti in their tiny apartment with its crooked floors. Then I helped Carol make a stack of peanut butter sandwiches that we brought in a brown paper bag to Regis, who was making his hospital rounds. He couldn’t afford to eat in the cafeteria.

Meanwhile, I was living in New York City, where I was a cub reporter for the Wall Street Journal. I was earning a pittance myself, sleeping in the living room of a tiny apartment I shared with my roommate, an investment banking trainee who made more money than I did and could afford the bedroom. A few years later, I married my husband, Tom, a boy I’d also met in college. Carol was one of our bridesmaids, gamely wearing the hideous pink polyester lace dress I picked out for her.

As Tom and I settled into married life, so did Carol and Regis, who relocated to Rochester, New York, so that Regis could complete his medical residency. Carol worked long hours at a law firm, sometimes arriving at 6:00 A.M. I was working long hours myself, first as a reporter, and then as a daily advertising columnist for the Journal. 

The trajectory of our lives continued in tandem when, in our late twenties, Carol and I became pregnant at the same time. We both worked straight through nine months, refusing to vacate our desks until the last possible moment. We were determined to protect our hard-earned professional status, to show that we could do it all.

But after Carol’s son Patrick and my daughter Rebecca were born, our lives diverged. And in the years since, the paths we’ve taken provide a kind of road map for what companies can, should—and shouldn’t—do to keep working mothers from falling off a professional cliff. 

Our trajectories illuminate one of the biggest yet least-recognized issues facing corporate America. It’s an issue that, if handled in a commonsense way, could supercharge the economy and immeasurably improve women’s lives. It’s a simple fact, but one that seems lost on many working moms, and even more so on most companies: kids grow up.

More to the point, when those kids do grow up, you’ve got a cohort of millions of women who are just as ambitious and smart and passionate about work as they were before they had children—probably even more so. Yet they remain stubbornly invisible to employers. These women are perhaps the single greatest untapped resource in business today.

When we talk about working mothers, we tend to focus on moms of babies and young kids. The emphasis is on maternity leave, parental leave, and parenting young children. Those are critically important issues. But much less attention has been paid to the other end of the spectrum, to mothers of older children. Some have been out of the workforce for several years or even a few decades, and desperately want to come back. Others may have continued working, but dialed back while their kids were young and were “mommy tracked” in dead-end jobs, yet are now ready to rev up again.

There’s a compelling case to be made that this is where we need to train our efforts next: on these women, who want to reenter the workforce or revitalize stalled careers. Not just young moms fresh off maternity leave, but experienced older women who have been sidelined for years, yet who have a multitude of talents and the ambition and smarts to dive back in.

Reengaging these women doesn’t just help them; it helps all of us. Having more women in the workforce is perhaps the single best accelerator for the U.S. economy. If more women worked, the U.S. could add an eye-popping $2.1 trillion to the gross domestic product over the next two decades, according to the McKinsey Global Institute. Half of all states would see their GDP spike by more than 10 percent, the report found.

The same is true elsewhere in the world. In 2013, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzō Abe launched what he called “womenomics,” a program to jump-start the country’s stagnant economy by encouraging more women to enter the workforce. Around the globe, a McKinsey report estimated that if women participated as fully as men in labor markets, it would add an astonishing $28 trillion to the world economy. 

A key to any of this growth is to make the working world hospitable not just to young mothers, but to older ones too—those whose kids have grown and who are eager to jump back in to the workforce, if only anyone will hire them.

I’m embarrassed to admit it took me too long to figure that out. When I did, it was men—my own male bosses—who showed me the way.

* * *

OF COURSE, WE all know, intellectually, that kids eventually turn into grown-ups. But who’s thinking about that when you’re up in the middle of the night, for the forty-seventh time in a row, with a crying baby? It seems you are in the middle of a never-ending maelstrom of dirty diapers and doctor appointments; as they get older, you’re overwhelmed with teacher meetings, playdates, homework, soccer games. Balancing that with a job is guaranteed to be impossible. High-potential women frequently take themselves off the fast track, not imagining a time when they will want to get back on.

That was the case with my friend Carol. After Patrick was born, she was eager to spend time with her new baby. Plus, she and Regis knew they wanted a big family. So she negotiated a deal with her law firm: she would work half days, for half pay. It seemed like an ideal arrangement. Her law firm had no part-time policy, but she was a smart, savvy lawyer. Her work was valuable. It seemed like a perfect solution for everyone.

I took the opposite approach. I loved my job, and feared I would no longer be taken seriously once Rebecca was born. So after a few months of maternity leave, I resumed my grueling pace. I rarely got home before 8:00 P.M., and sometimes much later. Tom had an even more punishing schedule as a junior lawyer. 

We wanted Rebecca to grow up as we had ourselves, with family meals together, so we came up with a ruse: “dinnertime” was whatever time Mommy and Daddy came home. That’s why you’d frequently find us eating takeout fried chicken at midnight. It was an excruciating juggle. I had to plan for weeks in advance to make it to a birthday party or a “Mommy and Me” class—the one where our babysitter typically played the role of “Mommy.”

My days and nights were filled, mostly, with guilt. I felt guilty at work and guilty at home. No matter where I was, I wasn’t doing enough for the other part of my life. At work, I was a slave to deadlines. At home, I missed first steps, first words, first friends.

My working-mother guilt is familiar to anyone with a child. I fully realize that I am more fortunate than the majority of parents. My husband and I had access to quality day care, which so many parents do not. I was able to sneak away from the office occasionally for pediatrician appointments and, in later years, for ballet recitals and back-to-school nights. People with hourly jobs or inflexible schedules—including many fellow parents at our kids’ elementary school—don’t have that luxury. Many of them could never so much as meet the teachers, much less make it to the children’s annual Halloween costume parade.

Yet even for the most privileged among us, guilt runs deep. I once was invited to lunch with broadcasting legend Barbara Walters, during which I told her how much I enjoyed her autobiography, Audition: A Memoir. As a working mother, I said, I was inspired by her book, especially as she described her dazzling career while raising a daughter. 

Her reply: “There’s guilt on every page.”

There’s a reason that guilt, even now, remains such a powerful force. Most American moms now work outside the home, yet all of us—including the moms ourselves—can’t shake lingering bias against them. A Pew Research Center poll found that 41 percent of American adults say the increase in working mothers is bad, almost double the percentage of those who say it is good. 

In the same survey, working mothers gave themselves much lower marks for parenting skills. Yet researchers have found no truth in their self-assessments. In fact, daughters of working mothers earn higher incomes as adults, while sons of working moms spend more time on child care and household chores as adults. And men who were raised by working moms “are significantly more egalitarian in their gender attitudes,” according to Harvard Business School professor Kathleen McGinn.

* * *

YET AMERICAN CULTURE, for all its virtues, builds working-mother guilt directly into the system. There are deeply rooted structural issues in this country that make it difficult, even now and even for those with vast resources, to balance work with parenting. Our policies and politicians do precious little to alleviate it.

America is the only industrialized country in the world that doesn’t offer paid parental leave. Think about that. It’s an astonishing fact, especially considering that the majority of Americans across the political spectrum support it, right up to First Daughter Ivanka Trump. Even more mind-boggling: when you include Third World and developing nations, the U.S. is one of only two countries on the planet that doesn’t offer paid maternity leave—the other being Papua New Guinea.

It’s a financial issue, for sure. Companies and politicians worry about the expense, though in California, one of the few states to require paid leave, more than 90 percent of companies reported it had a positive or no effect on profitability, while in a separate poll, half of American workers say they would prefer more leave to a raise.

Perhaps the more intractable issue is a cultural one. For all of our talk about American values, our societal worship of the family, and for all of the platitudes by politicians of every persuasion about the importance of family, their actions—or lack thereof—suggest the opposite.

And there are signs that the situation for American mothers is getting worse, not better. Countries across Europe and elsewhere offer subsidized child care; many have strengthened parental leave and other family-friendly policies in the past few decades. Not so in the U.S., where most child-care costs fall on parents, and where those costs have skyrocketed by more than 168 percent since the early 1990s.

Meanwhile, for salaried professionals, the average workweek has escalated to more than fifty hours, from forty hours, leaving little time for family. The burden is especially heavy for households headed by minimum-wage workers; child-care costs can eat up 30 percent of their total income. Child care is unaffordable in forty-nine of fifty states, by the U.S. government’s own standards. In more than half of all states, day-care centers cost more per year than tuition at a state university.

Not only are child-care costs soaring, but women who have kids take a salary hit. Being a mom literally makes you less valuable. Researchers have found, paradoxically, that men who become fathers are viewed as better workers, while for mothers the reverse is true. 

That helps explain why, for example, in academia, fathers with young kids are 35 percent more likely than mothers to get tenure-track positions, and 20 percent more likely to actually secure tenure. 

In the U.S. overall, sociologists have found that women experience a financial penalty of 7 percent per child. Even after controlling for years of job experience, the gap is 5 percent per child. The gap exists in every state, at all education levels; not just professional women, but moms with a high school education who are child-care workers, waitstaff, cashiers, and cleaners earn less than dads who hold the same jobs. The paradox is sometimes referred to as the “motherhood penalty” and the “fatherhood bonus.”

One reason behind the gap: mothers are viewed as less committed to their jobs than fathers. Harvard Business School’s Robin Ely spearheaded an eighteen-month study of a major global consulting firm. She and her colleagues reported that both men and women endured brutally long hours that made it impossible to balance their lives, and led to burnout by both genders. 

“Virtually everyone—women and men alike—suffered from the competing pulls of work and family,” the researchers concluded.

But women were penalized for trying to achieve some balance, while men were not. For example, when a woman left the office early, coworkers assumed it was for family reasons. When a man left early, coworkers assumed he was attending a work-related dinner or meeting. What’s more, both men and women described the firm’s female partners as bad mothers—though male partners weren’t considered bad dads.

When you add up the facts, it’s stunning but clear: working women in the U.S. actually have a disincentive to have kids. The more children we have, the less we are worth to employers. It’s the opposite dynamic of the one I experienced in Iceland, where I met dual-career couples with three, four, even five children. Why not? they told me; the country not only has generous parental leave—paid for nine months, split among both parents—but it also offers heavily subsidized day care.

In the U.S., meanwhile, without parental leave and affordable day-care options, the financial demands on parents are extreme, even for those who are relatively well off. When Rebecca was born, my company offered four weeks’ paid leave. I know I was lucky to have that kind of stability. Even so, we were still paying off my husband’s law-school loans. I was absurdly excited to learn Rebecca was breech and she had to be delivered via cesarean section, which meant I got an extra two weeks of disability pay because the C-section was classified as major surgery. When Andrew came along two years later, I chose to have a C-section, in part because of those extra two weeks’ pay.

It seems horrifying to me now that any woman would choose major surgery in order to squeeze in an extra few weeks of paid leave to care for a newborn. I hope my own children never have to make that choice. But the lack of government support for parents, combined with the high cost of child care, presents an almost impossible challenge to many women. In one survey of stay-at-home moms, 15 percent said they left the workforce because child care was too expensive.

It’s no wonder that mothers feel so stressed out. They earn less for becoming moms in the first place—and then face sky-high child-care costs that can crush working families, and that ultimately drive many women out of the workplace altogether. Add to that the fact that when those women’s kids grow older and the women do try to get back in, they find doors are closed to them.

* * *

FOR WOMEN WHO hang on and stay in the workforce, meanwhile, the balancing act can feel impossible. Two years after Carol and I each had our first children, we each gave birth to a second. I was back at my full-time job within a few months; Carol continued part-time. All right, I admit it: I was jealous of her. She seemed to have figured it all out. She was working half days, and enjoying time with her son and newborn. Meanwhile, I was on a treadmill of guilt, dirty diapers, and sleepless nights. There was no room in life for anything but kids and work. I slept in earrings and a watch, simply to save a few precious extra seconds of time in the morning.

I was missing important milestones in my children’s lives too. Just before I gave birth to Andrew, I hosted Rebecca’s second birthday party. I was completely mystified by the proceedings. Our babysitter had planned the party and created the guest list. She had baked the cake. She stood next to me at the doorway so she could introduce me to each one of my daughter’s friends, none of whom I had met, as they arrived.

 It hit me that I had no idea about how my daughter spent her days, who were the children she loved the most, what were the games they played with one another. I was the saddest mom you’ve ever seen at a party of happily squealing two-year-olds.

A few weeks later, just moments after I gave birth to Andrew and still groggy from anesthesia, I took an editor’s phone call in the recovery room. That’s when I realized something had to give. When I got back home from the hospital, I announced to my husband that I wanted to quit. But we couldn’t afford it. As it was, we still hadn’t finished paying off his school loans. And we were better off than most: the vast majority of women couldn’t have even entertained the thought of stepping back. That’s even truer today: Americans owe $1.4 trillion in student-loan debt, and the class of 2016 graduated with an average of $37,172 in debt per person, up 6 percent from a year earlier.

I was feeling plenty sorry for myself. But one day, Carol and I managed to find time together on the phone. And then she told me what life was really like for her. She was paid half-time, yes. But her workload remained almost the same. The past year, she told me, she had billed 85 percent as many hours as the full-time lawyers at her firm, while earning half as much.

