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Difference must be not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between which our creativity can spark . . . Only then does the necessity for interdependency become unthreatening.

—Audre Lorde







 



Introduction

We Can’t Fix Problems We Refuse to Notice


I never wanted to think of myself as a victim, a person harmed by injustice at work. Even less did I want to think of myself as a perpetrator, a person who causes harm or contributes to injustice. And so I didn’t think about it. I marched through my career ignoring the unfair disadvantages and advantages I had, the ways I was automatically underestimated and overestimated.

If you’d asked me five years ago whether being a white woman had an impact on my work, I would’ve shrugged and said, “Not really.”

It’s hard for the author of Radical Candor to admit, but I was in denial. I worked in Memphis, Boston, New York, Silicon Valley, Paris, Moscow, Jerusalem, Pristina, and elsewhere. I have managed teams that spanned the globe, from Japan to China to Australia to India to Ireland to Brazil to Mexico. But wherever you go, there you are. I was always a woman and there was always gender injustice, everywhere. I also had a host of privileges1 that made my life easier, usually in ways I didn’t like to think about. I was always white, and there was always racial injustice, everywhere. I was never poor, and there is always economic injustice, everywhere. I was always straight, and there is always homophobia, everywhere.

To expose the depths of my refusal to recognize reality, let me tell you about my first job after college. This happened in 1991. I was 23 years old and I’d taken a job working for a private equity firm.

It all started with an anecdote. Robert (not his real name),2 the CEO of the firm, had a story he loved to tell about going to the Bolshoi Ballet with some of our company’s Soviet partners. The first time (but certainly not the last) I heard the story was at the end of a strategy meeting. Here’s how Robert told it:

“So, the ballet is finally over, and Vladimir leans over and whispers, ‘Robert, do you like ballerinas?’”

Robert mimicked how he felt taken aback by the question and said, “Sure.”

“But, Robert,” the Russian factory director hissed, “which ballerina?”

Robert looked around at his audience—three young men and me—with raised eyebrows. “He was offering to deliver the ballerina of my choice to my hotel room!”

The men laughed, half in admiration and half in disbelief, but I felt sick to my stomach. How could they possibly think this was funny?

“Did you take him up on his offer?” one of the young men asked. “Do you think he could really deliver?”

Here Robert glanced in my direction and then turned the full force of his self-righteous glare on the young man. “No, of course not. I am not that sort of person. But, yes, I think he could have delivered.”

The young men were impressed. I was horrified.

Robert seemed to think he’d done enough by not availing himself of the offer. Robert is no hero in this story, but I do know he and the other men on my team shared my belief that human trafficking was immoral. Yet when we were working with a partner who claimed it was his right to procure for Robert any dancer he wanted, nobody said a damn word—including me. Robert turned the whole thing into a “funny” anecdote, as if laughing at the situation made the whole thing not quite real. Denial.

Not long afterward, I learned that I was being paid significantly less than the market salary for my role. A friend of mine in a similar job told me she was being paid four times more than me. My friend explained her salary was the market rate, what the guys got paid. When I told my boss, Thomas, this, he exclaimed, “She must be sleeping with her boss!” That was BS, and I said so. When I asked Thomas for a raise, he acted as though I were putting him in an unreasonably difficult position with Robert, the CEO. A legend in our business, Robert was known equally for his success as a contrarian investor and his explosive personality. I suspected that Thomas didn’t think I’d talk to Robert myself.

At the first opportunity I asked Robert for a meeting and soon found myself facing him in a conference room. He was seated comfortably in an armchair. Something about his big belly and unruly white hair gave him a benevolent appearance, like Santa Claus. He motioned toward a small wooden chair opposite him. At first he was genial, if patronizing. “You know that our Russian partners call you my secret weapon.” He laughed uproariously, and I tried to laugh along, not quite sure what was so funny. When I raised the issue of my salary, the shift was immediate: Santa Claus was gone. Now he resembled a bird of prey. His piercing glare and furrowed gray eyebrows made it clear that he wasn’t used to being challenged, especially not by the likes of me. He stared at me unblinkingly for what seemed like several minutes.

“I don’t know what makes you think you’re underpaid, but I can assure you it wouldn’t be fair to the others to pay you more,” he said with a note of finality, and put his hands on the arms of the chair as if he was about to get up. But I had come prepared with data about my peers and average salaries in the industry, and I forced myself to put my evidence forward. My data pissed him off.

“If I paid you that much, you’d make more than my daughter makes. I know you don’t want to come between me and my daughter.” This non sequitur was so egregious that I didn’t even bother pointing out that his daughter was a teacher, or that the solution to not paying teachers enough wasn’t to lower the salaries of women but not men in finance. I didn’t dare say that because Robert was really angry, almost unhinged. The conversation ended abruptly.

Today, 30 years later, I know that Robert’s response was classic gaslighting.3 At age 23, though, his irrational rejection of my reasonable argument made me wonder if I’d done something wrong. What had I failed to understand? Unfortunately, gaslighting works, unless you know how to confront it—which I did not. Instead, I tried not to think about the issue of unfair pay anymore.

Our team spent most of our time in Moscow collaborating with our Soviet partners. While in Moscow, we lived and worked together in a big house provided to the project by the Soviet Ministry of Defense. My boss, Thomas, and I were frequently traveling together all over Russia and Ukraine all the time, eating most of our meals together. When he confided to me that he had a serious and chronic medical condition and feared that he might not live much past 40, I started to worry about him. One night after we’d been up late working on some financial projections, he kissed me—and promptly burst into tears. He told me he was a virgin and deeply afraid that he would die that way. I made sure that he didn’t. Friends later told me I’d been played. Maybe I had been. Either way, I’m glad Thomas is alive and well today. I don’t wish him ill, but I do wish he’d been held accountable.

Sleeping with my boss was a big mistake. I own it. Well, half of it. Problem was, I paid for all of it. When Robert heard about our relationship, he told Thomas to inform me that I had to move out of the group house in Moscow. Thomas complied. Knowing that Thomas was not a good advocate for me, I talked to Robert myself. “Russia is a sexist society,” Robert told me. “I am worried the Soviet government will think we are not using the house appropriately if there are young women living in it.”

I was speechless with anger. Robert was putting me in harm’s way by making me rent an apartment. Not only did I now have to find an illegal sublet on my own in Soviet Moscow, but the U.S. Embassy had recently issued an alert that the metro was considered unsafe for Americans. Since Moscow had no reliable taxi service, I would have to hail down random cars to get to and from work; a friend of mine had recently been forced to jump from a speeding car when the driver she’d hailed decided to make a detour through a deserted park.

I found an illegal sublet, took my chances with transport, and tried not to think about how unfair and dangerous the situation was. I even continued to date Thomas for a couple more months until he told me—again weeping—that the woman he really loved didn’t return his feelings. He seemed to expect me to hug him and tell him it didn’t matter because I loved him so much. He’d finally hit the wall between my himpathy4 and my dignity. I broke up with him. Unfortunately, he was still my boss.

Consensual relationships in which one person has positional power over another (e.g., one person is the boss of the other) often become psychologically abusive, especially after they end. Ours was no exception. One evening I was sitting in the lobby of a hotel where we were staying on a business trip, reading the newspaper. Thomas walked by and snatched the paper from my hands, announcing, “Directors read before analysts.” He’d taken to doing this sort of thing all the time.

