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FOREWORD

by Martha (Lady) Lane Fox, Baroness Lane-Fox of Soho, CBE

I met Edwina in 2014 at the House of Lords. She was exploring a new project called ‘What I See’ which involved interviewing a wide range of women and filming them answering the question, ‘What do you see when you look in the mirror?’ The resulting diversity and strength of opinions were fascinating, and I was glad to share my own story. Clearly, this was the beginning of her interest and passion for understanding how women perceive not just their outward appearance, but what they stand for and believe in. Since then, this work and the 1,500 films she created have been shared at the V&A and have become the foundation for The Female Lead, now with nearly 8 million followers.

Not only do Edwina and I share a passion for women’s rights, but we share a technology and entrepreneurial background. We both grew up in the years when technology flourished and our businesses became dotcom hits. Mine was Lastminute.com and hers was dunnhumby, which launched Tesco Clubcard. Since selling our businesses, we have both become involved with the internet and social media in different ways. I joined the Board of Twitter and Edwina started to analyse what people love, even more than brands, on social media. In this era of purpose above product, the knowledge of what motivates us as humans and drives us to engage with and feel fulfilled in our lives is something that I know we both care about and feel that we can study and help to implement, as a science and as a platform for good, helping those who can’t access technology and are in danger of falling behind.

My work has focused on how technology will affect us all, now and into the future. We are living in an era where technology no longer restricts what we can do but ethical behaviours are now essential to govern the boundaries of right and wrong. People continue to worry about privacy, but eventually regulation will emerge and offer greater safety and protections. That is part of my focus and work in the House of Lords. Excitingly, big data (which Edwina focused on early in her career) will now help us resolve societal issues including cancer and chronic diseases. I believe that there is a golden age coming as we invest in technology, space and the acceleration of learning, with AI helping us to adapt and learn.

I studied Ancient History and am reminded, as I look at Edwina’s new book, of the tribe of women in the Mongolian Steppe who were great hunters. Herodotus wrote about this many centuries ago. We now need a new generation of women warriors in technology and many other spheres of influence.

In my experience, when life is precarious, when challenges are great, we forget the differences in sex. We all now need to work together and find better and fairer solutions. Dame Stephanie Shirley started her company in the 1960s. She employed only women as engineers, building software and, radically then, working from home. No one took Stephanie (as she was then) seriously until she signed her name Steve. Then contracts emerged. Her work and impact were incredible. She had 2,000 women working from home on projects including the Polaris submarine and the black box recording device for Concorde.

Women in Parliament are still a minority but the number of women in the tech sector is even smaller. Only 10% of businesses are female-founded. Engineering is only chosen by 4% of women. Just 2% of venture capitalists are female. Technology is changing the world and fast. The most exciting innovation for centuries is now in our hands. And it’s such a waste that women are not part of this revolution. We need 1 million new jobs in this sector. And today there are some 800,000 unemployed women. Despite a new generation of great pioneers and advocates such as Anne-Marie Imafidon, Vanessa Sanyauke and Sue Black, the UK needs many more women warriors to empower us digitally and to help fuel our economy.

Half the world is not using the internet. Everyone needs to have a voice and be connected – I fight for a fairer and more responsible internet. We need to make education more accessible and to encourage lifelong learning. Like the great tennis player, Djokovic, it’s time to hang a mirror in your bathroom and shout positive things to yourself.

The stories that Edwina collects and shares are important. We all need inspiration and role models. It is truly hard to be what you can’t see. Becoming the best version of ourselves requires unwavering determination. You can’t become world class without extreme commitment, sacrifice and hard work. We are all working longer, and we are all wanting purpose, not just profit. As Chancellor of the Open University, I see that 71% of its 200,000 students study while in employment, engaging in lifelong learning while in work. I believe that today, you’re either busy learning or you’re being replaced. The boundaries between work and learning have never been so blurred.

Like me, Edwina is a believer in the Power of Two. She had a great partnership with her partner, Clive Humby. I see it and know it because I have identical twins. So I have a deeply ingrained love of pairs. This Power of Two is all about sharing similar values and vision – a common view of the impact you want to make in the world, shared motivations. Great examples of this in the world of business are Sergey Brin and Larry Page at Google.