Her situation wasn’t unique. In fact, it’s just as likely to be the case today. For her 2015 book, I Know How She Does It, author Laura Vanderkam asked part-time working moms to keep a diary of their hours. She found that most put in more than thirty-five hours a week at work. One “part-time” consultant was sometimes working more than fifty hours a week. 

“I found that many of those on official part-time schedules work well outside the bounds of them,” Vanderkam wrote in Harvard Business Review.

* * *

NEITHER CAROL NOR I had figured out how to balance work and family. But I was about to learn one of the most valuable lessons of my career—from my male bosses. The paper’s top editor, Paul Steiger, moved me into an editing job on the Page One desk. At first, I was furious with him. I wasn’t ready to stop being a reporter! But he was insistent. And he proved to be right. Page One stories were generally long-term projects, which meant we had a bit more control over our schedules. We weren’t as frequently at the mercy of breaking news deadlines.

I found to my surprise that I loved editing even more than writing. On Page One, we edited the three major stories that ran on the front of the paper each day. At the time, we had a crew of about a dozen editors who did nothing but polish those articles into gems. These were pieces that reporters might have spent weeks or even months researching and writing. They were the pride of the paper. We used to call the Journal “a magazine on the outside and a newspaper on the inside” because of those carefully constructed stories. In my years as a reporter, I always had more ideas than time to execute them. I found that now as an editor, I could spread those ideas around. I loved working with reporters, and found editing both easier and more enjoyable than writing from scratch.

But just as much as the work itself, I appreciated the relative flexibility of my editing job. My Page One boss allowed me to work at home some mornings, a rare move in those early digital days. That meant that I was no longer a stranger to my children’s daily lives. 

It’s hard to overestimate the psychic benefits of knowing who my children’s best friends were, of being able to comfort them if they scraped a knee, and—the greatest luxury of all—of picking them up from preschool. Every day, we’d share an 11:00 A.M. bagel “lunch” before I’d explain that “Mommy has to go to work, but just until dinnertime”—since they had no concept of time, and “dinner” might be nine hours later.

Researchers have found that work–life balance is perhaps the best indicator of how satisfied women are with their jobs. According to one survey, 93 percent of women who don’t feel like they have a good work–life balance are extremely unsatisfied with their jobs. On the other end of the spectrum, the vast majority of women who believe their life is in balance are extremely satisfied.

Carol and I fell on both ends of that spectrum. Just as the studies have shown, my balancing act, precarious as it was, allowed me to have more control at work and at home. I was happier in my job largely because I was happier at home. Carol, though, was not. She found herself working almost the same hours as full-timers, yet her half salary barely was enough to pay the babysitter. She reached a breaking point one night, working late—once again—with two older male partners.

“I don’t know if I can do this anymore,” she told them. “I’ve got to go home and make dinner.”

One of the partners looked at her quizzically. “Just pick something up on your way home,” he said.

“We can’t afford it!” she blurted out.

To his credit, the older lawyer explained her situation to the firm’s senior partners. Ultimately, the firm paid her retroactively for her extra hours. But Carol had had enough. She stopped overseeing cases, and instead took on research and litigation support projects for the firm. She continued to work as a “research drone,” as she laughingly called herself, while her family grew, to four kids in all.

Carol’s law firm made it clear she could return, for which she was grateful. But she knew climbing back on the partnership track would require a punishing and unforgiving schedule. So with each passing year, she fell farther and farther behind the high-powered legal track she had started out on. 

Younger lawyers started at the firm, zoomed past her, ended up making partner. Meanwhile, travel sports teams and carpooling and homework took up more and more of her time. Her vision of a powerful legal career, her once-promising professional future, was now a distant memory. Carol kept up that part-time work for eighteen years, hanging on to the hope of a fulfilling legal career. Finally, with four active teens at home, she quit altogether.

My own bosses, meanwhile, wouldn’t let me fall off the track—even if I thought I wanted to. I loved my job, but with two young kids, I found my ambitions had changed. My dominant goal in life was now to get home in time for dinner with the kids, not to climb the next rung on the career ladder. Looking back now, I can see I was inadvertently mommy-tracking myself. My bosses, though, didn’t see it that way.

After I spent a year or so on Page One, they offered me a promotion to become a bureau chief. I turned them down. I didn’t want to lose the precious bit of flexibility I already had. They came back a year later and offered an opportunity for a management role in London. I said no again. Later they offered the chance to run a section of the newspaper. I still said no. For almost five years, my bosses offered me opportunities to advance. Each time, I declined.

Here’s the extraordinary thing that I didn’t appreciate at the time: they kept asking.

Most women are written off the first time they turn down an opportunity, or certainly the second time. But my bosses taught me one of the most valuable lessons I’ve ever learned, and that I have tried to carry with me as a manager myself. They were aware that I wanted time with my young children. But they never wanted to make that decision for me. They never considered me to be on the dead-end mommy track, and as a result didn’t allow me to put myself on it either.

After five years, with both children now in school, when Paul Steiger came back yet again and asked if I would be interested in creating a new section of the newspaper—one that ultimately became Weekend Journal—I said an emphatic yes.

My bosses were savvy enough to realize something that, at the time, I didn’t: kids grow up.

In many meetings at different companies since then, I’ve heard someone suggest a woman for a plum role and a senior manager reply, “She’s great, but she’ll never want to move.” Or, “She’d be perfect, but she has little kids. She wouldn’t be able to travel.”

Whether you’re a man or a woman, if there’s one thing you take away from this book, it is this: Don’t decide for her. Let her make that choice on her own. To my bosses’ great credit, they never made assumptions about me. Instead they said, “Here’s an opportunity. You decide if you want to take it.” If not for their foresightedness, I never would have had the opportunity to continue my career and kick it back up to high gear later, when the timing was right to do so.

What’s more, don’t assume that all women with children want to step back in the first place. Until a few years ago, Bain & Company, a consulting firm, recruited female prospects by spending as much as 70 percent of their conversations talking about flexibility and support for working mothers. The firm found that women resisted. 

Like men, they “are joining to be the best and brightest,” partner Julie Coffman told me. The firm still stresses its benefits for working women, just not as much. Now it focuses on career opportunities, just as it does for male recruits.

* * *

WHEN CHILDREN ARE babies, it seems as if those long sleepless nights full of tantrums and ear infections will never end. Time stretches infinitely before you. But one day you wake up and find those infants are teenagers. You wonder how it all went by so fast.

That’s what happened with Carol and me. Just yesterday, it seems, we were meeting for the first time in our freshman dorm. Now, seemingly defying all logic and sense of time, our own children started heading off to college. And Carol was ready to reengage at work.

The problem was, how to go back? She hadn’t practiced law in years. But she was a quick study, and a friend helped her land a part-time job teaching a class at a local law school. That was satisfying, but it didn’t last long; she had to give it up when she and her husband moved to St. Louis a few years later, for his new position as chair of the orthopedics department at Washington University.

In their new city, this one-time golden girl, the smartest kid in the class with the best work ethic you’ve ever seen, the woman who earned honors degrees from Yale and Harvard, found herself unknown and, for employers, unwanted. She applied to half a dozen different positions online.

She got zero replies. “Not a word. Not one word.”

* * *

THE SAME SCENARIO has played out for so many women. In a poignant essay for the online tech magazine Model View Culture, Seonaid Lee, a physicist who stepped back to raise her kids, lamented that she was now “invisible” at age forty-three:

Stopping out or shifting to a part-time position is seen as failure, a sign that the person is not qualified for the work. Not only do colleagues left behind wind up believing this, but the person who has left does as well . . . We, who have stopped out, or walked away, or changed careers, presume that returning would be impossible.

Lee took the specific steps career experts advise, including completing a program intended to refresh women’s technology skills. It wasn’t enough. 

“I am repeatedly cautioned that I’m likely to have difficulties because of my age,” she wrote. “My question is, why? I’m a far better developer than I was at 27. I can think more clearly and I have more experience to bring to my work. I can prioritize, juggle responsibilities, make reasonable estimates and meet deadlines. Yet my age and my non-linear work history, rather than being assets and a sign of creativity and resilience, are seen as non-starters.”

She has plenty of company. So many women have renewed energy and ambition when their kids get older or leave for college. “Here’s what working mothers are told again and again: The early years of your kids’ lives are going to be tough. Suffering from sleep deprivation while trying to establish your career and get your kids off to a good start in life is no piece of cake,” Wall Street veteran Sallie Krawcheck wrote in Fortune magazine.

“Now, here’s the working mom secret they don’t tell you: This empty-nest moment can be a career renaissance for women.”

Unfortunately, too few companies and top executives are aware of this potential “career renaissance” that’s there for the taking. Indeed, a 2005 study found that just 40 percent of women who try to return to full-time professions after raising children succeed in doing so; most find that their jobs, professional status, and work relationships have disappeared. What’s more, a study of U.S. unemployment found that in 2012 to 2013, women over fifty made up half of all the long-term unemployed in this country—defined as those out of work for six months or more.

These women want to contribute. They’ve got the skills to do so. Yet just as they are ready to rev up their careers, to dive in with all the energy they had as a fresh college grad—only this time with the maturity and judgment that comes with experience—they are left behind. Ignored. Forgotten. They’re the invisible women.

* * *

IT WILL TAKE men as well as women, working together, to change that dynamic, to take advantage of the untapped resources staring us right in the face: those millions of women struggling to stay on the career track or to climb back on it. 

As a manager, I try to be vigilant on this front. I do my best to continue to offer opportunities both to parents of young children who may not raise their hands for new challenges, and to those who stepped back to focus on kids but are now ready to dive back in. I remember what I learned from my own male bosses: Just keep asking. Keep offering opportunities. Don’t make the decision for her.

I know what a difference it made for me.

My husband and I are empty nesters now. We work as hard as ever—maybe harder. But this time there’s no guilt. There’s joy in pursuing careers that engage us. There’s delight when we spend time with our kids. I am more grateful than ever to my male bosses who, two decades ago, understood far better than I did that this day would come.

Carol, meanwhile, continued looking for work. She taught herself coding through an online course. She sent out résumés. She was powered by all the energy she once expended on raising four kids. She had experience and hard-earned wisdom. 

“I’m going to be so much better at everything so much more quickly than others would be. I should be hired immediately,” she told me, months into her search. “I’m going to hit the ground running at whatever I do. I don’t care what it is.”

Yet employers still weren’t biting. She sighed. “It’s humbling.”

* * *

THERE ARE A few encouraging rumblings of change. Dozens of companies now offer “returnships,” for both men and women who have taken time off. Structured somewhat like internships, they offer training and ease participants back into the working world. 

Goldman Sachs kicked off the idea in 2008. It offers a paid ten-week-long program for people who have been out of the workforce for more than two years. Other financial firms, including Morgan Stanley and Credit Suisse, have since jumped in with their own programs.

A mini-industry has sprung up to help, including iRelaunch, which has worked to create returnship programs with companies including General Motors, IBM, Johnson Controls, Caterpillar, Ford, and Johnson & Johnson. A nonprofit called Path Forward, launched in 2016, places returnees for stints at tech companies like GoDaddy and online educational platform Coursera. 

The concept is spreading worldwide. Some twenty-three companies in the U.K. now offer similar programs; about 90 percent of the people who enroll are female. Meanwhile, organizations like ReBoot Career Accelerator offer workshops and seminars to women who are trying to return to the workplace.

These programs are still new, with a mixed track record. “Proceed with caution,” warned a report on CNBC, the business network. Even the most selective of them don’t necessarily lead to jobs. The Goldman Sachs class of 2013 chose 19 participants out of 1,000 applicants—yet only about half were ultimately offered positions at Goldman itself. But at least programs like this are a start.

More college placement centers are also getting involved in helping older alumni of both genders who have lost jobs or been out of the workforce for a long period of time. Many of these schools retooled their career placement efforts after the 2008 financial crisis, in order to help alums whose jobs had disappeared. When the University of Chicago School of Law offered a day of career counseling in 2009, the program filled up in twenty-four hours. Schools including the University of Michigan now offer career counseling to alums at any stage of life; it even offers career services and workshops specifically for women, through its Center for the Education of Women.

But if we are to truly address this challenge, it will take more than career counseling. It will take transforming workplace culture, reengineering it in ways that offer multiple paths to success. 

One practical solution was proposed by a former consultant named Paulette Light. A classic overachiever, armed with degrees from Columbia and Harvard in addition to a Wharton M.B.A., she worked hundred-hour weeks and traveled frequently before she had the first of her four children. But finding it impossible to manage work and family, she quit, joining the 43 percent of high-achieving women who drop out after having children.

“Leaving the workforce was not easy for me,” she later wrote in The Atlantic. “I spent many a mommygroup crying in the bathroom . . . I mourned my career, and the role where people listened to me, where there were right answers.”

She volunteered, even starting a preschool and cofounding a synagogue. But she was eager to get back to work, and tried to do so as soon as her youngest entered kindergarten. Yet almost immediately, she hit a roadblock. Researching potential employers, she found plenty that offered lactation rooms, adoption assistance, and other perks for young moms—all of the modern-day accoutrements that are in line with our tunnel-vision focus on new parents. None of these companies, on the other hand, offered the kind of flexibility that mothers with older kids might need. Ultimately, she gave up, and cofounded her own company, MomStamp, a platform where moms can trade recommendations for providers like babysitters and summer camps.