Fred, Thomas’s boss, who was with us on this business trip, observed the incident and followed me to the elevator. Fred knew about the relationship and was working to get me transferred to another manager. We had also talked about my salary, and he’d gotten me a small bump up. He’d become a trusted mentor.

“He was really nasty back there,” Fred said, with just enough sympathy to make my tears of anger well up.

I nodded as the elevator ascended to the floor where my room was. I was counting by prime numbers in my head to control my emotions, a trick that I had learned from a high school math teacher. Fred held out his arms for a hug. Partly because I trusted him and partly because a hug would prevent him from seeing me cry, I walked into his arms. Next thing I knew, he was grinding his erect penis into me. Mercifully the elevator door opened; I ducked under his arm and darted out. I’ve rarely felt so alone or under siege. But I put the whole thing out of my mind.5 I’d like to think a young woman today, post #MeToo, would feel emboldened to respond differently if the same thing happened to her. I don’t think that’s something we can take for granted, though. These things still happen and they are still hard to respond to.

A few weeks after this Robert came to Moscow with Peter, his chief of staff, and Emmett, who was a partner at the firm. I noticed that Emmett was reading a worn copy of Pride and Prejudice. Seeing him reading one of my favorite novels made me decide to open up and try to have a conversation with him. We started with books and moved on to reality. Emmett agreed with me that my salary, which was half what it should’ve been even after my recent bump up, was unfair. He also told me he was horrified that I had been thrown out of the company housing. “Seems like Thomas should’ve been the one to go,” he muttered. He told me he’d already brought it up with Robert, but to no avail. Even though his intervention didn’t improve my pay or my housing, it meant a lot. He’d validated my sense of injustice. Emmett was a real lifeline. I’d routinely been awakened at 3:00 A.M. by all the thoughts and anger I’d repressed all day long: Was I the one being irrational, or were these men I was working with the irrational ones? Knowing that someone saw things the way I did helped me sleep through the night.

Emmett suggested I talk to Peter, who had a lot of influence. I went to Peter, who responded sympathetically and suggested we discuss it over dinner. I agreed and felt a flicker of hope: perhaps things might work out after all. A few hours later, he told me that he’d been unable to get a reservation at the restaurant he had in mind, so he’d just bring the food over to my apartment. This felt off to me, but I didn’t know how to say no.

He arrived with the food, and as we sat down across from each other at the dining table, he once again expressed sympathy for my position. This was a stressful industry, he said. Stress was hard for women. He wouldn’t want his sister to find herself in my situation. I said I didn’t feel stressed, but I was angry about being underpaid. Peter nodded, but his tone began to change as he told me that he’d grown up in a country where virtually everyone was underpaid, in ways I couldn’t even imagine as an American. I saw what he was doing—trying to make me feel guilty about asking for more money when so many people in the world were so much worse off than me. I also knew he was being hypocritical, since he was making probably 20 times my salary. My peers who were men were making twice my salary, but he would never have given them a guilt trip. Even though I knew all this, his ploy worked. I found myself feeling pushy, greedy.

Before I knew what was happening, he had come over to my side of the table and started massaging my shoulders from behind. I just sat there: tense, paralyzed, and creeped out.

People often criticize women for not immediately leaving situations such as this. But this was one of the top guys in the company. He had what seemed like unlimited power over me. He was also in my apartment. Where was I going to go?

It only took Peter about 30 seconds—an extremely long and uncomfortable 30 seconds—to reach over my shoulder and touch my breast. That spurred me into action. I jumped up, opened the door to my apartment, and ran down the stairs out into the street. I looked over my shoulder to make sure he wasn’t following. As I strode along in the cold Moscow night air, I laughed to myself, thinking how foolish he must feel all by himself in my apartment. I wondered how I’d had the sudden insight to realize that I was safer alone at night on the streets of Moscow than in my own home with an executive at the company where I worked.

Needless to say, the raise didn’t happen.

Did I tell HR about any of these incidents? I did not. There were many reasons, but a big one is that I feared that the situation with Thomas would come back to bite me. People would say that Fred and Peter knew about Thomas and would speculate that if I’d dated Thomas, I must be open to dating other co-workers. I knew this was BS. Just because I’d dated Thomas did not give Fred the right to frot6 me without my consent in the elevator or Peter the right to grab my breast. Yet I also knew these absurd insinuations would somehow work, like Robert’s gaslighting me about my salary. It was a fight I was unlikely to win.

Not only would my character be questioned, so would my competence. One of the first things that people say to women reporting sexual misconduct is “Make sure your performance is beyond reproach.” Despite how I was being treated, I had done good work. But, let’s face it, none of us can do our best work when being treated that way. In my next job I was able to do my best work. I created a business that was on a $100 million/year run rate within two years. I believe that better working conditions were critical to that success. If Robert had paid me fairly, had put in place the kinds of checks and balances that would have discouraged Peter and Fred’s predatory behavior, it might have been one of the best investments he ever made. This is a universe-through-a-grain-of-sand way of explaining why diverse, well-functioning teams are good for business.

Back to why I didn’t report Robert to HR. I was 23 years old and just starting out in my career. Robert was the firm’s founder, CEO, and majority shareholder. There were no checks on his power. I decided my best option was to get the hell out of there and find a new job. Emmett, the same partner who had intervened with Robert about my salary, introduced me to a different firm. They offered me a job—at a market salary.

To my surprise, Robert wanted to talk to me when he heard I was quitting. Once again, he reacted angrily, calling me disloyal. And once again, I found myself speechless. What I wanted to say was, “What in the *&^% did you give me to be loyal to? You treat human trafficking as though it’s a joke, you underpay me, you yell at me when I ask for a raise, and you create an environment in which it’s safe for your executives to grab my boob and grind their dicks into me on the elevator and not safe for me to report it!”

Unfortunately, I didn’t say any of that—in part because I would’ve been forced to describe exactly what happened. And I suspected that if I used the words that accurately described what had happened, I would be shamed, but Fred and Peter would not be held accountable.

So I simply said, “Robert, they are paying me twice what you paid me.”

“So it’s all about the money for you, is it?” Robert replied. As if his own career in finance hadn’t been motivated by the desire to make money. As if a woman were suspect for expecting to earn a fair salary.



This was my very first job out of college, and I left it more than a little broken. All these experiences felt of a piece and yet also separate and different from one another. I couldn’t make sense of them. It was so much easier for me to notice what was wrong with the Soviet Union than it was to admit that something was not right in my own environment. The injustices and inefficiencies of the Soviet system were easier for me to recognize because they had nothing to do with me. I could observe clearly that injustice—the imprisonment of dissenters and the trafficking of ballerinas—was part of what brought that system down. And the fact that the system just didn’t work—toilet paper and bread were hard to come by in Moscow—also brought it down. Communism (like fascism) was as ineffective as it was unjust.

I was both fascinated and puzzled by how such a corrupt and dysfunctional regime had perpetuated itself for so long. This curiosity was part of what propelled me to attend business school. And yet for years I failed to recognize that my lifelong interest in building the kinds of environments that allowed people to do the best work of their lives and to enjoy doing it was also rooted in my own personal experience at that private equity firm (which fell apart along with the Soviet regime).