I too see a vision of When She’s in the Room. If we can’t get women to the decision-making table, we cannot adequately respond to our need for world-class solutions using data and technology right across our society. Women need to be studied and empowered. We are 50% of the population and not a minority. I believe that this book reveals new evidence around the economic might of women and the logical ways in which we can build a more balanced and inclusive world to the benefit of all.

Martha Lane Fox is a British businesswoman, philanthropist and public servant. She is President of the British Chambers of Commerce and a Crossbench Peer in the UK House of Lords, and sits on multiple boards. She is Chair of WeTransfer and Chancellor of the Open University. She cofounded and chairs Lucky Voice. Martha was UK Digital Champion from 2009 to 2013 and helped create gov.uk. She cofounded lastminute.com in 1998. She is a vocal advocate for human rights, women’s rights and social justice.






CHAPTER 1

THE POWER OF TWO: DATA AND STORIES

The Female Lead began on a corner desk with a small team I had hand-picked for the project. Bunched together in this inconspicuous setting, we began to plan. The idea was a simple one. We wanted to help girls access the stories of inspiring women. Storytelling is the oldest wisdom across the world, and today we can bring science and data to our storytelling without losing the magic. Data and stories are rarely blended, but I have always found that they work in perfect unison.

Right from my earliest days of work, I learned that doing everything alone is easier but rarely more effective. If you discover the Power of Two, you create a force that is game-changing. This is a system I created and which centres around partnering with someone with the opposite skill set to yours. You trust in each other’s capabilities and direct your focus to where your individual strengths lie.

The Power of Two can be extended to data and stories as they have opposing forces and appeal to different types of people. Data confirms the reality of a situation. It treats all viewpoints as equal, as there is no volume button when it comes to an individual’s data input. But ‘big data’, which is the wisdom of many, provides a comprehensive oversight of a situation – a helicopter view. It has been shown that people working together in groups outperform people working individually in the areas of problem-solving, reasoning and assessment of probability.1 By using data to aggregate women’s voices and differing needs, all that wisdom can be amplified. This is what is so enriching about data insight – you can take all the micro activities and opinions and aggregate them into larger patterns and more prominent robust recommendations. We then arrive at crowdsourced wisdom.

On the other side are stories, which provide the warmth and connection that, as human beings, we need. Statistics might briefly stop us in our tracks, but it is often a fleshed-out story coming from the lips of someone we have grown to admire that is the true rallying cry. Human stories provide the inspiration and offer the momentum for change. They personalise things, providing a connection that data sometimes struggles to establish. Our brains have evolved to interpret and recall stories, not facts and figures. Data has the power to shock, but stories can embrace us. With my non-profit campaign, The Female Lead, I decided early on that we should use the Power of Two to help address the cyclical nature of gender inequality.

Inequality between women and men is still prevalent and pronounced. And following the Covid-19 pandemic, we are going backwards. I attend many meetings throughout the year, talking to corporations or business leaders, and often they will question whether inequality still exists. They will point to more women attending university than men and hold this as a symbol of the battle having been won. They cannot see any further than this. But, of course, the problem doesn’t end there as only 7% of CEOs in the largest publicly listed companies in the UK are women.2 Therefore, these university degrees are not translating into top jobs or even equal pay in the jobs women secure with their degrees. The barriers, such as caring for families or relatives, are real and tangible for women. Even with a university education, they do not pass through the corporate system to the level they would if the world was equal.

This is also taking a narrow view of what women want because one win does not solve the problems of everyone. For some women, a university education is what they aspire to; for others, it is not something they would like to do. I’d also like to make it clear that when I say ‘women’, I include all those who identify as women.