Yet even as she builds her own company, she sees a clear solution that should be available to women like her, or anyone who steps back temporarily from a full-time career: project-based work, with clear deliverables and deadlines.

 “If you want high-achieving mothers back in the workforce, don’t give us an office and a work week filled with facetime, give us something to get done and tell us when you need it by,” she wrote. “Consider the management, negotiation, budgeting skills we gained in our years out of the workforce and the skills that many of us never lost.” Among other projects, she suggests returning parents could “do strategic analysis, build financial models, write legal briefs or PR pieces, generate blog posts or plan corporate conferences.”

“Bring back the 43 percent into the workforce,” she continued, in a cry to corporate America. “Help us add value—you just have to structure the job so that we can.”

* * *

UNTIL CORPORATE AMERICA comes around and adopts these new ways of working, women like Light, locked out of the careers they once dominated, unable to fight their way back in, have little choice but to start all over again, often in entirely different fields. Like her, some go on to start their own businesses, what Krawcheck calls “third act” careers. Krawcheck herself, after being ousted from a high-profile senior position at Citigroup, went on to found Ellevest, a financial services firm for women with the slogan “Invest like a woman. Because money is power.”

Other women turn toward philanthropy, like my friend Kathy Soll. Before she had kids, she ran a home furnishings design and licensing company. But after Jesse and Lauren were born, she became a full-time mom. Years later, when Lauren was in high school, Kathy looked toward the empty nest looming before her and knew she wanted to go back to work. But how? There was no clear path for women like her.

“What job would I do? What kind of company? I had no idea,” she recalls. Ultimately, she began volunteering with an organization devoted to public service for kids. That led her and a friend to launch their own nonprofit, Teens for Food Justice, which teaches New York City youths to become urban farmers. It now employs an expanding staff, and operates student-led farms in city schools, each of which grows twenty-two thousand pounds of fresh produce a year. “The idea of building something with meaning was what I thought about,” she told me. “I wanted to build something that outlasts me.”

Kathy had the skills and determination to forge her own path. She wanted to create something new. But highly skilled women like her who want to join existing firms wouldn’t get even a first glance by most employers. And even those who do succeed in creating a “career renaissance” will likely never regain their lost earning power. If they have a spouse who can cover the financial loss, or they have saved up from lucrative earlier careers, they have a cushion. But many women, especially those who are divorced, widowed, or no longer partnered, don’t have that option.

* * *

AS FOR MY friend Carol, she continued her search, determined to find work, facing rejection or something far worse—silence. Being ignored. 

Finally, six months into her search, she got a bite and landed a contract job at a law firm as a document reviewer—the lowest of the low among lawyers. Months later, the firm hired her as an associate. She’s starting from the beginning all over again, even retaking the bar exam. But she’s delighted with what she’s got, telling me—in a sentence that has probably never been uttered before in history—“I’m having a lot of fun working on foreign exchange fraud cases!”

Carol’s employers were smart to hire her and fortunate to have her. But at a time when women earn more than half of college and advanced degrees, when they are trying desperately to bring those skills to a marketplace where such skills are badly needed, why should it be so difficult? The fact is that by working together, men and women can and must attack the heart of the problem, starting with lousy maternity-leave policies, bias against working moms, and loss of earning power if they leave the workforce temporarily, and culminating in the inability to get back on track when they do return.

By working together we can put smart policies in place to counter every one of these challenges. We can offer opportunities to women who may be stagnating on the mommy track. We can create flexible, project-based jobs for women—and men—who want to stay connected to the workplace. We can hold our companies accountable for paying moms and dads equally. 

Each of these strategies has been proven to work, to get results. We simply need to keep pushing, to implement them more widely, and ultimately to transform the workplace culture in a way that will benefit men as much as women.

I’m thrilled that my brilliant friend Carol has finally landed back where she belongs. But there are tens of thousands of women like her still out there. Every day, more women are returning to the job hunt. They bring wisdom and judgment to spare. They are our best hope at growing the economy. They may well be this country’s greatest untapped resource. And yet they still struggle for far too long, and fail to find meaningful jobs far too often.

It’s about time to make the invisible woman visible again. Together, we can.
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The Next Generation: The Harvard Experiment

On a chilly November day, I traveled to Cambridge, Massachusetts, to the hushed campus of Harvard Business School. Passing by empty tennis courts, I found my way to the Spangler student center. I was here to meet with members of a new men’s student group called, unironically, the Manbassadors. The name is hilarious, but the goal couldn’t be more earnest: to support gender equity at work and at home.

By now, I had watched as symphony orchestras, companies, even entire countries, experimented with every way imaginable to narrow the gender gap. Blind auditions. Bias training. Quotas. There seemed to be nothing they hadn’t attempted. And yet the gap still stubbornly yawns between us. The problem, as was becoming increasingly clear, is that by the time most of us reach the workplace it’s already too late. Bias is established long before we ever get our first jobs.

That’s what brought me to Harvard. The school had posed an intriguing question: What would happen if you tried to start the clock earlier, to eliminate biases before letting students loose in the world? In search of a solution, the school had launched one of the most ambitious experiments yet in social engineering.

In 2013, writer Jodi Kantor chronicled the beginning of this grand plan in the New York Times. Several years earlier, Harvard Business School had upended its curriculum, changing courses and requirements, with an audacious goal: to create an environment that would eliminate gender bias and encourage success for its female graduates—and its female faculty.

The experiment meant blowing up an ingrained social and academic culture. Class participation counted for 50 percent of grades, yet discussions were typically dominated by men. At night, to blow off steam, some of the men played a drinking game rating female classmates on a scale of “F——, Marry or Kill.”

To change things up, Harvard installed note takers in class, in part so that professors wouldn’t forget when a woman had spoken up. It introduced a new course called “Field” that required group problem-solving rather than focusing on individual contributions, which often seemed to favor men. Students got coaching on how to raise their hands, to make sure that women and introverted male students didn’t get lost in the crowd. Harvard worked as well with female faculty, who were far less likely than their male peers to get tenure.

The experiment succeeded in some ways: women participated more in class and won more academic awards than before. But by one important measure it failed: some of the men rebelled. One described it in the Times as “patronizing.” Echoing the older male executives I had met who bristled at diversity training, some students complained that the gender message was “shoved down our throats.”

I was curious, though, about what had happened since. Was the experiment ultimately a success? Would the lessons the school taught its students stick with them in the workplace? Or would they be forgotten? In short, could early intervention, exposing students to a meticulously designed curriculum intended to even the playing field, pay off for everyone?

* * *

YOUNG MEN HAVE played an outsize role in the misogynistic “bro cultures” of Silicon Valley and Wall Street. Yet there’s also ample evidence that on the whole, their generation of millennials has a more equitable view of the world than that of their elders.

Millennial men, between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five, are more likely than those in other generations to favor an egalitarian relationship between husbands and wives. What’s more, when Deloitte asked millennials of both genders what qualities were most important in a career, the top choice was “good work/life balance,” outranking more conventional aspirations like opportunities for promotion, leadership, and even deriving meaning from work.

In part this is because the men, largely children of working mothers, have a different perspective than that of their fathers and grandfathers before them. In part it’s because the women, raised on “you go, girl” huzzahs, won’t put up with it any other way. And perhaps most of all, it’s because of the twenty-four/seven work culture that has burned out men and women alike. Seeing how their parents work, attached to their devices and at the beck and call of their offices, young adults are saying enough.

I’ve noticed the phenomenon myself. Years ago, when one of my colleagues took paternity leave, our coworkers were astonished—and skeptical. They were pretty sure he was just goofing off or maybe stealthily looking for another job. Back then, when I interviewed men for job openings, they never talked about wives or children; the topic simply didn’t come up.

Fast-forward to now, and virtually every young father I interview for openings stresses the importance of family time. Almost all tell me they need to discuss a potential new position with their wives—ironic, considering that few women these days would dare suggest they need to check about a job with their husbands. 

Nor do the female job candidates I meet explain the intricacies of how they split child care with their spouses, as the young fathers I interview often do. It’s the men, not the women, who ask if they will have the flexibility to spend time with their children, to coach soccer, to occasionally work at home. For the men, it’s a point of pride. For the women, it’s still considered a sign of weakness.

That attitude is even stronger for the youngest adult men, those eighteen to twenty-five. They overwhelmingly disagree with the notion that men should be the breadwinner and women should take care of the home. This isn’t just a Harvard phenomenon. Nor is it one that is unique to business schools or to highly educated men. It signals a generational shift, among men from every walk of life, that may well have a profound influence on gender relations going forward.

To see how it’s playing out—and to get a sense of whether those attitudes will stick—I hurried up the stairs to a second-floor conference room to meet with the Manbassador leaders. As the group’s stated mission—to engage men “in a productive, ongoing conversation about gender issues”—suggests, on the whole, Harvard Business School (HBS) students are a self-serious lot. Professors, and the school’s own website, state unequivocally that their goal is to create future global leaders.

“Our mission is to educate leaders who will make a difference in the world,” one of the deans told me. The school’s “definition of leadership is about making others better as a result of your presence, and having it last after your absence.”

Several students described a social life that is as intense as any of their studies. Romance is calculated, with an almost artisanal obsession for detail. “By date three, they had to decide whether this was their life partner or not,” one recent male grad explained. “It’s the type of personality drawn to HBS.” The students approach their clubs just as purposefully. Each class of about nine hundred is broken into ten sections, and in each section those students vie to become representatives of various clubs—including the Manbassadors.

The group’s origin dates back to a conversation between two friends. In 2013, then-student Tara Hagan noticed that the men on campus sometimes had trouble relating to their female classmates. Women are still a minority at business schools. They made up just 41 percent of HBS students in 2016—and that figure itself was a historic high. Hagan was particularly struck by a comment made by one of her close male friends.

“If you’re a man, you’ve never talked about gender before,” he had told her. “But what is my role? What am I supposed to contribute? I don’t know what to say. I’m afraid of being politically incorrect.”

Hagan realized that, while HBS may attract students with great test scores and enormous ambition, the men here were in one respect no different than men anywhere else: they were scared out of their wits to talk about gender. From that revelation came the spark of an idea: create a club affiliated with the women’s student group, but made up of men.

It was a eureka moment. Still, even Hagan, who became one of its founders, was uncertain the idea would work. “I was scared,” she acknowledges. “I was afraid . . . people would think it was lame.” 

She needn’t have worried. The day of the school’s club sign-up fair, she arrived with nothing more than a laptop and a poster. By the time she left, a hundred people had signed up.

Not long afterward, thirty male students gathered in a classroom. One by one, they spoke up, going around the room to explain why they were there. One had watched as his mother struggled at work. Another saw that his sister didn’t have the same opportunities as he did. It gave Hagan chills as she heard each classmate tell his tale. The Manbassadors had arrived.

The club has gained considerable traction since then. These days, about 40 percent of HBS’s male students join the Manbassadors, and the movement is spreading. In the last couple of years, similar men’s groups have formed on other business school campuses, including at Wharton, Stanford, Columbia, UCLA, Duke, the University of Chicago, and the University of Michigan.

The group hosts events, like work–life balance conversations, with prominent HBS graduates and their spouses. Its members identify themselves with tastefully understated gray Manbassadors T-shirts. The first version of the shirt was hot pink, emblazoned with Thomas Jefferson’s quote “Men of quality are not threatened by women of equality.” But “no one wore them,” Hagan told me. “That was a lesson,” she said. “Baby steps.”

Inside the conference room, I was greeted by one of the Manbassadors’ cochairs, Sam Travers. Soft-spoken and serious, wearing a maroon sweater over his plaid button-down shirt, Sam had worked at the Department of Defense before coming to Harvard. He was also among the minority of students who were married. His wife was in law school, and one of the issues the couple discussed frequently was how they would someday balance work and family.

“Before HBS, I wouldn’t have thought to join a women’s advocacy network at work,” he told me. But the discussions with his wife, along with his previous job experience, where “I was lucky to have female mentors and managers,” made him more aware of the issues facing women. “So coming to HBS, I was excited to see a community of men and women who can talk about these issues, about work–life balance.”

Sam is similar to many millennial men in that, like others in his generation, he expects to have an equal marriage with his wife and a balanced life for them both. Sam and other male students I met were confident that those ideals were within reach. 

At job interviews, Sam told me, he always asked about paternity leave policies. His wife “is told this information as part of the standard package for female applicants,” he said, yet prospective employers were often surprised by his question. “I’ve had people give me credit for asking, and they say, ‘Your wife must be proud of you.’” He couldn’t figure out why there’s such a double standard: “There’s no such thing as a man’s or a woman’s issue. Everything is interconnected.”

Sitting beside Sam was another Manbassador, Matt Simpson, fashionably bearded and sipping takeout coffee. Matt, like Sam, had a female boss before he entered business school, in his post-collegiate job at a consulting firm. Through her, he learned “issues I wasn’t aware of,” like pressures his boss felt to “keep it all business.” He was astonished “that a woman who was that great a leader would feel pressure to ‘act like a guy.’” It made him realize “there’s little things men don’t pick up on . . . little subconscious behaviors, like men are more likely to listen to another guy . . . Just being aware of it makes you more mindful.”