That first job was so deeply disorienting, in fact, that it took me 30 years to come up with a theory that united my intellectual questions about how to build just working environments with my personal experiences of being mistreated at work. This book is the result of that effort.

I can now parse the problem I experienced in that job, break it down into its component parts, and begin to identify effective responses to each. The workplace injustice I experienced felt monolithic, but, with the benefit of 20/20 hindsight, I can now understand that it wasn’t. Workplace injustice is actually six different problems: bias, prejudice, bullying, discrimination, verbal harassment, and physical violations. This book will go deep on each of these attitudes and behaviors to identify how leaders, observers, people harmed, and even people who cause harm can respond in a way that moves us toward Just Work—an environment in which everyone can collaborate and respect one another’s individuality. It will also explore the dynamics between these attitudes and behaviors and the systems leaders create that either reinforce or interrupt these bad dynamics.
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Gender injustice doesn’t exist in a vacuum. It’s affected by and affects other forms of injustice in the workplace and beyond. Bias, prejudice, bullying, discrimination, harassment, and physical violations combine differently for me than they do for other people. The only way we can combat workplace injustice is if we move forward together. It wouldn’t simplify the issue for me to consider only the problems encountered by straight white women with Ivy League degrees and more than their fair share of economic resources; rather, that approach would make the problem impossible to solve.7

While writing this book, I found that I learned the most about how to address workplace injustice at what Kimberlé Crenshaw calls the intersections8 where gender injustice meets racial injustice, where gender injustice meets economic injustice, where the fight for women’s rights meets the fight for gay rights, where the recognition of how language creates a bias against people who are disabled meets the recognition of how language creates a bias against women.9

These intersections were distressing places for me to find myself because at each one I was both the victim and the perpetrator. I didn’t want to be either. But we can’t fix problems we refuse to notice. Only when I recognize the way my privilege harms others can I lay it down. The intersections may have felt uncomfortable, but they were also where the most healing happened, where I found the most wisdom, where I could breathe freely and notice things as they really are. When I pushed through the discomfort, I could feel an ancient tension melting in my shoulders. In these intersections I found both practical and moral lessons for the workplace.

Inequities in corporations and institutions are not only unfair; they are ineffective. According to a McKinsey study, “companies in the bottom quartile for both gender and ethnic/cultural diversity were 29% less likely to achieve above-average profitability than were all other companies in our data set. In short, not only were they not leading, they were lagging.”10 Homogeneous teams underperform.

Homogeneous teams tend to be self-reinforcing because so many people have homogeneous networks. Hiring committees will take more chances on people who are less qualified but who have connections. It can be very difficult to get in the door if you don’t have a connection, no matter how good your skills are.11

And the underrepresented people who do get hired can’t possibly achieve their potential if the environment isn’t inclusive. I could not do my best work after being frotted. This reinforces the bias that people who are underrepresented are not good at the job, and that bias plays out in hiring decisions. The firm then winds up with homogeneous teams, which on average underperform diverse teams. Innovation and productivity suffer.12 It’s hard to miss what you don’t have, but when the competition has it, the problems show up in the bottom line.

For both moral and practical reasons we all have a role to play in creating Just Work. I will offer strategies for people harmed by injustice, acknowledging that we can’t expect victims to take on the full burden. I will also offer strategies for people who observe workplace injustice, so they can become upstanders, not bystanders; for people who cause harm to learn to recognize how their behaviors poison a team’s ability to collaborate; and for leaders, so they can learn not only to react effectively when such issues arise but also to prevent injustice from occurring in the first place.

This book is about the things we can do, now, to create just, effective work environments. I don’t have the answer to all the world’s problems. But the fact that we can’t fix everything is not a good reason to do nothing. If we don’t intervene, we reinforce vicious cycles in which injustice compounds over time. Unjust dynamics are all too common but not inevitable. We can learn to notice the connection between unexamined attitudes and behaviors that cause real harm. We can recognize how the systems we have created perpetuate injustice, and we can change those systems. And when we take proactive measures to create the kinds of working environments where we respect one another’s individuality and collaborate more effectively, we all enjoy our jobs and our colleagues more, make better decisions, and become more successful.13

I will explore how we can Just Work by telling stories from my own career about times I got things right and other times when I failed to respond as I wish I had. This book is an effort to make sense of my personal experiences in a way that I hope helps others make sense of theirs—and helps us all build more equitable working environments. As author and designer Kat Holmes wrote, “Solve for one, extend to many.”14

Since you’ll be hearing so many of my stories, I’ll tell you a little bit about myself. Despite the inauspicious professional start described above, I’ve been blessed with a happy and successful career. Much of that was made possible not only by hard work but also because I have automatically been included and overestimated on a number of dimensions. That I was born a white, straight American citizen in good health and comfortable economic circumstances does not make me automatically guilty; but a refusal to recognize—let alone address—the injustices suffered by people who don’t have these privileges would be wrong. Likewise, being a woman doesn’t make me automatically a victim; but denying the harm that has been done to me as a woman in the workplace leaves me and others more vulnerable to being harmed, not less. This book is my effort to begin the long process of coming to grips with my denial, and righting that wrong.

I grew up in Memphis, Tennessee, the daughter of a lawyer and a homemaker. Everyone in my family went to college, as far back on both sides as I know about. Everyone in my family is white, hailing from England or Ireland originally. Raised as a Christian Scientist, I went to a private Episcopalian girls’ school from kindergarten through graduation from high school. From the time I was five, I was groomed for all the things it takes to get into college. With a lot of encouragement from dedicated teachers, many, many SAT prep classes, and tons of hard work since my IQ is nothing special, I got into Princeton, where I studied Russian literature. My parents and grandparents paid for my college, so I graduated debt-free, which gave me the freedom to take risks. Those risks paid off. Privilege compounds.

I lived and worked in Moscow from 1990 to 1994. This is where I got my first management experience, starting up a diamond-cutting factory, and where my lifelong obsession with good management began. Some working environments created misery and suboptimal results, whereas others created joy and got sh*t done. Why? My road to find out took me from Harvard Business School to serving as CEO of two tech start-ups, to being an executive at Google and Apple, to coaching the CEOs of Dropbox, Qualtrics, and Twitter. Eventually I wrote a book about what I’d learned, Radical Candor: Be a Kick-Ass Boss Without Losing Your Humanity.

When I published Radical Candor, I joked that it was a guerrilla feminist text—even if all the feminism was buried in the subtext. Embarrassingly, I failed to notice the irony here: that I had encoded a clandestine message about equitable work environments in a book about candor. I was not living in accordance with my personal philosophy.

Radical Candor did a great job painting a picture of how things ought to be at work: we get more done and we like each other better when we care personally and challenge directly. But I couldn’t create BS-free zones at work if I was in denial about the nature of the BS. And here was the thing I didn’t want to admit, even to myself. Radical Candor worked. But it didn’t work equally well for everyone.