Before picking up this book you might not have heard of me, and it is more likely you would be aware of the non-profit campaign I founded, The Female Lead. In the business world, I am known for being one of the pioneers of the Tesco Clubcard, which is one of the first loyalty cards, but my work on The Female Lead is just as important, and I am glad it is about other women and not me. The project itself is an example of what can happen when the micro changes into the macro because we are strong when we stand and use our voices together. It is what happens when, as individuals, we push for the changes we want to see by beginning firstly with ourselves and gradually rolling them outwards. This is the process we shall explore throughout these chapters, alongside the commonalities there are among the Female Leads’ choices, approaches and outlooks. We want to know how they developed their self-belief to step into the centre of the room and remain there.

Strength comes from knowing who we are, and this brings self-confidence and self-belief. When we know who we are, we can start to create a plan – and a plan starts to give us power. We begin with the self in the first part of the book, where we look at what is important to us and where our true talents lie. We then consider the areas of fulfilment and the key concerns within these areas for women, before branching out past the societal, economic and geographic barriers women face into the macro decision-making roles of governmental and economic power.

But first, let us begin with the power of data and stories, how they were fundamental in my life and ultimately led to the creation of The Female Lead.


In 1951, only 34.7% of working-age women in the UK were employed. This had only increased by 0.5% since 1931.3 By 2023 that number has doubled to over 72%.4



THE POWER OF DATA

I first came across the unique insight data can provide when I joined an American software consultancy firm in the early eighties, which had opened up a new London branch. At 22, I was hired as a ‘Girl Friday’, a twee name of its time for a secretarial and administrative assistant. I had just finished a stint in secretarial college after completing a geography degree. Back then, most women’s job opportunities were usually limited to either secretary, nurse, waitress or teacher. I had daydreamed my way through school as it didn’t ever light a fire for me and, fortunately, there wasn’t much secretarial work at my new job, so I could emerge from the back room and see what was happening out at the front.

The company I had joined, Californian Analysis Centres Inc. (CACI), was revolutionary in its approach to data and also its employees. The business was entrepreneurial by nature, and therefore there wasn’t the strict hierarchy found in so many companies back then. Right from the start, I learned that if you wanted something to happen, you had to make it happen. You had to be in charge, direct your efforts, build on success and overcome failure. I was encouraged to take risks. It was one of the original start-ups. Consequently, they looked past the role I had been hired for and began exploring where my natural talents lay.

Like many women born at the same time as me, my childhood was held within a small circle that revolved around my family. As middle-born children often realise, I had to find a role for myself within my family dynamics. I wasn’t the gifted firstborn or the funny, sweet baby. Instead, I felt I was the slightly nondescript middle one who decided that listening and mediating would become some of her skills. I wanted to understand those around me and realised I could do that twice as quickly by listening to them rather than talking at them. By listening to others, I learned the skill of problem-solving through understanding people and what drove and motivated them.

Shortly after I began working at CACI, they hired a new economist who had developed a way of classifying people and neighbourhoods called ‘ACORN’. He needed an assistant and I jumped at the chance. This was when I was introduced to the raw power of data. ACORN was a forerunner of the MOSAIC classification that underpins much data analysis and credit scoring. At school, I had struggled to focus on homework, but when it came to my work and evangelising about data, I had no problem at all. I learned how to read data, understand its outcomes and make it create value for businesses.

Together, the data scientist and I would barrel around the country, sometimes to five meetings a day, preaching a new approach of sorting and describing people into 38 different categories to every bank and building society that would meet with us. For the first time, we could use aggregated census data to tell banks and businesses what kind of people lived within a quarter-mile radius of their store or branch. The creator of ACORN was a brilliant pioneer but, like nearly all data scientists, he wasn’t a very good communicator. He could produce data but struggled to translate that into the benefits of the system and how they could be activated. However, I understood the benefits, and I could read the data. I couldn’t do the deep maths behind it, but I could communicate how the data could be used and interpret the outcomes. I knew I could walk into a meeting room and explain to a manager that if they knew the type of people who lived in an area, they could tailor their products to meet those people’s needs and turn them into customers. I also knew the value of this work and wasn’t scared of asking for its worth in payment.

So, I took a risk and suggested that I spoke when we were in the meetings. He agreed and I focused on becoming an expert in communicating data’s benefits. I built up a client base, hired people to assist me and by the time I was 26 years old I was managing a team of 45. I was growing up fast, and I loved it.