I was struck by how easily Sam and Matt spoke about gender, far more easily than most older men I knew. They weren’t self-conscious or hesitant. They volunteered that they had become attuned to small slights, like women being interrupted in discussions. They talked about commonsense actions they now took, like calling out when a woman’s idea was attributed to a man. Unlike their elders, they didn’t reflexively gag and turn ashen when the topic turned to gender.

 “Here, I’ve been able to help engage. It doesn’t have to be a formal thing,” as Matt put it. “You can talk about it with your buddies having a beer.”

The men were certainly sincere. And yet, as optimistic as they were about this new world, the truth is that neither HBS nor the business world it trains its students to conquer has caught up with them. That became clear when a female classmate joined the conversation. She noted that in one of her classes, the discussion revolved around making technology so simple “your mom or sister or grandma” could use it, while in another, hypothetical business leaders were described “using male pronouns.” 

The latter reflects an unfortunate reality: only 9 percent of HBS case studies—the course material students read about real-life executives—focus on female leaders. That trend holds true across all top business schools; one analysis found that 90 percent of business-school case studies are about men.

Both Sam and Matt fully expected to become leaders as they went forth into the world, just as HBS was preparing them to do. And when they got there, they told me, they would remember the lessons learned here. They expected to be great bosses to the women who will work for them.

“When I think of opportunities three, ten, twenty years out of HBS,” Sam reflected, “improving gender equality will be a huge part of making sure the women I’ve mentored will be able to succeed.”

* * *

THE STUDENTS SEEMED so sure of themselves. I wondered if their professors were as optimistic. So taking leave of the Manbassadors, I headed toward the office of Robin Ely, a senior associate dean who runs the school’s Gender Initiative. The initiative, created in 2015 as a center for research on female leadership, is Harvard’s flag in the sand. It’s a shout-out to the world that it is serious about closing the gender gap. If anyone could take the temperature of gender relations on campus, it would be Ely.

A petite woman with spiky blond hair and pink glasses, Ely ushered me into her office, comfortably crammed with overstuffed bookshelves, award plaques casually propped against paperbacks, and an unwieldly pile of papers obscuring her desk. A scholar of race and gender relations, she has studied everything from masculinity (by observing men on drilling rigs) to women’s leadership programs. Her latest research was on the “double bind” women face: the more competent and powerful a woman is, the less she is liked.

Ely herself is quite powerful–though it’s been a long road to get there. When she first landed at Harvard Business School in 2000, she planned to teach a course on diversity. No one signed up. Students didn’t want to talk about race and gender; they were at HBS to learn to be successful, to crush the competition, to win—not to take lessons in sensitivity training.

Frustrated, Ely rethought her approach. She hit upon a new idea for a course. This time, she included some of the same material about diversity, but cloaked in a different guise. Her new class was about “power and influence.” It became an overnight sensation.

“I’d throw in issues of race and gender,” she said, laughing.

Still, she had a hard time engaging students more deeply than that. They didn’t see how getting ahead bore any relationship to diversity. “Nobody was picking up on it, or beating my door down like in other places, wanting to have these conversations,” Ely said, recalling her frustration. “Why aren’t we talking about this? I can’t get anybody to bite in terms of the topic.”

Since those early days, the atmosphere has “really changed dramatically,” Ely told me. The steps HBS has taken have helped, she said. The proportion of female students has grown, and a quarter of students are ethnic minorities. But there’s more to it than that. “Part of it is the zeitgeist. Clearly the world was wanting to have a conversation.”

Even so, Harvard Business School’s faculty still remains overwhelmingly male. Women make up only about a quarter of the school’s professors. Female junior faculty often fare poorly, and turnover among them has been alarmingly high. A 2012 faculty climate survey found that male faculty members were far happier than their female counterparts.

Women have been so lacking—in classrooms, in case studies, in academic leadership—that in a 2015 meeting with female alums, Dean Nitin Nohria apologized, saying women at times had been “disrespected, left out, and unloved by the school.” The school needed to walk the walk itself if it had any hope of trying to transform the culture for its students.

A few years ago, Frances Frei, a senior associate dean who has since joined Uber, dug into the dismal female faculty numbers herself. She found, to her consternation, that HBS was hiring men at twice the rate of women. What’s more, it was promoting those men at twice the rate of the women, and making lateral hires of men from competing universities at ten times the rate as for women. 

Drilling down behind the numbers, she found that one major problem was that women were disproportionately rejecting offers to join Harvard’s faculty in the first place. Often they cited family issues, such as having a trailing spouse who needed to find a job in a new city, or having a young child and being unable to travel for research.

The unequal rate of promotions was perhaps even more troubling. At first Frei suspected unconscious bias against women. But her analysis revealed a surprise: the male scholars were publishing more frequently than the women, with more citations of their work, making them objectively more qualified for promotions. In an environment where “our sport is writing,” as she pointed out, if you don’t write, you don’t win. The men were simply better qualified than the women.

“On the one hand, I was like, f——!” she said of her findings. “On the other hand, I was deeply relieved. I was like, let’s ask the question: Why are men more prepared than women?”

What she found was that the men were no smarter or better prepared than the women—but they were far more confident when it came to submitting papers. Women kept trying to make their work better; they never felt it was quite good enough. The men suffered no such illusions. When they submitted papers, the men welcomed the feedback and review process as a way to improve their work. Not so the women; if their papers weren’t perfect, they felt they were being a burden.

You wouldn’t think any faculty members at HBS would suffer from a lack of confidence. The place holds itself in such high regard that it borders on—some would say crosses the line into—arrogance. Yet Frei’s findings at HBS reflect what researchers have discovered about women everywhere else. Numerous studies have concluded that men are overconfident about their own abilities, while women are under-confident about theirs. A study of trial lawyers, for example, found that female lawyers are less satisfied than male lawyers with their arguments to juries, regardless of results.

In academia, that tendency is even more pronounced. Academic citations are considered an important measure of influence. But a recent study found that men frequently cite themselves. By pumping up the number of citations, they create the illusion of widespread recognition, and increase their perceived level of authority and influence. That translates directly into professional recognition and rewards. The tactic has grown over the last two decades, with men citing themselves 70 percent more frequently than do women.

Meanwhile, if a paper is rejected, it hits women far harder than men. Researchers have found that women, even those who have made it to the pinnacle of academic success at HBS, need more outside affirmation of their value than men do. KPMG commissioned a study of more than three thousand professional women and college-age women. It found that when it came to self-esteem and a woman’s estimation of how she was performing, a boss’s praise is more meaningful than even a raise or a promotion. 

Lack of praise—or worse, rejection—can be professionally devastating. And as journalists Katty Kay and Claire Shipman noted in their book The Confidence Code, “confidence is more important than ability when it comes to getting ahead.”

That’s exactly what was happening at HBS. “Women were such perfectionists that they wouldn’t send their papers out,” Frei said, “or if they got a little bit of bad news, they faded away.”

So now, HBS leaders are on the lookout for the syndrome. They jump in early to encourage female academics to publish. The school also installed video cameras in the back of classrooms, so that professors could review their teaching and catch their own misfires—annoying ticks, or a boring stretch when they lost the room—and learn how to make improvements. 

Ironically, though, the recordings ended up helping male professors—while hurting female professors. For the women, it made them “that much more self-conscious,” Frei said. “It derails her teaching. It turns out it’s a terrible idea for many women, and made it worse.”

I can relate. I once was asked to substitute as an anchor for a cable television news program. In advance, network trainers taught me to read a teleprompter, taping the sessions so I could review them before I went on air. A male friend was also asked to substitute, and given the same training. He spent an entire week scrutinizing and deconstructing his tapes. Meanwhile, I couldn’t bear to look at mine. I still haven’t. You can guess who performed better on live TV.

HBS also provides one-on-one coaching for professors who need to improve their classroom performance—but that too sometimes has the reverse effect. In the business school’s cafeteria, a haven of paneled walls and honeyed wooden tables, I sat down with Meg Rithmire, one of the most popular young professors at HBS. With shoulder-length blond hair and wearing horn-rimmed glasses and a slouchy sweater, she could easily be mistaken for a student. A specialist in the Chinese economy, she was an acknowledged star among the older professors with whom I spoke. As we chatted, she munched on an apple and explained that she was putting the finishing touches on a book. She had just returned from a research trip to Asia, which HBS had helped make possible by arranging for her husband and baby to travel with her.

But she also was highly aware of her female peers who hadn’t had the same degree of immediate success—and she noted that even if they recover after a rough start, it’s hard for women to overcome that first impression. “I have friends who did poorly the first year, then phenomenally,” she said. “But in the eyes of their department, they’re still not a player.” That too is true for the rest of the world; women’s mistakes are noticed more, and remembered longer, than those of men.

Another issue for female faculty, she noted, is that women are expected to mentor other women, whether or not their skill sets, teaching styles, or academic specialties line up—which in turn takes time away from research and publishing. “I don’t have the time to be a mentor to every woman in the office,” she said. 

“There’s a weird thing: there’s a lot of discussion about mentorship. When I was in grad school there was a movement to have every woman have a woman mentor,” she added. “I thought that was hilarious. Why? You should have a professional mentor.”

Rithmire is critical of the “Lean In” movement, which encourages women to support one another. It’s “done more harm than good,” Rithmire said. “The expectation is women have to take care of one another—and meanwhile, my male colleague is publishing articles.”

The time that women spend mentoring other women, or sitting on multiple departmental panels because there are so few women to choose from, hurts them professionally by taking precious hours away from their core jobs, in her view. “In finance, academia, business, law, we’re being judged on our productivity during our reproductive years,” she said, as we rose to leave. “It isn’t going to be solved by a bunch of women leaning in.”

Rithmire echoed a frustration I’ve heard from other women in a variety of industries. Senior women are so scarce that they are often tapped to sit on every committee, to represent their organizations at conferences, to be the public face for recruiting, and to mentor other women. All of which prevents these women from actually doing their jobs.

That, in turn, points up how essential it is to include men if we are to equalize the workplace. Men can be mentors as well as women, and men can advocate just as forcefully for equality. Women simply can’t do it all on their own. By putting the burden on the very few of them to be the symbol and the savior of all women, we can unwittingly set them on a path to failure.

* * *

ON THE TRAIN back from Cambridge, I reflected on those conversations. The school had succeeded, somewhat, in leveling the gender playing field. But ultimately, is Harvard Business School’s approach working? Perhaps HBS’s recent graduates, those who had been fully indoctrinated into its gender-leveling approach, could provide some answers. 

And so, back to New York City I went, in search of graduates from the class of 2013, the one so vividly profiled in the Times.

I soon found my way to Jennifer Braus. Trained as an engineer, Braus was an all-American soccer player in college, and one of the few among her female Harvard classmates to choose a career in finance.

In a class already made up of stars, Braus was a standout. After graduation, she was one of the few students in her class—and the only woman—to attract a financial investment from two professors who backed her to start a highly competitive “search fund,” a pool of money with which to identify and acquire companies. Search funds are the shiniest, most prestigious brass rings a grad can grab. Simply attracting funding means your backers have rock-solid confidence in you. It’s the fastest way to run your own business as an owner and chief executive officer. She and her husband promptly moved to Seattle, where she began searching for a business to buy.

As far as she was concerned, Harvard “did a pretty good job” at maintaining gender equality while she was there: “I never felt disrespected, and felt that everyone was very professional and my professors were excellent.”

But the real world has been a different story. Running a search fund means dealing with business brokers, intermediaries who represent companies that are for sale. And the brokers, almost all of them men, have sometimes left her speechless with their comments. 

“One guy asked me if my husband knew what I’m doing,” she told me. Others assumed her husband was in charge, asking in surprise, “You are going to run the business?” When they learned that yes, she was, they’d ask, “‘What’s your husband going to do?’ I say, ‘Look, you don’t ask that for anyone else.’ Why is everyone so concerned about my husband?”

She added, “I’ve asked my male peers, and never once was anyone asked if their wife is going to help run the business.”

Then there’s Kunal Modi, who was class copresident back then. As a student, he had written the Huffington Post piece urging men to “man up” and participate in the fight for gender equality at work, at home. and at the ballot box. As he wrote at the time, “Men, just as equally as women, must take ownership of these family issues, which are core to American economic competitiveness.”

After graduation, he became a management consultant. He told me the school’s focus on gender equality did indeed stick with him. “Men need to do more to step up. Men have a real stake in this personally. We won’t be the type of husbands and fathers we want to be if we aren’t cognizant of these issues.”

Still, as hard as he has tried to hold on to those ideals, reality keeps getting in the way. Sometimes he notices the unintentional slight—the woman being cut off in conversation, or her ideas credited to a man—but it’s tricky when you’re the new guy, not the boss: “It’s hard for a junior woman or man at work to say to a senior executive, ‘That thing you said is boneheaded.’”

Modi remains hopeful, he told me, but he sees how much work remains to be done. By his estimate, “Ten percent of guys are totally onboard and supportive. Ten percent of guys are going to be Neanderthals and boneheaded. We’ve got to figure out the 80 percent of guys in the middle, who generally are for creating equal environments, where talent rises to the top. How do we reach them and help them understand that the status quo is a biased one?”