Many women told me that Radical Candor felt risky. One woman at a large multinational oil company raised her hand and said she came by Radical Candor naturally, and she believed it had cost her a promotion. I acknowledged that this was probably true. When a woman is radically candid, she often gets called bitchy, abrasive, bossy, and so on. Furthermore, the competence/likability bias is real. Radical Candor helps you be more competent at your job. But for women there is a rub: the more competent she is, the less people, including her boss, like her. And when the boss doesn’t like you, it’s hard to get promoted. Is this a reason to be less competent? No, of course not. But it puts women in an unfair catch-22. The relief and gratitude on her face when I acknowledged this reality in a way that simultaneously educated the men in the audience was unforgettable.

This kind of bias impacted the ability of different people to employ Radical Candor in different ways. James, a participant in a seminar I led, pointed out how differently people respond to him than to me when each of us is radically candid. He was correct. I am a short white woman. He is a tall Black man. We share a problem: people often have incorrect preconceptions about who we are based on our height, gender, and race; as a result, people are apt to misinterpret or underestimate us. Both of us have experienced bias, prejudice, bullying, harassment, discrimination, and physical violence—but in very different ways. It would have been ignorant of me to say that the way I dealt with my version of the problem was the way he should deal with his version. At the same time, I did learn some new approaches by listening to his experiences, and I hope my stories helped him, too.

Black women told me that they felt Radical Candor was a riskier strategy for them than for white women. When I did a training at a company led by Michelle, a CEO who is Black, she told me she had to be exceedingly careful when she offered Radical Candor. “If I seem even a tiny bit annoyed, people accuse me of being an angry Black woman,” she explained.15 “It is an age-old stereotype.” Only at that moment did I realize that I’d known her for the better part of a decade and had never once seen her appear stressed or angry. What did that repression cost her? Why had I never noticed this extra tax she had to pay?

Radical Candor worked, but it was easier for straight white men to put it into practice than for anyone else. That was a problem. And even these men reported feeling unsafe. After talks and workshops, men often told me that practicing Radical Candor with their women colleagues also felt risky. Some straight men were afraid that “caring personally” would be misinterpreted as somehow romantic or sexual. Other men said they were concerned that their attempts to be candid would be viewed as “mansplaining.” Of course, mansplaining is rarely used as an excuse for denying a man a promotion, whereas “abrasiveness” is frequently given as a reason not to promote a woman. Nevertheless, these concerns are real, and they must be addressed if we are to solve the problem of workplace injustice.

One man, John, told me about a meeting in which a marketing executive, Susan, named the launch of her team’s major marketing program Rolling Thunder. The name felt catchy for a massive and wide-ranging media campaign, but John was worried that Susan didn’t realize that it had also been the name of a disastrous bombing campaign during the Vietnam War that led to tens of thousands of civilian casualties. He kept this fact to himself, however, for fear of being accused of mansplaining.

I knew Susan well enough to feel certain she would have been grateful for the information. I also knew that John cared deeply about creating opportunities for all the people who worked with him, regardless of their gender. He wasn’t trying to punish Susan with his silence; he was genuinely reluctant to speak up. This kind of fear and distrust erodes collaboration on a team. It’s bad for results, it’s bad for relationships, and it’s bad for morale.

This book is equally for John and for Susan, for James and for Michelle, for my son and my daughter. And while many of my stories will center on gender and race, I hope the solutions will extend to workplace injustice in all its manifestations. Once we learn how to interrupt one kind of bias, it’s easier to change the often unconscious thought patterns that can lead to other kinds of bias, or worse. When we clean up these misconceptions and the behaviors that go with them, we build happier, more productive workplaces.


TRYING TO JUST WORK IN 2020

I started this book in the summer of 2017. As I wrote, world events kept exposing the injustices that corrupt not only the workplace but society more broadly. Denial was becoming more and more impossible. #MeToo highlighted gender injustice as never before. Then Covid-19 made economic and racial injustice all too evident. The murders of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd sparked a movement that made it impossible to ignore violence against Black people in the U.S.

While my husband cared for our children as they Zoomed into school from their bedrooms, I retreated to a shed in the backyard—the trifecta of quarantine privileges: a husband willing to take on the lion’s share of domestic responsibilities, a backyard, a shed already built in the backyard—and edited this book. Unemployment hit Great Depression levels and Congress went on recess without providing unemployment benefits for those in need. Next, California caught fire and the smoke drove me from the shed back into the house, where it was much harder to Just Work.

In this context, I came across a sentence I’d written just six months previously: “Organizations, because of their scale and ability to enforce norms of conduct, have the potential to change the culture in the place where most of us spend most of our time: at work.” It had seemed like a reasonable assertion when I first wrote it. But now, that sentence seemed like a prime example of what I’ll call in this book “oblivious exclusion.” With so many people out of work, and those who do have jobs wondering how to do them in the current realities, is Just Work just another privilege, inaccessible to most?

No, Just Work is more urgent than ever. Why? High ethical standards are important in good times and bad, but creating more just workplaces at a time when jobs are scarce is especially important, because employees are especially vulnerable. And we as a society have a lot to attend to: an economic crisis, a social crisis, an environmental crisis. We can’t afford to screw around. Just Work is fair and effective. Injustice is both immoral and inefficient.

It’s impossible to know as I finish this book what kind of world it will be launched into. Will the economy come roaring back as it did after the Great Depression, forcing leaders to create better working environments or risk losing the war for talent? Or will mass unemployment make it risky for employees to raise issues of injustice? Will more people work from home, and if they do, will men step up on the domestic front, or will we return to a 1950s division of labor that makes it impossible for women to Just Work? I hope it’s the former not the latter, but early indicators show it’s probably the latter. The Women in the Workplace 2020 report16 indicates that due to Covid-19, one in four women are considering downshifting their careers or leaving the workforce. However, it’s too soon to say what the impact will be.

What I do know is this. These times are filled with grief, but also with optimism. Black Lives Matter, still going strong and by many measures already the largest protest movement in American history with 15 million to 26 million protesters,17 has reminded people around the world that we have the opportunity to unite and remake our institutions, including our workplaces. The injustices and inequalities in our society are not new, but they do seem much more pronounced and evident now. And when we notice and name problems, we are more likely to fix them.18 The year 2020 laid injustice so bare that we can no longer refuse to notice it. We now have an opportunity to unite and learn to live up to our ideals.

Workplace injustice is a human problem we must solve together, not an issue that pits any one group of people against another. To the extent that there’s a culture war in the workplace, the struggle is between the people who are committed to taking action to create just working environments versus those who are not. Whoever we are, whatever our role, wherever we are, it is about consciously choosing to join this struggle. There is room for all of us. We are all needed.

So many millions of people are more aware now than ever that we—all of us—tend to underestimate some people and overestimate others. We undervalue and therefore underutilize some people and promote others beyond their level of competence. This tendency is ineffective and unjust. The goal is to give everyone the opportunity to do work they love and to enjoy collaborating with their colleagues, free from the inefficiency and resentment that unjust treatment breeds. This is a lofty goal; the best way I know to make progress is to set lofty goals, continually measure the gap between the goals and the realities, and to work day by day to close that gap.