I had begun working in a niche area of data with another data scientist, Clive Humby, who was my polar opposite. Working together, we really learned about the Power of Two. Initially, it isn’t easy to spend so much time with someone who thinks differently from you, does things differently and has a different style and way. But it’s immensely powerful. There is a huge element of trust to it, but by working with your polar opposite, you are stronger and can go further than you would do apart. Through all those hours spent working side by side, Clive and I fell in love and married. Our mutual respect for each other’s skills has kept our marriage strong for 40 years.

The department Clive and I created together began as a small part of a big company, and from there, we just grew. We wanted to process data in a way that had never been done before and, to do this, we needed the most advanced computer centre. Computing power in those days translated into size – it was huge. To get it into our office, we arranged to close one of the main roads in Holborn on a Sunday so it could be craned inside. It was the biggest in commercial use and only rivalled by the Ministry of Justice and the Meteorological Centre. But with our new state-of-the-art monolith of a computer, we could produce maps overlaid with graphics. These clearly showed footfall to a building society that didn’t know where to put their next cash machine, or which branches to close or open by using automated data and insight for the first time. By providing something visual, businesses could understand these things more easily and whether they should open something, close it, build on it or enhance it. By giving them a new perspective on the problem, it made their decision easy. This is what data can do.

When Clive and I married, I experienced something that would test me and ultimately make me stronger. Shortly after we married, my bosses called Clive into a meeting where they suggested I exit the business – ‘phased out’ was the phrase they gave it. They explained that they weren’t comfortable working with a married couple. Infuriated by the injustice of it all, I turned to data to help me. I called another meeting and told them that I was either in or I was out, but no one was going to phase me out. I then showed them data on how much of the business I managed and how much money I had made for them in the past few years. These facts were indisputable. Shortly afterwards, I was told that they were willing to try and ‘make it work’. I could stay as long as I used my maiden name, so it didn’t appear that we were married.

After that, I had a new level of drive that I had never experienced before. When we are treated unfairly, it can motivate us, give us an edge that we never knew we had. Clive and I continued with our unique area of data and worked our way up, with Clive eventually heading up the business and me running the most valuable teams.

Overnight, everything changed when our American bosses decided that someone British couldn’t lead in the UK, and they shipped in someone from the USA. We now had to report to a new person who came from a legal background. This person cared little about our work – all they cared about was the bottom line. The joy we had experienced in our projects for the previous nine years dropped away because this manager was a cost-cutter and was stripping out the profits from our side of the business each year to help the American side. Suddenly, we had gone from working in an energised, entrepreneurial and revolutionary company to one focused solely on saving money.

Clive and I approached the American bosses and asked them to invest in a new idea we’d had that we thought would solve any financial problems they might have. For the past decade, we had only been working with census data that was now 10 years old. We wanted to change that to working with customer data. We had been thinking about all the things we could do with this data: not only could you understand where people lived, but you could also understand where your customers lived. We believed this was where the data market was heading, and we wanted to jump ahead of it. At the time, this was revolutionary. No one had really considered it before, and businesses were throwing away customer data as it was too expensive to own the computing power to store it. It’s difficult to imagine now, but all around the country companies were deleting their customer data every three months. We knew the first step would be to invent a way to compress this data so businesses could store it.

We thought this was a brilliant idea – CACI did not and refused to find the investment funds or leave us with the profits we had generated to cover it. We were both dismayed at their decision as we were certain it was the future of data. Clive handed in his notice and took our idea with him. We had agreed that I would remain so he could take some time to think about what he wanted to do and, with me still working, we could cover the mortgage payments on our new home.