I’m reminded of something Frances Frei had told me earlier. There’s still sometimes a disconnect, she said, between the bubble of Harvard Business School and the world outside its walls. She admitted some students are jolted when they leave HBS with the best of intentions and come smack face-to-face with reality.

“How dare you make it such a great cocoon!” some former students scolded her. “You didn’t prepare us for the harshness of the world.”

It’s an almost impossible conundrum. Harvard Business School is relentlessly focused on its stated goal, of creating the leaders of tomorrow. What it isn’t focused on is the more immediate issue: creating the junior employees of today.

How do you expect your students to change the world when they aren’t in charge? How do they empower others when they have no power themselves? The realization hit me: Harvard and other schools need to prepare not just for leadership down the road, but for how to navigate, and change, the real world right now, as—dare I say it—junior staffers. It has yet to crack that code.

Frei was sure HBS was on the right path. She was certain she saw a change in her male students that would last beyond graduation. 

“Oh yes,” she said emphatically, when I asked whether the lessons of HBS will stick. “I’m a crazy optimist, but I do believe in ten years, gender won’t be the obstacle to meritocracy that we’re obsessed with now. Something else will take its place.

“The reason I’m optimistic,” she added, “is I see the millennials. They are different than any group I’ve ever seen. Gender doesn’t occur to them. They aren’t self-conscious about gender in a way that every other class was conscious of their gender. They’re conscious about many other things, but gender doesn’t seem nearly as high on their list.”

I’d like to believe that these men and the younger men coming along behind them will bring about meaningful change. At the same time, the evidence so far suggests that millennial men’s youthful idealism will fade with age and responsibility. The forces of the culture we live in are powerful and difficult for a single generation to transform. 

As these young men grow older, marry, have children, and take on mortgages, their attitudes change. A study by the Families and Work Institute found that just a third of millennial men without kids think they should be primary breadwinners—but that figure spikes to 53 percent for those who have kids. And a study published in American Sociological Review found that while both young men and women have egalitarian views, they change their attitudes when faced with inflexible workplaces and lack of family-friendly policies.

At Harvard Business School, male grads so far have trod an exceedingly traditional path. A 2014 survey found that half of its male millennial grads still expect their careers will take priority over that of their wives. What’s more, two-thirds assume their wives will deal with the kids, taking on the majority of child care. Yet only a minority of their female classmates agree with either of those assumptions—a potentially explosive land mine for both men and women down the road as they marry and have children.

I saw an inkling of that gender divide while on campus. The investment clubs were still almost all male. Few female HBS grads end up in the lucrative and presitigious world of venture capital. And the business leaders who visit the campus only reinforce the gap. One new grad told me about the finance executive who came to lecture his class and told them point-blank that “if you’re a woman and you want to have a baby, it will be hard to be a banker at this bank.”

* * *

THE HBS CLASS of 2013 that Kantor wrote about in the Times is now well on their way toward the leadership roles the school groomed them to obtain. Brooke Boyarsky, who was one of that year’s standout students—a George F. Baker Scholar, awarded to the top 5 percent of students in the class, and chosen by her peers to speak at graduation week—went on to become a consultant at McKinsey. Looking back on her time at HBS, she is philosophical about how lasting the emphasis on gender will be.

“The group of people who would have been passionate about these issues have gone on to be more passionate, and many are men,” she told me. “I can say my male friends at HBS who I now work with . . . they have been huge supporters. The men have stayed involved, which is a good sign.”

But she is realistic. “HBS isn’t a miracle. I don’t know that it made everyone a warrior for women.”

* * *

HER WORDS GOT me thinking back to the Manbassadors. With the club now fully established, I wondered how its original founders were faring. Surely, they’d still be activists. After all, they were the most vocal students, the ones who led the way in the pursuit of gender equality. 

So I searched out Tara Hagan, whose conversation with a perplexed male friend helped spark the club that sparked a movement.

After her 2014 graduation, Hagan had joined a large advertising agency. When we spoke a year later, she told me her male boss was terrific. Of course there were times when he used male pronouns by default, as if assuming everyone of importance is a man. But she didn’t feel it was her place to point that out.

“At HBS it’s about making you better leaders, so being inclusive makes you a better leader,” she said. “But if I’m in advertising, I can’t necessarily say that understanding diversity is going to make a better ad product. It’s harder to tie in. I can’t say, ‘Let’s use female pronouns because that will win us an award.’”

And what of her activism on behalf of gender issues? “In HBS it’s cool to brand yourself as a feminist,” she said. “At work, I’m pretty sure women are feminists. But I feel like I shouldn’t broadcast it, because it could be off-putting to my coworkers.”

Then she told me something that left me wide-eyed with surprise.

“I don’t even tell my coworkers I did Manbassadors, because it’s so weird,” she confessed. “Part of me is torn. [With] all this experience at HBS, I should go into the corporate world” and bring along that sensitivity to gender issues, “but it’s kind of intimidating.”

The corporate pecking order simply doesn’t lend itself to the kind of conversations fostered at HBS. At school, “you’re all peers. There’s no set hierarchy,” she explained. “Whereas in a corporate structure, you’re new on the job and you can’t really change a culture of a corporation. It’s tougher in the workplace.”

* * *

MILLENNIALS AND THEIR younger siblings may yet change the dynamics between women and men. But as Hagan and her colleagues have already found, it will take hard work. Despite the best efforts of Harvard Business School, the future business leaders of tomorrow are still running splat into the brick wall of institutional sexism of today. 

To effect real change, these young men and women will need to shed the bad habits of their elders, and stay focused on breaking the cycle of unequal pay, promotions, and respect. They will need to work together to keep pushing for family-friendly policies and to fight for equality, at work and at home. 

For her part, Tara Hagan is still trying to do just that. 

Two years after our first conversation, I checked in with her again to ask if workplace culture had progressed. Not so much, she admitted. “It’s just insanely hard to get real change and improvement at the top.” 

Yet she also told me about strategies she has devised that are making a difference. She works with simpatico clients who feel as strongly as she does about diversity. She uses humor to defuse sexist behavior. And she is already mentoring the next generation. That’s what gives her hope for the future.

 “I have a handful of awesome women on my teams,” she told me, “that I’m grooming, that I see growing. They’re awesome.”
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The Best Place in the World to Be a Woman?

“Woman”

When all has been said

When the problems of the world

Have been weighed gauged and settled

When eyes have met

And hands been pressed

In the sobriety of the moment

—some woman always comes

To clear the table

Sweep the floor and open the windows

To let out the cigar smoke.

It never fails.

ICELANDIC POET INGIBJÖRG HARALDSDÓTTIR (1983)

I crane my neck up toward the top of the monolith in front of me. Inside a tall glass cylinder rising up from the floor, suspended in clear fluid, is what must be the world’s largest penis. Erect and standing on end, it’s taller than I am.

I glance to my left and then to my right. Everywhere I look, there are more of them. Huge ones, medium-size ones, tiny ones, hung from the walls, hanging from the ceiling, and sprouting from the floor. It’s a forest of phalluses.

I shake my head, bewildered. Is this a hallucination? A delusion born of jet lag? 

No. It’s Iceland. I’m in what is billed as the world’s only penis museum. It boasts 285 specimens, from the massive sperm whale member in front of me down to tiny hamster and field mouse appendages. There are ancient carved phalluses behind glass, lampshades and bow ties made out of whale foreskins, and letters hanging on the wall from men who have proudly pledged their organs to the museum after they die. One case prominently displays silver casts of more than a dozen human penises, with a photo above that helpfully identifies their owners: the Icelandic National Handball Team, pictured (in uniform, thankfully) after winning the silver medal in the 2008 Beijing Olympics.

Perhaps it’s fitting that this museum is in the heart of Reykjavik, the country’s capital. Iceland remains one of the most masculine cultures in the world. This is a country that takes its Viking roots seriously, from the axes in the souvenir shops to the statue of explorer Leif Erikson standing guard over the brazenly phallic tower of the Church of Iceland. 

On the way in from the airport, I had been mesmerized by the harsh landscape of pocked black rock stretching for miles beyond the bus window. It turns out Iceland’s terrain of volcanoes and geysers is so rugged, so otherworldly, that Neil Armstrong and his fellow Apollo astronauts trained here before walking on the moon.

The people I meet here are at least as tough. I’d found myself in the museum—officially the Icelandic Phallological Museum—only after ducking in to escape the freezing rain and gusting winds. The Icelanders strolling the streets didn’t seem to notice. Not one carried an umbrella, an accessory that is apparently a mark of humiliating weakness. The pleasant young clerk at the hotel front desk had shooed me outside half an hour earlier, assuring me, without irony, “It’s a beautiful day for a walk.”

Yet I’m here because Iceland by some measures is the best place in the world to be a woman. For eight consecutive years, the World Economic Forum has ranked it the number-one country on the planet for gender equality. That puts it ahead of 144 other countries, including the U.S., which came in a disappointing forty-fifth, well behind Rwanda and Burundi. 

Iceland’s men are famously supportive of feminism. When the United Nations introduced an initiative called HeForShe in 2014, to enlist men to support women’s equality, Icelandic men trumped those of every other nation. One in 20 of them—some 35,000—signed on, a percentage that, if replicated in the U.S., would work out to about 16 million men.

I had to travel here to understand why. How did this tiny island nation figure out how to solve a problem that has bedeviled the rest of the world for centuries? Are Icelandic men different than men everywhere else? What secrets might they impart? 

Most of all I wanted to know: What does true gender equality feel like?

The curious thing about this number-one ranking, I couldn’t help but notice, was the speed with which it happened. Iceland and other Nordic countries have long clustered in the upper reaches of such lists. But Iceland leapfrogged over the others quite quickly to claim the top spot. 

Perhaps, I thought, it could show the rest of the world how to transform a culture, and to do so swiftly. Maybe it had finally cracked the code of how the rest of us can make great strides to close the gender gap too. After all, Iceland had begun its race to the top of the gender-equality rankings only after 2008.

It turns out that date was no accident.

* * *

IN SEPTEMBER 2008, the world economy crashed. The meltdown was the worst since the Great Depression. In the U.S., the stock market plunged. The banking system was forced to its knees. People’s retirement savings were wiped out, their jobs lost, and their homes suddenly worth less than the mortgages that they could no longer afford to pay anyway.

But if there was anything that could make Americans feel a tiny bit better about the crisis at home, it was the thought that hey, at least we weren’t Iceland. Because in Iceland the damage was far worse.

No country crashed harder than Iceland after the crisis. That’s because no country behaved so insanely before it. Convinced that they could do anything Wall Street financiers could do, a nation of fishermen and sheep farmers became international bankers and currency traders. 

“Business Vikings,” they were called, with pride. They donned bespoke suits from London, collected gorgeous girlfriends who wore furs and jewels instead of snow boots and parkas, and plowed their Range Rovers—once a rarity in this land of humble compact cars—through Reykjavik’s narrow streets.

They were virtually all men. Young men.

“They were all heroes in the eyes of Icelandic people. We had the ‘geniuses’ that were conquering the world,” Jón Steinar Gunnlaugsson, who was a Supreme Court justice during the boom years, told me when I visited him in his modest post-crash law office, near the waterfront. He sounded almost wistful. “Maybe one of the reasons for this tragedy in the Icelandic economy was those guys were too much tough guys.”

When Icelanders talk about the boom years, you encounter that kind of muscular imagery a lot. Conquerers. Vikings. Marauders. The banking system was like a “Viking ship,” as a government report described it. “Icelanders are risk takers. They are daring and aggressive,” the country’s president, Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson, proudly told an audience at London’s tony Walbrook dining club in 2005. 

It was a message he repeated in countless talks from Wall Street to London to Asia to the World Economic Forum meetings in Davos. Like Vikings on the high seas, Iceland’s bankers were young, energetic, quick decision-makers—and ruthless, conquering everything in their paths. What’s more, the bankers not only threw cash around themselves. They lavished it on others, handing out bank loans to almost anyone who asked. The rise of these new Vikings lifted all boats, quite literally.

* * *

BACK AT MY hotel, after a rain-swept trot from the Phallological Museum, I meet Gunnar Sigurdsson. A grizzled fifty-six-year-old with an impish smile and a wicked sense of humor, he, like most men I meet here, is a fisherman. Or, I should say, was a fisherman. When the banking boom erupted, he was able to pursue his real dream: to become a theater director. 

He borrowed money and funded a theater company. He borrowed more money and bought a two-bedroom flat in a good neighborhood. He leased a Nissan sedan. He took out his loans in euros and yen, like other Icelanders; the theory was that the value of the Icelandic krona was rising so fast that it was cheaper and smarter to pay off debt pegged to other, less-vaunted currencies. If you were to look at a chart of Iceland’s national debt from 2001 to 2008, you would see a pretty much vertical line, shooting straight up.

Gunnar may not have realized it, but his good fortune was the result of a regulation change in 2003, when Iceland privatized its three state-owned banks. Before then, bankers made a tidy but unremarkable living lending to local fishermen, sheep farmers, and the people who sold Icelandic sweaters to tourists. They knew their customers personally. After all, most of them were relatives. 

Iceland is home to only about 320,000 people. It’s so homogeneous that scientists famously use it as a petri dish for genetic research. We owe pretty much everything we know about Alzheimer’s genes and genome sequencing to experiments done on Icelanders. So many of them are related that there’s an app that tells young Icelanders whether the person they’re about to hook up with is a cousin.