The fundamental premise of this book is that there are things each of us can do to eliminate injustice from the workplace. A dozen different catalysts could have brought you to this book. Perhaps you’ve been hired to create a more diverse and inclusive work culture. You may be concerned about the treatment of the only transgender person on your team. Or maybe you looked around and realized that everyone on your team is a white man, and this struck you for the first time as a problem you need to solve for everyone. Whatever reason you began this book, my goal is that you will finish it with an ability to parse problems you are confronting and with several strategies for how to address them so that you and the people around you can Just Work. Today.







 



PART ONE:

THE ROOT CAUSES OF WORKPLACE INJUSTICE

Bias, Prejudice, and Bullying


How to Confront Each Effectively

What gets in the way of basic fairness1 at work? In my experience, there are three root causes of workplace injustice: bias, prejudice, and bullying. Each is different and must be considered separately if we are to come up with the most effective ways to combat each. When a power imbalance is present, things get much worse quickly—discrimination, harassment, and physical violations occur. We’ll consider these problems in Part Two. Let’s start by examining how to root out the root causes.


PROBLEMS

Before we begin, let me offer some supershort definitions and a simple framework to help keep us oriented in a problem that can be very disorienting.

Bias2 is “not meaning it.” Bias, often called unconscious bias, comes from the part of our mind that jumps to conclusions, usually without our even being aware of it.3 These conclusions and assumptions aren’t always wrong, but they often are, especially when they reflect stereotypes. We do not have to be the helpless victims of our brains. We can learn to slow down and question our biases.

Prejudice is “meaning it.” Unfortunately, when we stop to think, we don’t always come up with the best answer, either. Sometimes we rationalize our biases and they harden into prejudices.4 In other words, we justify our biases rather than challenging their flawed assumptions and stereotypes.

Bullying is “being mean”: the intentional, repeated use of in-group status or power to harm or humiliate others.5 Sometimes bullying comes with prejudice, but often it’s a more instinctive behavior. There may be no thought or ideology at all behind it. It can be a plan or just an animal instinct to dominate, to coerce.



RESPONSES

The most effective responses match the problem we’re trying to solve. To root out bias, prejudice, and bullying we must respond to each differently.

In my experience, when people’s biases are pointed out to them clearly and compassionately, they usually correct them and apologize.

Prejudice, however, is a conscious and ingrained belief. People don’t change their prejudices simply because someone points them out. Holding up a mirror doesn’t help—people like what they see. What’s important is to draw a clear boundary between people’s right to believe whatever they want and their freedom to impose their prejudices on others.

Bullying has to incur real consequences to be stopped. If bullies were swayed by being aware of the harm they are doing to the people they are bullying, they wouldn’t be treating other people badly in the first place. Usually they are trying to hurt someone. Pointing out the pain they are inflicting doesn’t make them stop and may even encourage them to double down.

Your degrees of freedom and responsibility when confronting bias, prejudice, and bullying depend on your role. Chapter 1 describes the different roles we all play, and chapters 2–5 describe specific things you can do to confront these attitudes and behaviors, depending on what role you play. No matter what role you play, though, it’s important to understand the perspective of the people in the other roles if you want your attempts to combat the problem to be effective. Also, the better you understand each role, the more skilled you will be if you later find yourself intentionally or accidentally in that role. The shared goal is to create an environment in which everyone can do better work and be happier while they are doing it.
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Roles and Responsibilities

Who Is Responsible for Fixing These Problems? Everyone.


In any instance of injustice you encounter at work, you will play at least one of four different roles: person harmed, upstander, person who caused harm, or leader. Each of these roles has its own responsibilities.

As you consider these roles, recognize that they are not fixed identities. Instead they are temporary parts you play. You may at different moments play all the roles. And sometimes, confusingly, you may even find yourself in two or more roles at once.

Our active awareness that we are playing one or more roles in certain moments reminds us that these roles are neither static nor conclusive. When we understand the perspectives of people playing the other roles, we can come up with better strategies for responding in a way that creates real change. We can take a broader view of ourselves and others as people who can always learn and improve. This distinction is of the utmost importance because it allows us to grow and change after harmful incidents rather than feel we will forever be defined by them.

In the stories I’ll tell, sometimes I am the person harmed; sometimes I am the person who causes harm; sometimes I observe harm being done; and sometimes I am the leader whose job it is to prevent harm from being done. In some of these stories, I respond badly or not at all. In others, it seems impossible for me to do my job. Occasionally I feel good about my response.

A key goal of this book is to build compassion for ourselves in all the roles and to develop strategies for responding more effectively to workplace injustice, no matter what role we find ourselves in.


ROLE: PERSON HARMED



CHOOSE YOUR RESPONSE

If you’re on the receiving end of workplace injustice, your responsibility is first and foremost to yourself. This means remembering that you get to choose your response, even when your choices are hard or limited. Recognizing those choices, evaluating their costs and benefits, and choosing one of them can help to restore your sense of agency. Even when you have been victimized, you have a choice in how you respond. When you make that choice, put yourself first. You have a right to act in self-defense.

In my experience, no one who has suffered injustice wants to keep quiet about it. One’s initial instinct is to speak out. Yet that instinct then gets repressed in a thousand different ways. In fact, psychologist Jennifer Freyd’s research shows that when you’re in a dependent state (e.g., you need a paycheck), it becomes harder for your brain to encode the injustice in memory, let alone speak out about it.1 And that repression, that loss of ability to speak out, is debilitating—sometimes even more harmful than the original experience. How can we learn to recognize the injustice so that we can respond in a way that restores our sense of freedom and agency?

While this book will offer a number of suggestions, I am all about choices, not additional pressure. In some instances of workplace abuse, there may be considerable pressure on a victim to come forward—even when the risks are both obvious and considerable. I do not want to encourage people harmed to make any choices that will harm them further.

I offer this observation. Confrontation has obvious costs and hidden benefits; silence has hidden costs and obvious benefits. The more aware you are of both the obvious costs and the hidden benefits, the better your decision will be. If you weigh the consequences and decide to confront the injustice, this book will offer specific suggestions for how to do so in a way that doesn’t destroy your career; I also acknowledge there’s wisdom in choosing your battles. Choosing not to respond is a legitimate choice, and nobody, least of all me, should judge you for making it. Either way, making a conscious choice enables you to reclaim your sense of agency.

Finally, if you later regret whatever decision you did make, cut yourself some slack. Beating yourself up for not responding the “right” way just adds insult to injury; don’t forget that you were the wronged party in the first place! Self-forgiveness doesn’t mean ignoring our regrets. It means acknowledging how hard it is to confront workplace injustice, forgiving ourselves for missed opportunities, and doing our best to learn and do better next time.



ROLE: OBSERVER UPSTANDER



INTERVENE. DON’T JUST WATCH

The word “observer” suggests passivity. If you witness injustice and want to help fight it, you need to be an upstander who proactively finds a way to support people harmed, not a passive bystander who simply watches harm being done, perhaps feeling bad about it but not doing anything about it.

When you notice injustice, whether it’s small or large, you have a responsibility to take action. And you have an obligation to notice it: being unaware does not give you absolution. Admittedly, you can’t always solve the problem. But you can always show solidarity with the person who is being harmed, and that acknowledgment—that “something is wrong here”—is invaluable.



ROLE: PERSON CAUSING HARM



LISTEN AND ADDRESS

Maybe you didn’t mean to cause harm, maybe you were unaware of how what you said or did affected the person. Or maybe you actually meant to inflict harm, but you didn’t expect anyone to notice. Maybe you were just angry on that particular day or felt threatened. Maybe you later regretted what you had done.

The fact remains, you harmed another person, and now someone’s pointing it out to you. How are you going to react? Are you going to explode in a defensive/aggressive rage? Are you going to be coldly dismissive? Or are you going to take the complaint to heart?

It doesn’t feel good when someone tells you you’ve harmed them, particularly when that wasn’t your intention. But as with critical feedback of any kind, consider it a gift. Feedback can help you learn to be more considerate, to avoid harming other people, and (at minimum) to correct your behavior before it escalates and causes greater harm and/or gets you into serious trouble. Listen to what you’re being told and address it.



ROLE: LEADER



PREVENT AND REPAIR

One of the great joys of leadership is the opportunity to create a collaborative, respectful working environment. A healthy organization is not merely an absence of unpleasant symptoms. Creating a just working environment is about eliminating bad behavior and reinforcing collaborative, respectful behavior. That means teaching people not to allow bias to cloud judgment, not to allow people to impose their prejudices on others; it means creating consequences for bullying and preventing discrimination, harassment, and physical violations from occurring on your team. Workplace injustice is not inevitable. There are specific actions you can take so that you and your team can love the work and working together, so that you can all get sh*t done, fast and fair. And once you start taking these actions, you set in place a virtuous cycle.
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What It Looks Like When Everyone Plays Their Role

Emelia Holden, a waitress at a pizzeria in Savannah, Georgia, felt someone grab her butt as she was printing the check. She turned, grabbed the man’s shirt, and threw him to the ground, saying, “You don’t touch me!”2 Her manager, having observed the customer grope Emelia, called the police. Other waiters and cooks came out and surrounded the man so he couldn’t leave. The police arrested the man on charges of sexual battery, a misdemeanor.

Let’s look at the circumstances that allowed Emelia to safely defend herself:

First, Emelia had both the will and the physical strength to respond as she did. But her ability to stand up for herself was not the only reason this story ended in justice being served.

It’s not hard to imagine a workplace where the boss would have accused Emelia of overreacting and fired her; or one where her manager might not have witnessed the incident or come to her defense. Her co-workers, instead of surrounding the accused, might have feared for their own jobs and looked the other way. And the police could have taken Emelia, rather than the man who grabbed her, away in handcuffs.

Happily, almost everyone had a good response in this case. Emilia had the agency and strength to defend herself. Her manager was committed to protecting his employees from predatory patrons and had installed a camera. Her co-workers defended her. The police upheld Emelia’s right to self-defense. And they treated the man who grabbed her fairly. They looked for evidence before arresting him and did not use undue force. As we all know now, things very well may have ended tragically in this story if Emelia or the man who pinched her were Black. We all must commit to creating a more just police and legal system.

Just Work requires that each of us is clear about our role and our responsibility.



Navigation Bar

I’ve written that workplace injustice is not a monolithic problem. Its component parts are bias, prejudice, bullying, discrimination, harassment, and physical violations. The people who can address these problems are leaders, upstanders, people who cause harm, and people who are harmed. That’s a lot to keep in mind. This book will consider what we can do about each problematic attitude or behavior depending on what role we are playing. But to keep you oriented throughout, I’ll introduce a navigation bar at the bottom of odd-numbered pages. It will name the role being considered and circle the particular attitude or behavior that is being addressed. For example, when a section is explaining what leaders can do about bullying, you’ll see this:
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When a section is explaining what people harmed can do to distinguish between bias, prejudice, and bullying you’ll see this:
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For People Harmed

What to Say
When You Don’t Know
What to Say



Your silence will not protect you.

—Audre Lorde



The poet Claudia Rankine expresses the disorientation and discomfort of realizing that someone is incorrectly assuming things about you based on a stereotype:


What did he just say? Did she really just say that? Did I hear what I think I heard? Did that just come out of my mouth, his mouth, your mouth? The moment stinks … Then the voice in your head silently tells you to take your foot off your throat because just getting along shouldn’t be an ambition.1



Part of what makes it hard to respond in such moments is one’s uncertainty about where the person is coming from. Is this unconscious bias talking? Or does the person mean what they said? Or is the remark a power play of some kind, intended to intimidate?

In the spirit of “show, don’t tell,” here are three stories that illustrate just how complex even the briefest of interactions can be. In one sense, these were trivial encounters, each lasting less than 60 seconds. In another, they speak volumes.


Mr. Safety Pin
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I was just about to give a Radical Candor talk to the founders and executives of some of Silicon Valley’s hottest start-ups. A couple hundred men were at the conference. I was one of only a handful of women. Just as I was about to go onstage, one of the participants approached me, his lips pursed in frustration.

“I need a safety pin!” he hissed at me. He was clutching at his shirtfront—a button had popped off. Evidently, he assumed I was on the event-staff team. To prevent this situation, the conference organizers had given the event staff bright yellow T-shirts. But all he could notice was his need and my gender.

I didn’t know what to say. He was being rude and seemed almost panicked about his exposed belly. More striking than his rudeness was his utter certainty that it was my job to solve his problem. I was about to give my presentation, so I was a little agitated myself. Let’s slow the moment way down and explore why it was hard to know what to say.

I wanted to believe that Mr. Safety Pin was manifesting garden-variety unconscious gender bias when he assumed I was staffing the event. Not a federal offense. Most of us have made an incorrect assumption about another person’s role based on some personal attribute, and these moments are as painful as they are common. In these situations, often the best tactic for someone in my position is to lightly correct the error and move on: the classic “Sorry, I don’t work here” moment.

But maybe his comment had sprung not from unconscious bias but rather from conscious prejudice. Maybe he believed women should have support roles and not write books about leadership. Perhaps if I explained, “I need to prepare for my talk right now, so I can’t help you out,” he’d reply, “Oh. You must be the Radical Candor lady. I don’t believe in that soft, feminine leadership bullshit.” Unlikely, but certainly not impossible: That kind of thing has happened to me, more than once. If my attempt at a courteous response prompted him to reveal a conscious prejudice against women, it would piss me off, and that would make it harder for me to focus on my talk. I didn’t want to risk that.

Plus, there was a third possibility: bullying. What if I corrected him and he escalated, saying something like “Hey, lady, no need to get your panties all in a wad”? I wasn’t sure I would be able to resist the temptation to respond to that sort of obnoxious remark with something equally obnoxious: “I am here to teach you to be a kick-ass boss, not to fetch your safety pins!” And then I’d go onstage roiling mad at him, and at myself for losing my temper. I’d be knocked off my game.

There was another confounding factor here beyond gender: power and privilege. The man assumed he had a right to be rude to the people staffing the event. Perhaps when he realized I was a speaker, not a staffer, that I had the same economic and network privileges he did, he would apologize and snap into polite mode. But talking to anyone the way he’d talked to me was objectionable.

All this felt like too much for me to deal with in the five minutes before I walked onstage. So I said nothing, and the man stomped off, evidently wondering why I was refusing to do my job, muttering something about complaining to the event organizers about the unhelpful staff.