Before the boom years, Iceland had enjoyed years of peace and, if not exactly prosperity, at least general, congenial comfort. Its citizens are among the most educated in the world, and its health care system is strong. Its paid parental leave policy is extravagantly generous, spanning nine months. It hasn’t seen war in centuries and doesn’t field an army. 

Like other Nordic countries, it’s as close to socialism as you can get in the modern world. When I landed at the Reykjavik airport, I noticed that the first-class travelers were herded into the same lines as the rest of us, as if Icelanders want to make sure these rich folks don’t get too full of themselves.

But all that changed after the banks were privatized. The country erupted in a frenzy of international financial chest-thumping. Suddenly, the newly private banks could do business with anyone, anywhere. Then–prime minister Davíđ Oddson spun visions of international domination. A poet and onetime mayor of Reykjavik, he had become besotted with his free-market heroes Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. He lowered taxes and freed up trade. Icelandic inflation was soaring—a quirk of the country’s massive investment in aluminum smelting—and the country’s interest rates were high, shooting well into the double digits by 2007. When the newly privatized banks opened their doors to the outside world, foreign money flooded in, looking to make an easy 14 percent a year. The banks were suddenly floating in cash.

For Gunnar, the timing couldn’t have been better. He had spent years scrambling to make a living in a variety of jobs, from fishing to owning a shop that sold videotapes and ice cream. Now, for the first time, he didn’t have to worry about money. It was easy to get his hands on cash. Not only was he earning his keep as a local theater director, he was dreaming up far grander ambitions. Like the bankers, he set his sights on international expansion. He wrote a play and rented a theater in London. Then he set about rehearsing his actors to prepare for his international debut.

His plans seemed modest compared to those of some of his friends. In the U.S., the stock market doubled from 2003 to 2007. In Iceland it didn’t double or even triple; it multiplied by nine times. Iceland, once known for its equitable income distribution, suddenly had a class of people who were unspeakably, ostentatiously, unimaginably filthy rich. 

The owner of a shipping company converted one of his warehouses into a giant party space and hired Elton John to perform for his birthday. A retail magnate named Jón Ásgeir Jóhannesson bought a 145-foot yacht and a $25 million Manhattan penthouse apartment (though he was later sued by potential buyers for equipping it with a cheap Ikea kitchen). A bank CEO, Larus Welding, was so frustrated with bankers demanding he triple their salaries that he told them, “Just stop buying yourselves Porsches and drinking so much booze and you will feel much better; stop changing wives and it will save you a lot of money.”

Iceland’s bankers were giddy over this endless geyser of cash—and oblivious to signs that they were in the midst of one of the biggest financial bubbles the world had ever seen. In fact, the Icelandic economy was on the brink. By late 2007, there were whispers that the bubble was about to pop. International bankers, regulators, and journalists began asking questions. Around the world, a sense of alarm, of impending disaster, was growing.

But back in Reykjavik, Gunnar, the fisherman-turned-director, didn’t worry himself over the rumblings. He trusted Iceland’s politicians, who shrugged them off as nonsense. A banker friend publicly dismissed the concerns as “an image problem” that could be solved with “a PR campaign.” 

Gunnar figured his friends and his country’s leaders knew better than those nay-saying foreigners, who probably were just jealous of Iceland’s success. Besides, he was too busy rehearsing his actors for their London premiere. He had poured his savings into rehearsal space to go along with the theater rental. All was proceeding just as he had planned.

“I thought everything was going well,” as he recalls. “The financial geniuses had everything under control, and the ones saying otherwise were just morons and idiots.”

The “morons and idiots,” of course, turned out to be right. Gunnar’s play was scheduled to premiere on October 8, 2008. As it turned out, that instead was the day Iceland’s banks failed. None could withstand the international panic that had followed the collapse a few weeks earlier of Lehman Brothers in the United States.

Chaos reigned. Iceland, the little country that could, suddenly became the ridiculous wannabe that couldn’t. The rest of the world had decided that Iceland—unlike, say, Goldman Sachs—wasn’t too big to fail. And fail it did, spectacularly. Iceland was effectively bankrupt.

In Reykjavik, Gunnar watched events unfold with growing dread. Desperately, he began reaching out to his backers in London. They stopped returning his phone calls. All of his grand plans, everything he had been working for his entire life, evaporated before his astonished eyes. 

Dread turned to panic, and for good reason. In the aftermath of the collapse, the krona crashed. The loans Gunnar had taken out in euros he had to pay back in now-worthless Icelandic currency. Payments suddenly tripled. He turned in the keys to his car. He stopped paying his mortgage. Gunnar’s play would never open, shattering his dreams of international acclaim. He would lose every cent of his investment.

Some of his neighbors had it even worse. One infuriated Icelander, his home now owned by the bank, was so angry he bulldozed the place. Newspaper classified ads offered cars for negative prices—the owners would pay someone to take the vehicle off their hands. One joker listed Iceland for sale on eBay—Icelandic singer Björk “not included.” Starting bid: 99 pence.

In the fall of 2008, when it all came crashing down, Iceland’s citizens, a generally pacifist lot, erupted in fury against “stupid thinking.” Crowds tumbled out on the streets. Gunnar, his savings gone, his dreams for his theater dashed, his car repossessed, joined the protesters. The mob demanded that the government resign. 

To be sure, the demonstrations were carried out in thoroughly Icelandic fashion. Law-abiding protesters pushed double strollers, and at their most agitated threw oranges and bananas. A typical chant went like this:

Do we want new ways of ruling? Yes!

Do we want to abolish corruption? Yes!

Do we want peaceful demonstrations? Yes! 

It was around this time that one of the country’s few female bankers heard an insistent knocking on her door. Hers was the only bank in the country that had avoided the crazy risks and that was still solvent—thanks to, in her business partner’s words, bringing “greater female values into the financial world.” 

She padded to the door and opened it to find an old man. “I just want some women to take care of my money,” he said, as recounted by writer Michael Lewis in his engaging take on the crisis in Boomerang: Travels in the New Third World. As Lewis observed, “One of the distinctive traits about Iceland’s disaster, and Wall Street’s, is how little women had to do with it.”

* * *

AMONG FINANCIAL JOURNALISTS, the gallows-humor joke was that there wouldn’t have been a crisis if we had “Lehman Sisters” instead of Lehman Brothers. And it’s true, as Lewis noted, the U.S. and Iceland had that in common: women had virtually nothing to do with the disastrous financial bets in either country.

What’s more notable, though, is how each country responded. In the U.S., the men who crashed the economy remained at their posts. In Iceland, the men were sent to jail. Women replaced them. Two of Iceland’s three banks named women as their new presidents. The entire Icelandic government resigned, right up to the prime minister, the swashbuckling cheerleader of the business Vikings. He too was replaced by a woman, Jóhanna Sigurd-ardóttir, the first openly lesbian leader of any country in history. 

The head of Iceland’s Chamber of Commerce, also a woman, spoke for many when she derided the “man-made” crisis as a “penis competition” among bankers.

It was an extraordinary phenomenon. It’s as if an entire population rose up, unified, with a single objective: to flush the testosterone out of its system. It flew in the face of thousands of years of history, turning upside down a culture that had always celebrated its bloodthirsty Viking heritage.

The women’s takeover was a spectacle the world had never seen. In the U.K., the Guardian heralded the move: “After the Crash, Iceland’s Women Lead the Rescue.” The Financial Times declared, “Iceland Calls in Women Bankers to Clean Up Young Men’s Mess.” In New Zealand, the NZ Herald crowed, “Viking Women Fight to Save Nation in Meltdown,” while perhaps most pointedly, PBS announced, “Viking Women Aim to End Iceland’s Age of Testosterone.”

Indeed, Jóhanna’s new government called for bringing in a bucket full of estrogen to the male-dominated worlds of business and finance. (Icelanders are referred to by first names rather than surnames.) She wasted no time in drumming men out of some of the most senior positions of power, instituting a quota requiring 40 percent of corporate board seats to be held by women. She created a new arm of the finance department, devoted to “gender budgeting,” which is just what it sounds like: an office devoted to making sure the government doesn’t spend more money on men than on women.

“Iceland was the first in the world into the crisis, but we could be the first out, and women have a big role to play in that,” said Halla Tómasdóttir, one of the founders of a female-led bank. “It goes back to our Viking women. While the men were out there raping and pillaging, the women were running the show at home.”

The women in charge of the country convened a group of experts to get to the bottom of the financial crisis—Icelanders called it the “truth commission.” And then, in an astonishing move, they brought in a couple of female gender-studies professors from the local university to assess what role gender played in the crash. In what may well have been a first in any country’s history, Iceland’s government actually studied whether macho posturing led to its economic meltdown. Its conclusion can be summed up in one word: yes.

What’s most remarkable about this wholesale transformation is that it only gained traction after that initial flush of power. Almost nothing was untouched by the new “feminization.” What started out as a crackdown on reckless bankers spread into every corner of the culture. 

In 2010, Iceland banned strip clubs. It announced a plan to crack down on hard-core Internet pornography. A woman was named for the first time as the head of the Church of Iceland. And in 2010—five years ahead of the U.S.—Iceland, which had already permitted civil unions, formally legalized gay marriage. The prime minister was among the first to wed.

When I arrived in Iceland, I suspected that Iceland’s situation was a fluke. I was certain it was a case in which a country gripped by mass financial madness before 2008 had traded it in for a mass-hysterical compulsion to purge itself of everything manly. 

But as my visit wore on, I realized that this was no passing fad. Perhaps what surprised me most is that the men I met were at least as supportive of the move toward “feminization” as the women.

Certainly for Gunnar, it was a welcome development. “Icelandic sagas are full of women,” he tells me later that week, as we drive along Reykjavik’s main thoroughfare. “Look at the stories about the famous Vikings, [who] were mainly killing each other when they were sleeping. But behind those guys in the sagas were strong women.” 

If anything, he wishes the women had gotten even further. “I think it’s wrong,” he scowls when I mention Iceland’s number-one ranking in the World Economic Forum analysis. “We are a long way from equality.”

Momentarily distracted, he points out a beautiful home that we’re passing, on a bluff overlooking the harbor. That’s where Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev first met in 1986, he tells me.

“Beautiful,” I murmur.

“It’s haunted.”

“What?”

He turns onto a side street. “Iceland has 350,000 people, but 500,000 elves and 250,000 trolls and a million ghosts, so we are actually very crowded,” he says with satisfaction.

Soon we pull up to Kaffivagninn café, a rough-hewn wharfside coffee shop. Fishing boats bob in the background and big groups of fishermen are gathered around long wooden tables. 

Ensconced at a corner table is fishing boat captain Arthur Bogason. He’s a big, muscular man, well over six feet tall. He’s been working on fishing boats since he was fourteen years old, except for a brief interlude as a competitive power lifter in Dayton, Ohio. He’s sixty years old now, but still looks like he could dead-lift a few hundred pounds without breaking a sweat.

Arthur isn’t here to talk about bankers (whom he dismisses as “elves, because being an elf in general language is being kind of stupid”), nor is he interested in opining about fishing. He wants to discuss, instead, the gender wage gap. In Iceland it hovers at around 18 percent, similar to the gap in the U.S.

“I have never been able to understand this, and find it still so stupid that I lack words,” he says. “I have a big problem understanding why women who work the same job as men don’t get the same salaries. I support gender equality with all of my heart.”

As he speaks, I’m starting to understand a singular aspect of Icelandic culture—and in particular, of Icelandic men. Almost every man I meet shares the same view: it doesn’t matter what some pencil-pushers at the World Economic Forum in Switzerland say about Iceland being number-one in gender equality, Iceland is still not remotely equal enough for women. The men are as fervent believers in this narrative as the women.

As it happens, my visit coincides with a conference marking one hundred years of the women’s right to vote, granted in 1915. For those keeping score at home, that’s five years ahead of the U.S.

The conference is held at the magnificent new Harpa concert hall, a boom-era monument to excess. It’s a slightly ridiculous modernist glass-prism concoction commissioned by one of the banking moguls, designed by a famous Icelandic artist, and left half-built after the crash, when taxpayers were stuck with the bill to finish it.

The women I meet at the conference, like the men I’ve been speaking with all week, aren’t satisfied with the progress Iceland has made on gender equality, either. They note bitterly that the first female prime minister has already been voted out of office (her successor not long after our visit will be forced to resign in a financial scandal). The anti-pornography laws have been hard to enforce and widely derided. A Vice article labeled the country’s anti-porn efforts “asinine.” The government is again run by men.

Yet the conference also gives me some insights into how, despite it all, Iceland still trumps other countries when it comes to women’s equality. In part it’s a reflection of the famed egalitarian streak that all Nordic countries share. The social distinctions we’re accustomed to in the U.S.—you’re unlikely to find an American CEO and his auto mechanic at the same dinner party—don’t resonate here. Instead, fishermen fraternize easily with financiers. 

As if to prove the point, during a break at the conference, over coffee and pastries, I recognize an older woman with short blond hair and flats, clutching her purse and making small talk in the lobby. It’s former president Vigdís Finnbogadóttir. No VIP rooms or bodyguards or roped-off areas for her.

Indeed, that evening, I’m one of several dozen conference attendees invited to a reception at the current president’s house—Iceland’s equivalent of the White House. I’m surprised and delighted, and also concerned about getting my papers in order for the inevitable background check. I know that in the U.S., a White House visit means running a gauntlet of Secret Service checks, cement barriers, metal detectors, and bomb-sniffing dogs. 

But this is Iceland. Nobody asks for my papers. And instead of a phalanx of security, we pull up in a bus to a charming former schoolhouse, sitting aside a public jogging path. We walk through the unlocked front door, hang up our coats, and are greeted by a man who turns out to be the president himself, Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson. The Icelanders expect as much. On any given day, they might see him standing behind them in line at the grocery store. “Iceland is Bloomington, Indiana, as a nation,” is how a friend describes it.

At the president’s house, I have a chance to meet Vigdís, who is funny and profane and reminds me about the long history of strong women in Iceland. On October 24, 1975—almost forty years to the day of my visit—the women of Iceland famously went on a strike. They poured into the street, abandoning jobs, refusing to cook or clean or look after children at home, virtually paralyzing the entire country.

Banks and factories, fisheries, schools, and shops had to close. Men brought their children to work, armed with candy to keep the kids quiet. It didn’t always work; radio announcers were drowned out by the sound of children playing in the studios. The country’s economy was brought to a halt. The protest became known as “Women’s Day Off,” and it changed the political dynamic in the country for good.

Within five years, Icelanders had elected Vigdís, back then a popular theater director, as Iceland’s president, a largely ceremonial post, but nevertheless she was the first elected female head of state in the world. During the race, a male opponent had derided her as “half a woman” because she is a breast cancer survivor. The night she won, she shot back, “Well, I’m actually not going to breastfeed the Icelandic nation; I’m going to lead it.” 

And the gains for women continued. In 2000 the country introduced one of the most liberal parental leave policies on the planet: a government-funded paid leave of nine months, including three months for the mother, three for the father, and three more for whichever parent chooses to use them. Day care is heavily subsidized by the government. Not long after my visit, a female member of Parliament made history by breastfeeding her six-week-old baby while making a speech to the assembly.

None of which stops Icelanders from complaining. As I grab for a kleinur—a traditional Icelandic confection that tastes like a Krispy Kreme doughnut, to which I have quickly become addicted—I meet a fellow conference participant, an energetic, fashionably dressed woman named Sigríd-ur Einarsdóttir. She is an Icelandair pilot, a three-decade veteran of the airline, and the highest-ranking female pilot in the company. She helmed the first all-female crew in the airline’s history in 1996. Yet she is discouraged. “When I look back, I find so little has changed. Still mostly men are in all manager positions.”

Another guest, a gregarious woman named Katrín Anna Gud-mundsdóttir, joins us. Katrín, a onetime spokeswoman for the Feminist Association of Iceland, ran Iceland’s gender-budgeting department, which meant she spent her days ensuring that state budget allocations didn’t favor men while discriminating against women.

“Iceland is not a female world. We are still a male-centric world,” she says. She scoffs at the World Economic Forum ranking too. “Just because we’re number one, it just says that the status of gender equality is really bad in the world. It’s a testament to how far we still have to go.”

I’m puzzled by the contradictions. Iceland is supposed to be the best place in the world to be a woman. Women have achieved great power, and once even commandeered the entire government. And yet everyone I meet, men as well as women, is dissatisfied. Nobody believes that in Iceland the genders are truly equal. The most common adjective I have heard on my trip is “stupid.”

The next day will be my last in Iceland. After packing my bags, I head down to the lobby for one last outing with Gunnar. Since losing everything in the crash, he is again stringing together jobs to make a living. He’s a tour guide as well as a theater director, political activist, and my translator throughout my visit. Now he has one more friend he’d like me to meet.

We drive to the outskirts of town, to a building that looks like a sad old California strip mall. Inside, up a flight of stairs, we stop in to see Guđmundur Gunnarsson, a burly, bearded electrician who until recently ran the Icelandic electricians’ union. He tells me that after the crash, half of his union members went bankrupt. Many lost their homes. They subsisted on cheap blood sausage made from sheep intestines. They were disgusted by the boom-era government, “our president and the Icelandic Vikings that were talking down to the other nations.” When it all came crashing down, he adds, “many people said maybe we should let the women be more active in how we control the Icelandic economy.”

That’s when it clicks for me. Suddenly it all makes sense. I notice something else about Icelandic men: for all their macho posturing, they are remarkably comfortable talking about gender, in a way that American men aren’t. 

In the U.S., if you utter the phrase “gender equality” you can practically see men physically recoiling, shrinking into a defensive crouch. Not so in Iceland, where the women in Parliament once performed The Vagina Monologues—and even Iceland’s President Grímsson, the great promoter of the business Vikings, responded by declaring himself a “Vagina Warrior.”

Now, in his office overlooking the water, Guđmundur, a solidly built man in blue jeans, doesn’t blink when I press him on the subject of women.

“It’s no problem for me to say I’m a feminist,” he says easily, in his deep, booming voice. He brought up his own six children to be feminists too, he says. He taught his four daughters that “if they don’t like what the male is saying, they just get up and say, ‘I’m not going to listen to that guy.’”

That’s the difference between Icelandic women and American women, he insists. He has a daughter who lives in the U.S., he explains. And when he visits her there, it drives both of them nuts: “American women are likely to sit there and listen to the crap the male is talking about.”

It’s hard to imagine a similar conversation playing out with an electrician, or almost any other man, in the U.S. On the other hand, I should know by now that Iceland isn’t like anywhere else. This being Iceland, Guđmundur’s daughter, the one who lives in America, is better known to the rest of us as the singer Björk.

My visit now coming to a close, I think I finally understand why Iceland truly is so hospitable to women, even though Icelanders themselves insist it isn’t. The reason this country ranks number one for gender equality, doesn’t, it seem, have much to do with the women at all. It’s all about the men. The men are agitating on behalf of the women. The men are as frustrated with inequality as their wives and daughters. The men and women of Iceland are in this struggle together.

I think back to something Arthur Bogason, the muscle-bound fishing boat captain and former power lifter, had said the day before. “Why is it that it’s so easy for you to talk about women’s issues?” I had asked him. “And how should we women engage American men in this conversation about gender? Men seem so defensive if we bring it up, as if we’re haranguing them, accusing them of something awful.”

He had stroked his stubble for a moment, looked me square in the face, and then given me some advice to pass along to American men: “I would ask them if the world would end if they get yelled at. So what? Take the goddamn conversation.

“It’s based on fear and ignorance,” he says of American men’s unease. But the conversation “is necessary. It will eventually happen. The sooner they take the step, the better.”





Conclusion: The Future Is Now

Teresa Shook, a grandmother from Hawaii, was frustrated. It was November 2016, and she was alarmed by presidential candidate Donald Trump’s behavior toward women, most recently revealed in the highly publicized Access Hollywood outtake in which he boasted about grabbing women’s genitals. Now he had just won the election, notably with a majority of white female voters supporting him. Venting her frustration on Facebook, she came up with an idea. Why not, she suggested, stage a march in Washington, D.C., for women’s equality? So she sent a Facebook invitation to a few dozen friends, asking if they’d like to join her. Then she went to bed. 

She had no idea that her single post would explode into a movement. Her suggestion caught fire. And the day after President Trump was inaugurated, the Women’s March on Washington attracted more than half a million participants, with millions of other women around the world taking to the streets as well. 

They gathered not only in U.S. cities like Washington and New York, but internationally, from Paris to Lima, Peru, to Tbilisi, Georgia, to Erbil, Iraq. As many as 5 million people are estimated to have marched in the U.S. and two hundred locations worldwide.

The marches were an extraordinary show of female solidarity. But something else struck me as I watched video feeds of the gatherings from around the world: the men. Untold thousands of them. They had unabashedly joined the marches to voice their support for gender equality. For many of them in the U.S., this wasn’t about being a Democrat or a Republican. It was about being human.

“I’m a typical Trump voter, a 54-year-old white guy. But my momma brought me up correctly!” Washington, D.C., marcher Jeff Parker said. Widower Glenn Wallace marched in honor of his late wife. Alexander McCoy, a Marine Corps veteran, marched because “I’ve been led by women before—and my big Marine Corps ego survived just fine. It’s time the country sees that following a woman’s leadership doesn’t make a man weak.”

And this is why I’m optimistic that despite the issues still confronting women every day, despite intractable issues of misogyny and abuse in some corners, we are closing in on solutions. More men are joining us, reaching across the gender divide to help us close the gap. 

These men hail from all corners of the country and the world, and from wildly different political viewpoints. They cross socioeconomic, racial, ethnic, and age spectrums. They’re taking steps to close the gap at home, in the office, and at school. They may not be calling themselves “feminists” as the men in Iceland do, but their actions transcend labels—and they are already making a difference.

They are men like Jared Mauldin, a college student majoring in engineering in Washington state. He decided to take a stand after noticing that his mostly male classmates were dismissive of the women in their program. 

In a letter to the school newspaper, addressed “to the women in my engineering classes,” he wrote, “you and I are in fact unequal.” He listed the obstacles women face—being discouraged from pursuing science, being called “bossy,” being overlooked by teachers, being considered less qualified and a “diversity hire.” He concluded: “When I experience success the assumption of others will be that I earned it. So you and I cannot be equal. You have already conquered far more to be in this field than I will ever face.”

The letter went viral, the response overwhelmingly positive. As far as he was concerned, that simply proved his point. “I said nothing new,” as Mauldin told NBC’s Today show. “The distinguishing factor . . . happens to be that I am a man.”

Men a few years older than he is are taking a similar stance. One interesting indication came from the Wall Street Journal, which, acknowledging that executive women are frequently asked how they balance work and family, turned the table to ask the same question of twenty-five male business leaders. 

As the Journal noted, “Work–life balance isn’t a women’s issue. But it often feels that way.”

Some of the Journal’s most poignant responses were from men in their fifties and beyond, like fifty-five-year-old Dan Glaser, chief executive of professional services firm Marsh & McLennan Companies, who missed out on the childhood activities of his first two children and redoubled his efforts to make time for attending activities like soccer for his third. 

“When you’re younger, you have this sense of your own immortality and you’ll always be able to catch up. You’ll make it up to your kid or you’ll make it up to your wife,” Glaser said. But “your kids are only young once and you can’t get that moment back.”

Satya Nadella, forty-nine, the chief executive of Microsoft and a father of three, admitted that “it’s a struggle” to balance work and family. “Like if I take my daughter to a lacrosse game, how much time am I on the phone versus actually watching her lacrosse game? I strive for a few moments that I’m doing something with them that I’m actually present.”

Younger male executives, meanwhile, are setting a different example. Adam Goldenberg, the thirty-five-year-old chief executive of JustFab, hired an executive coach in order to help him find balance, and ultimately created a plan to make it home for dinner three times a week and block off weekend time to spend with family. 

Eric Poirier, the young chief executive of Addepar, marks time off on a calendar that’s visible to all employees, noting that he’s taking his young daughter to the pediatrician or leaving work at six to have dinner before her bedtime. His reasoning is that it will help employees feel that “they have the company’s support” for their own personal lives.

Men like these are helping drive workplace changes that benefit both sexes. Their influence is apparent in multiple ways, most visibly in new perks like gender-neutral paid parental leaves. The practice started in the tech industry, and has since spread to companies, including Ernst & Young (16 weeks), Johnson & Johnson (up to 17 weeks for moms, 9 for dads), and Credit Suisse (20 weeks, though only for the “primary” caregiver). Meanwhile, at last count five states have passed mandatory paid-parental-leave laws, including New York, California, New Jersey, Rhode Island, and Washington, in addition to Washington, D.C.

What’s more, like the student Manbassadors at Harvard, older male executives are starting to join organizations in support of their female colleagues. At male-dominated firms from Bain Consulting to the law firm Simpson Thacher & Bartlett to the bank MB Financial, the women’s groups are beginning to include men in their meetings.

When I’ve spoken to mixed-sex groups like these, I’ll notice that nod of recognition among the women in the room when I discuss the subtle indignities, the unconscious bias, that we experience. For the men, though, these conversations can be eye-opening, a smack-to-the-forehead moment.

Just in the past few years, multiple organizations have sprung up with the goal of uniting men to champion women. Paradigm for Parity, founded in late 2016 by executives including former DuPont CEO Ellen Kullman, calls for equality in the executive suite by 2030, and offers a “toolkit” of recommended actions. Among them: unconscious-bias training, basing evaluations on performance rather than face time, and providing high-potential women with sponsors who can advance their careers, not just mentors who offer advice. Chief executives of more than two dozen companies—most of them men—signed on in support, including those from Bank of America, Coca-Cola, and LinkedIn.

An equivalent student effort from the Forte Foundation, a nonprofit founded to encourage women to pursue business education, now invites in men too. It created a “Men as Allies Initiative” for students and faculty who want to create groups for men who support women on campus. The nonprofit Lean In organization, meanwhile, has a #LeanInTogether campaign aimed at bringing in men.