In hindsight, I was hamstrung by two sorts of confusion. The first, as outlined above, was my uncertainty about the attitude behind his behavior. Was it bias, prejudice, or bullying? The second confusion was about my role in the exchange. Was I the person harmed, the leader, or an upstander? And if I failed to live up to my responsibility in one of these roles, did that cast me as a person who caused harm?

In one sense, I was the person harmed. He was treating me rudely and I was worried about being distracted before an important talk. Correcting his misapprehensions in that moment shouldn’t have been my job. In another sense, though, I was a potential upstander: my failure to correct him meant that he might complain about the event staff—people who were more vulnerable than I was. But perhaps most important, as a speaker I was there in a leadership capacity, so I had an obligation to speak up.

In retrospect, my silence was bad for everyone: bad for the staff; bad for me, because I hadn’t lived in accordance with my own beliefs; and even bad for Mr. Safety Pin. Because by not pointing out his bias (if that’s what was behind his request), I was making it more likely that he’d repeat his mistake.



Fist-Bump

My colleague of many years Derek shared a story with me about his experience at a conference focused on building more inclusive workplaces for women, where attendees were ~90 percent women. Here’s what happened.

Derek is not the biggest fan of tactile greetings—hugs, handshakes, and the like—primarily because of the germ transfer inherent in such physical contact. So, when Derek goes to conferences, he prefers to fist-bump rather than to shake hands.2 In the Covid-19 world his reluctance feels understandable, but it was a little more unusual then.

Derek was having a great time at the conference, was learning a lot, and was fully engaged. He approached the keynote speaker, a major thinker/scholar on diversity and inclusion, to ask a clarifying question. When he introduced himself, she said, “Oh, yeah, the fist-bump guy.” When he questioned her, he learned that other participants at the conference had been gossiping about his preference for fist-bumping, attributing it to a “bro” attitude. Nobody had mentioned this to him directly. They were all talking behind his back—at a conference about inclusion.

Derek’s initial reaction was that he’d been unjustly accused; it was unfair for people to jump to the conclusion that he was a “tech bro.” That was certainly not how he saw himself, or how people who knew him well thought of him. Once he blew past his initial hurt at having been stereotyped, however, Derek’s curiosity took over. Was this assumption a form of bias, belief, or bullying? Probably bias. But maybe these women consciously believed all men in tech exhibited stereotypical tech-bro behavior. Or maybe it was bullying. Maybe these women were just doing to him what had been done to them all too often—singling him out because he was of the underrepresented gender.

This exploration led him to the insight that any majority group, irrespective of its composition, is capable of creating an exclusive environment. If this group of people—thought leaders around diversity and inclusion—were capable of creating an exclusive environment, any group could. Any majority group, especially a supermajority, is likely to create the conditions for bias, prejudice, and bullying. Usually accidentally, sometimes on purpose. And that, in turn, creates an environment that excludes or even feels hostile to those who are underrepresented.

Finally, Derek felt grateful for this clarifying moment of empathy. For years he had known intellectually that it was unfair that, on a team that was ~90 percent men, the smallest gesture of a woman might become a source of unkind gossip and unreasonable conclusions about her character. He had known it, but now he felt it.

It’s important to point out the difference between the safety-pin moment for me and the fist-bump moment for Derek. The “safety-pin” moments happen to me all the time, and the “fist-bump” moment was for Derek a unique experience. I am often one of very few women in a group because of systemic injustice that has caused women to be underrepresented in tech. I’ve been on too many teams that are all white because of systemic injustice that has caused white people to be overrepresented in tech. More on systemic injustice in chapters 9 and 10.



The Haircut
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A colleague who is gay had been hired to give a big presentation to a client. Unbeknownst to her, the client had found an old picture of her with long hair and sent it out to all the partners. They were expecting that hair. As it happened, she had since gotten a short haircut. Upon meeting her, the client complained that her short hair was “unprofessional.” Since all the men in the room had short hair, there was nothing inherently unprofessional about short hair. If she’d been wearing a more traditionally feminine business attire with makeup and heels rather than a pantsuit, it’s unlikely the short hair alone would have bothered the client. But she was not conforming to their expectations of the way a woman “should” look. It is strange that one person would think they get to tell another what haircut to get or what clothes to wear, but it happens all the time.

The unfairness of the complaint was obvious, but its source was not. Was it at the intersection of gender bias and heteronormative bias? Or did it reflect real prejudice? If so, was the prejudice against women in business or against gay people? Or was the client trying to bully my colleague? If so why? Because she was a woman? Because she was gay? Because she was both?

This confusion about the offender’s intentions can be a big obstacle to sticking up for oneself, so focusing on that confusion and thinking consciously about how to get some clarity is important.

[image: Image]



RECOGNIZING BIAS
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The vast majority of us exhibit bias.3 This by itself doesn’t make us bad people—and it also doesn’t make bias inevitable. The moral failure comes when we refuse to notice or address the bias, the harm it does, and the ways in which bias often leads to prejudice, discrimination, harassment, abuse, and violence. Sometimes, recognizing your own bias can help you to confront the bias of others with more compassion.

You don’t have to have done tons of research or nailed down a perfect definition of bias in order to recognize it and respond to it when you feel it somehow working against you at your job. To help you get started, here are some examples of how bias commonly plays out in the workplace:


	Making incorrect role assumptions. A Latino CEO I know once had an employee hand him her car keys on the way into a meeting, assuming he was the valet. Luckily for the employee, the CEO had a sense of humor about the mistake. A white American man who is married to a well-known African woman got an education about racial bias the first time he traveled with his wife. When the couple arrived at their hotel, not one, not two, but three people assumed she was a hotel clerk. This despite the fact she was in line with them and not behind the desk.

	Making incorrect “task” assumptions. A team at a big tech company decided they wanted to go out for Mexican food. A white man who worked on the team asked a Puerto Rican colleague to find the best Mexican restaurant in town. Perhaps he didn’t know the difference between Puerto Rico and Mexico; perhaps he simply thought women should be in charge of the restaurant choices; perhaps both nationality and gender came into play. Perhaps he thought her heritage was Mexican, but even if it were, his request struck her as odd. Why would he assume she therefore should make the reservation? Given his last name, she assumed his heritage was Italian, but it would never have occurred to her to ask him to pick an Italian restaurant. People often expect people who are underrepresented to do what legal scholar Joan Williams calls “the office housework”—taking the notes, planning the off-site, clearing the coffee cups.4

	Making incorrect assumptions about intelligence/skills. In his memoir, civil rights attorney and presidential adviser Vernon Jordan tells of a searing incident that occurred during his summer job driving a retired white banker around Atlanta. While his employer napped after lunch, Jordan used the free time to read. “Vernon can read!” he later heard the man exclaim in astonishment to his relatives.5

	Making incorrect assumptions about expertise. An anecdote told by Rebecca Solnit illustrates how bias plays out as “mansplaining.” When a man at a party asked her what she wrote about, she replied that she’d written a biography of the nineteenth-century photographer Eadweard Muybridge. Had she heard, he wanted to know, about the “very important” new book on Muybridge that had come out that very year? Solnit writes, “So caught up was I in my assigned role as ingénue that I was perfectly willing to entertain the possibility that another book on the same subject had come out simultaneously, and I’d somehow missed it … Mr. Very Important was going on smugly about this book I should have known when [my friend] Sallie interrupted him, to say, ‘That’s her book.’ Or tried to interrupt him, anyway.”6 Even after Sallie had succeeded in making it clear to Mr. Very Important that Solnit was, in fact, the biography’s author, he continued to lecture her about it as if he knew more about the book than she, the woman who had written it, did.