Similar efforts are springing up around the globe. In Australia, the Male Champions of Change organization brings together male executives four times a year to work on issues including gender pay transparency and flexible work schedules; the men also pledge not to participate in all-male panels. Kenya, for its part, has Men for Gender Equality Now. The 30% Club, started by U.K. financial executive Helena Morrissey, signs on top executives who support its goal of increasing the percentage of women on boards. Founded in 2010, it now has spread to six additional countries, including the U.S. 

And the United Nations launched HeForShe, aimed at men with the express purpose of supporting women, with actress Emma Watson serving as its public face. “Gender equality is your issue, too,” Watson said in a U.N. speech introducing the initiative, imploring the men in the audience to “ask yourself if not me, who? If not now, when?”

Internationally, these men’s groups are often focused on curbing violence against women, which has shown an alarming rise in multiple countries from Indonesia to the U.K. In Ecuador, a men’s organization called the Cascos Rosa (“Pink Helmets”) teaches schoolboys to respect women. Men in Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay have joined protests in support of women’s rights. A Burundi men’s group supporting women’s empowerment, the Abatangamuco, literally translates as “bringing light.” In January 2015, HeForShe and the U.N. hosted a “Barbershop” meeting—the first of its kind, an international gathering of men brought together to discuss women’s issues. Hundreds of men flew in from countries, including Pakistan, Tunisia, Latvia, and Sweden.

Groups like these are a step in the right direction. But let’s be clear: on their own, they aren’t enough. For real change to happen, if we are to transform a culture that has long been molded by and for men, it will take individuals, one at a time, taking a stand, reaching across the gender divide. The wins will come from the accumulation of small, everyday interactions of both women and men.

Wharton professor Adam Grant, for example, has made it a practice to intervene when he hears belittling or offensive remarks about women. Sometimes, he will simply ask a quiet, gentle question: “What did you mean by that?” It’s a nonconfrontational approach that often jars men into reflecting on what they’ve said and why, allowing them to come to their own realization about their behavior. In more extreme cases, Grant takes the offender aside to let him know that others are noticing his behavior and that it is affecting his reputation.

Grant also acknowledges his own hidden prejudices. “One of the things men can do is talk about our own biases,” he told me. “Men feel judged when you call this stuff out. If you acknowledge [your own bias], you level the playing field.”

Venture capitalist Roger McNamee, for his part, suggests taking one action a day to try to balance the scales. For example, he consciously changed his email style a few years ago to embrace what he describes as a more “female” approach. He begins each missive with a formal salutation (“Dear Joanne”), and introduces his ideas as questions rather than directives, in order to convey collaboration. The idea is “to show respect for the other person,” he says, adding, “If enough people do one thing every day, it will matter.”

The men whose voices populate this book offer multiple other strategies, writ large and small, that will ultimately move us toward a more equitable world. Men like PricewaterhouseCooper’s Robert Moritz, writing about why women are critical to business success. And Brian Welle, teaching fellow Googlers to recognize their own unconscious biases. And Sam Polk, calling out the damaging “bro talk” in the finance industry. And the Container Store’s Kip Tindell, speaking about the value female executives bring to decision-making. And Kimberly-Clark’s Tom Falk, tying bonuses to successful diversity initiatives. And Dr. Augustus White III, explaining “cultural illiteracy,” and how awareness is the key to treating everyone, regardless of gender or ethnicity, with respect.

Without question, we still have a long way to go to close the gap. Even the most enlightened men, who are earnestly trying to do so, face structural and cultural forces that are hard to overcome. 

“The thing I am consistently amazed at is how deep this goes, and even people who are progressive still act in ways that are dismissive and disrespectful toward women,” Polk told me. “It takes vigilance. It takes a lot of hard work.”

Consulting firm McKinsey & Company’s leader, Dominic Barton, the Canadian-born son of a missionary, for example, is one of this country’s most outspoken advocates for women. He encourages senior men to mentor up-and-coming women. The firm requires all employees to take unconscious-bias training (it used to be voluntary, but “the people that have the problem, that are biased, don’t come,” he told me). It even instituted gender-based recruiting targets to bring in more women in entry-level positions.

Barton’s ambitious mission is to increase the percentage of female partners to 40 percent by 2020. Yet in 2016, women accounted for just 11 percent of senior leadership. “It’s been going in the right direction, but it’s not fast enough. We haven’t solved it,” he acknowledges.

He’s still trying. “Men have a critical role to play,” he told me. “It can’t just be women.”

These efforts require courage. Men who defend women sometimes risk not just verbal abuse but violence. The most benign show of support can spark outrage. When an American Jewish professional group, Men as Allies, asked men to pledge not to participate in all-male panels, The Atlantic magazine was inspired to invite its readers to do the same. The response was so vicious the magazine had to shut down its comments section. 

Men face opposition not just from other men, but from women too. Some women’s groups intentionally exclude men, in part to avoid alienating members. “The women’s movement remains continuously unwilling to bring men into the fold,” as Joshua Reiman wrote in International Affairs Review. Yet allowing men to join “would transform their cause from one that is largely by and for women into an all-inclusive social movement.”

Nevertheless, these men persist. And they are slowly but surely shattering the stigma around men who are openly supportive of gender equality. They give an insight into what it will take for women—and men too—to convince more men to join them. Their strategies vary, but their message is the same: Women aren’t going to solve this problem on their own. Men need to see this as their issue too.

Ultimately, equality for women means equality for men too. We need to expand the definition of acceptable jobs for boys as much as for girls, especially in an economy that increasingly values traditionally feminine values like empathy and collaboration. A female surgeon shouldn’t raise eyebrows any more than a male nurse does. As Gloria Steinem has observed, “I’m glad we’ve begun to raise our daughters more like our sons, but it will never work until we raise our sons more like our daughters.”

* * *

MILLIONS OF MEN have proven that they are ready and willing to close the gap. But many more are potential partners in this cause. The question becomes, then, how can we supercharge these efforts? How do we get more men to understand that this is their issue too? How do we get them to care? In short, how can we bring them into the conversation?

Sometimes, all we need to do is ask. For tech executive Steve Boehm, awareness of the gender gap started with a simple question. Years ago, a colleague asked him if he’d ever spoken with a coworker from a different background—a woman, or a minority—to inquire what it was like to work at their company. He hadn’t. He is the first admit that back then, he hadn’t given much thought to the challenges facing women and minorities. But the question prompted him to reevaluate his own attitudes and behavior.

Fifteen years ago, “I thought I was a good guy, I treated everybody fairly,” he told me. “Lots of people are like me. They are well-intentioned. But they don’t know what they don’t know.” 

Women do know. But we need to go beyond just talking to ourselves. It is time to invite men to join the conversation too.

The men I met in the course of reporting this book—and the women who are working to create an equal society for all of us—give me great hope. From Glen Mazzara ensuring that the women in a television writers’ room aren’t interrupted, to symphony orchestras showing us every day what an unbiased world looks like, to the scientists peering inside human skulls and the researchers scrutinizing Enron emails, more men are reaching across the gender divide every day.

Without question, this is a nascent movement among men. Right now it’s diffuse and largely under the radar. But the people I’ve met along the way are starting to bring it to the forefront, coalescing around the idea that we need men as well as women working together to close the gap. They are sparking a prominent national conversation.

The men and women I met don’t pretend to have all the answers. Nor do I. Life at work, like life everywhere else, is messy. But my travels helped me—and, I hope, will help others—to rethink how we look at each other, and how we treat each other.

Yes, women are still living in a man’s world. But every day, more men are reaching across the gender divide. We truly are working side by side, facing forward as we look toward the future, together.





Cheat Sheet: Tips and Takeaways for Men—and Women

The scores of men and women I interviewed have come up with multiple strategies to level the gender playing field. Here are a few that any one of us, male or female, can adopt:


	Interrupt the interrupters.Even female Supreme Court justices are interrupted three times more frequently than male justices. As powerful as these women are, they “are just like other women,” Northwestern University researchers wrote, “talked over by their male colleagues.” Solution: Institute a “no interruptions” rule for everyone, as The Walking Dead producer Glen Mazzara does. Alternatively, if a woman is cut off in conversation, cut off the interruptor: “Olivia was speaking. Let’s let her finish her thought first.”


	Use amplification and brag buddies.Women’s ideas often aren’t heard—until they are repeated by a man, who gets the credit. Solution: Take a cue from the women of the Obama administration and “amplify” the original speaker, by repeating her idea and ensuring that she is recognized for it. What’s more, since women are penalized if they talk about their accomplishments, they (along with simpatico men) can become each others’ “brag buddies.” They can share each others’ accomplishments with one another, and then each tout the other’s achievements. 


	Diversify the interviewers, not just the applicants.More companies are adopting a Rooney Rule for the office, requiring a diverse slate of applicants for job openings. But bringing in female applicants is only a first step. If the interviewers aren’t diverse—if, say, all the interviewers are white men—they are less likely to see her as a “cultural fit,” while she may feel so uncomfortable that she rejects the job even if offered. Solution: Mix things up. Expand that Rooney rule to the interviewers too: ensure that not only the slate of candidates, but the interviewers are diverse. 


	She’ll help your bottom line.Women are often boxed out of jobs or promotions because they aren’t “a good fit,” or they are dismissed as “diversity hires” who are a sign of lowered standards. Solution: Marshal the facts. Adding women makes work groups more creative. Companies with female chief financial officers make fewer, better acquisitions than those with male chief financial officers. Firms with the most female board members outperform those with the least by almost every financial measure. Mixed groups can even solve a murder more accurately than single-sex groups. Want a recipe for success? Simply add women.


	She’s not “sorry,” she’s not “lucky,” and she’s not asking you a question.Researchers have found that women often use qualifiers (“Sorry to bother you, but . . .”) to make themselves less threatening to others. If they do act assertively, they are penalized for it, considered bossy, bitchy, or difficult to work with. Solution: Women are highly aware of these verbal ticks and try to control them themselves. But if they don’t, just remember the next time a woman ends a sentence in a question-mark “upspeak,” imagine she is instead stating it as a fact and banging on the table.


	Yeah, that’s not a compliment.Women are often subjected to compliments that, intentionally or not, belittle them—like when I spent hours preparing for a television news interview, only to be told by a senior executive that I looked “cute.” Solution: Would you say that to a man? If not, you probably should not say it to a woman, either.


	She’s pretty sure you don’t respect her.Researchers have found that men get more respect than women—even if they hold the exact same position. Solution: Be on the lookout for slights large and small, and adjust your own behavior. When you meet a couple, do you ask the man about his work but ignore the woman? Do you listen to a man in a meeting, but look at your email when a woman speaks? That vigilance goes for all of us, myself included. In an early draft of this book, I unwittingly referred to a female doctor by her first name, but a male physician by the honorific “doctor.” Turns out that this is a common slight, researchers have found. Not a mistake I’ll make again.


	Don’t decide for her.When a new opportunity comes up, I’ve often heard senior executives say that Mia would be ideal, but she has a new baby at home and wouldn’t want to travel . . . or she has young kids and wouldn’t want to relocate . . . or she wouldn’t want to take on the extra hours. Solution: Don’t assume. Ask her. Even if she declines, present the next opportunity, and the one after that. My own bosses did that for me when my children were young—and as result, when I was ready to rev up my career they were there, still offering me opportunities.


	Don’t be afraid of tears.Barbara Annis and John Gray, coauthors of the book Work with Me: The 8 Blind Spots Between Men and Women in Business, identify emotion as one of the major pitfalls men face. Fear of tears can lead male managers to hold back from giving women the honest feedback they need to progress. Solution: If you’re a manager, check your employee reviews to ensure you evaluate men and women equally. And by the way, if a woman does tear up, understand why: She isn’t crying because she’s sad. She’s crying because she is frustrated—or because she’s mad as hell. When men are angry, they yell; for women, crying is pretty much the same thing.


	She’s ready for a raise, but she won’t ask for it.Men are four times more likely to ask for a raise than women—and when women do ask we typically request 30 percent less than men do, says Carnegie Mellon University economics professor Linda Babcock. Solution: If you’re a manager, take a look at whether you are rewarding the squeaky wheel—whether men are demanding raises more often and outearning women with comparable experience on your team. And if you’re an employee, arm yourself with salary data, available from companies like PayScale, Salary.com, and Glassdoor. Several states and some countries now require gender wage gap audits, with the results announced publicly.


	“Hire women your mom’s age.”That catchy headline on a New York Times op-ed by Sally Koslow, a former editor in chief of McCall’s, perfectly captures the conundrum of older women. Many either quit or took lesser “mommy track” roles when their children were young. But as the kids fly the nest, women have as much ambition as ever, and are eager to rev up their careers. Solution: Hire them! Better yet, help structure work so that we don’t lose them in the first place. For women who want to step back when kids are young, offer projects that don’t require facetime but allow them to continue to contribute and grow—for example, by writing legal briefs or building financial models.


	She deserves a promotion. She just doesn’t know it yet.Men are far more likely than women to raise their hands for a bigger job, whether they’re ready for it or not. Companies including Google, meanwhile, have found that qualified women often don’t nominate themselves. Solution: Make sure qualified women are in the mix, whether they have put up their hands or not. Be prepared to twist a few arms. Several executives I spoke with told me they identify women who have the right criteria, and ask them to apply. It doesn’t mean a woman will get the job—but she certainly won’t get it if her name isn’t in the pool to begin with.
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