	Using names or gender pronouns incorrectly. Admittedly, relearning a person’s name and gender pronouns can take a concerted effort, but it is fair to hold others to the commitment of respecting their colleagues. When colleagues persist in using incorrect pronouns, or use a trans person’s “dead name” (the name the person was assigned at birth), we are imposing our assumptions about gender and who the person is. Nobody has the right to tell others who they are.

	Ignoring one person’s idea, then celebrating the exact same idea from a different person moments later. Sometimes, a woman offers a good idea at a meeting and everyone seems puzzled. It’s as though a piece of furniture has just spoken up. There’s an awkward silence, and then the meeting proceeds. About 90 seconds later a man says exactly the same thing and is hailed as a genius. This experience is so common that there’s a name for it: “he-peating.” Since Covid-19, many women have noted that they are even more likely to get talked over or “he-peated” on a video call than in an in-person meeting.
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“That’s an excellent suggestion, Miss Triggs. Perhaps one of the men here would like to make it.”



	Confusing people of the same race, gender, or other attribute. Claudia Rankine describes the pain she experienced when a close friend would accidentally call Rankine by the name of her Black housekeeper. It’s hurtful to be conflated with another person because of some shared physical attribute—especially when the person making the mistake has a very different relationship with you than with the person you’re being conflated with.7

	Belittling/insulting word choices. For example, when men are “men” but women are “girls.” Using the feminine as a derogatory term: “throw like a girl” or “lose to a girl” or saying, “Hello, ladies,” to a group of men as an insult.8

	Unexamined expectations based on stereotypes. A woman is expected to be “nurturing” or “quiet” and so is punished if she has strong opinions; a man to “act like a man” or “grow a pair.” This disparity explains why men are admired for being tough negotiators while women are often punished for the same behavior. These stereotypes have become even more problematic in an era in which trans and nonbinary people in the workplace may find such gender- or body-related stereotypes particularly insulting.
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RESPONDING TO BIAS
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USE AN “I” STATEMENT TO INVITE THE PERSON TO SEE THINGS FROM YOUR PERSPECTIVE

If it is bias you’re confronting, you may choose to help the person notice the mistake. It’s not your job to educate the person who just harmed you. But you may choose to do the work because saying something may cost you less emotionally than remaining silent. If that’s the case, you’re not calling the person out; you’re inviting the person in to understand your perspective. Easier said than done. Quick rule of thumb: even if you don’t know what to say, start with the word “I.” Starting with the word “I” invites the person to consider things from your point of view—why what they said or did seemed biased to you.

The easiest “I” statement is the simple factual correction. For example, in the safety-pin story above, I could’ve said, “I’m about to go onstage and give a talk; I think one of the staffers in the yellow T-shirts can help you find a safety pin.” Or the executive who was handed the car keys could have said, “I think you’ve confused me with the valet. I am your CEO, not your valet, here to serve, but in a different capacity.” I spent some time, time you won’t have in the moment, editing those two suggestions. An “I” statement doesn’t need to be perfect; doesn’t have to be clever or witty. It can even be clumsy. The point is to say something if you decide you want to respond. My great-grandmother needlepointed pillows for her four daughters with the words “Say something. You can always take it back.” I find this a useful mantra for such moments when I want to respond but don’t know what to say.

An “I” statement can also let a colleague know you have been harmed without being antagonistic or judgmental. For example, “I don’t think you meant to imply what I heard; I’d like to tell you how it sounded to me…” An “I” statement can be clear about the harm done while also inviting your colleague to perceive things the way you do or to realize that an incorrect assumption was made.

An “I” statement is a generous response to someone else’s unconscious bias. It may be more emotionally satisfying to say, “Don’t you realize what a pig you’re being when you say that?” But shaming is an ineffective strategy. When a person feels attacked or labeled (e.g., “They’re calling me a sexist/racist/homophobe/other label”), it’s much harder for the person to be open to your feedback.

Another benefit of an “I” statement is that it’s a good way to figure out where the other person is coming from. If people respond politely or apologetically, it will confirm your diagnosis of unconscious bias. If they double down or go on the attack, then you’ll know you’re dealing with prejudice or bullying.

What if you’re not sure it’s bias? It’s OK. You don’t have to be 100 percent sure to speak up. Whether you’re right or wrong, your feedback is a gift. When you speak up, remain open to the possibility that you’re wrong about which attitude is behind the behavior, yet also confident in your own perception—this is how it struck you. If you’re right and it was bias, you’ve given the person an opportunity to learn; if you’re wrong, you’ve given the person an opportunity to explain what was meant. Either way, if a colleague’s comment feels “off,” it’s often worth exploring further. Though I want to acknowledge there are times when the risks clearly outweigh the rewards. I am not saying you “should” speak up. I am offering you a way to think about how to speak up if you want to.

Below are more examples of the sorts of “I” statements you can use when confronting common experiences of bias. Note that these are not meant to be used verbatim, like scripts. They will be more effective if delivered in language that seems like it’s you talking, not me.

Incorrect role assumption. You, a woman, are negotiating a deal with Wilson, and you have brought along your summer intern, Jack, to take notes. But Wilson directs his comments to Jack.

What you might be thinking:

You’re assuming Jack is the boss because he has a dick. Typical.

“I” Statement:

Wilson, I am the person you are negotiating with. This is Jack, my
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	To offer another perspective: You want to express who you are and what you believe, not necessarily to change the person but rather to express yourself, to avoid feeling silenced. Rising Out of Hatred, a book about how Derek Black left white nationalism, illustrates this. Matthew Stevenson invited his classmate Derek to a Shabbat dinner to share with him a very different worldview. Matthew put it well: “It’s our job to push the rock, not necessarily to move the rock.”15

	To hone your argument: You aren’t only challenging the prejudice; you’re also allowing the person to challenge your point of view. That can help you deepen and improve your opinions. If your goal is to clarify and improve your own thinking and arguments rather than to change the other person’s, the conversation will be far less frustrating.

	To find common ground: A prejudiced belief, no matter how profoundly you disagree with it, does not constitute the whole person. Sometimes, if you manage to find something you agree on—music or hiking or the importance of family, or even the job itself—you may find it easier to work with the person. Take the friendship between Justices Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Antonin Scalia as inspiration here.16
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	“Why would you ask me such an inappropriate question?”

	“Are you uncomfortable having more women join this organization?”

	“Do you make it a habit to bully younger women members?”

	“Are you trying to haze me? This isn’t a fraternity.”
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	“The literature shows that when women are funny, they don’t get taken seriously. Is humor dangerous for me in the office? Will being funny hurt my reputation?”

	“This study shows that when women negotiate hard, they are punished. Will being a good negotiator hurt my reputation? Should I quit negotiating so hard?”

	“When I am as aggressive as I must be to get the job done, I get a reputation for being ‘abrasive’ or ‘not likable’ and dinged in my performance review. Should I just quit? I can’t succeed in this catch-22.”
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