Around 10 minutes after Clive resigned, I was fired. I was informed that they didn’t want a mole in the camp. They couldn’t do it now, but employment law was much laxer at the time. So, in short succession, we were both out of work and up to our eyeballs in debt owing to our new mortgage. All we could do was set up a business from our kitchen table and quickly find a client. Clive began working out how to compress the data and I began hunting for a client. I soon won us a project with Booker Cash and Carry, who wanted to know the type and number of products they should stock for each of their stores. They were wholesalers, so we had to use data to pinpoint where other businesses were that would buy from them. This would test us, as collecting data on other companies rather than people was something new because we couldn’t rely on census data, but we were confident we could do it. We built a database of schools, pubs and small restaurants that shopped there and looked at the supply and demand by catchment areas. It was one of the first of its kind and was used for years afterwards in the market.

Everything was looking up when a letter dropped through our door. Our old company had issued a writ against us in the High Court, and we were barred from working until it had been resolved. CACI claimed we’d stolen our new technique from them, and we had to argue that we had invented it. We fought that case for three months, all the time knowing that if we lost the case, our fledgling business would collapse under the weight of our old bosses trying to crush us. We also had to find some big funds for expensive lawyers. Finally, in 1989, the High Court ruled for us. At 30 years old I was finally free to decide how I wanted to run a business.

What I hadn’t factored in was that I would be building a business with a new baby to look after as well. Technically, I was the boss. But as a start-up entrepreneur with just two of us, I was also the boss of nothing. If I didn’t do the work, it wouldn’t get done. Much juggling ensued, and I was lucky that when we rented a small office, it was just down the road, so I could get home quickly if I was needed.

We soon built the pioneering database we had been dreaming about for over a year. We wrote a business plan (which turned out to have no connection to what we finally ended up doing – which is often the way) and started working with companies with a lot of customer data.

It went well, and our kitchen table business grew. As CEO, I was in charge of negotiating all our deals and managing all our staff. I believe that to truly reach our full potential, we firstly have to acknowledge our strengths. One of my strengths is recognising where this lies in others, and I firmly believe there is greatness in everyone. To build our business, I used this skill every day, hiring the outliers who I had a good feeling about, or giving employees a chance to change roles and play to their strengths.

Around five years later, Tesco approached us as they had a problem they couldn’t solve by themselves. They had been testing the concept of a reward card, which no other business had done before. The problem they had encountered was that they had so much data none of their software could process it. At the time, the only tool available to process data was spreadsheets, and their data was so large it literally didn’t fit into the spreadsheets. They asked us if we would like to do a sample analysis of their data from around nine stores. What could we ever say to that, apart from – yes! We processed their data incredibly quickly and produced the report to the person from Tesco who had approached us. After reading it, he realised that his bosses would have many questions and invited us into the boardroom to explain what we had done. We gathered our data and prepared our presentation for the biggest meeting of our careers. I remember thinking at the time how strange it was that only a few years earlier I had been working on a supermarket till as a teenager and now I was presenting to the board of Tesco. At the end of our presentation, the CEO, Ian MacLaurin (now Lord MacLaurin), sat back and said, ‘You know more about my business after three months than I know after 30 years.’

This was all the confirmation we needed.

Of course, MacLaurin was being modest about his knowledge of his business, but he was an incredibly clever man and recognised that data could process and track spending habits more efficiently and accurately than even the most experienced of retailers. Things moved quickly after that. The data we produced proved that by giving customers a reward they returned to you. This was ground-breaking as people don’t usually shop exclusively at one supermarket, but by providing a reward, they will visit you one more time. What was particularly revolutionary about the concept was that the customer data tailored the reward to the items you wanted to buy. Before that, there might have been money off nappies in the store, but if you didn’t have a nappy-wearing child, what use was that to you? Or they might reward you by swapping one brand for another, such as Pepsi trying to lure away Coca-Cola drinkers with money off their product. What we were saying was, if you like Coca-Cola, have some money off Coca-Cola by using your points.

Tesco decided to bet everything on this loyalty card, which they had named the ‘Tesco Clubcard’, and organised a national rollout within only a few months. It was the first of its kind, and they had placed immense trust in us and the fact that our data was accurate and the risk was worth taking. Its potential to fail is difficult to imagine now as most large retailers have this type of reward scheme, but at the time it was a nail-biting experience. On a Sunday night in 1995, Tesco closed every store, dressed them all with Clubcard signage and launched their TV advertising campaign. They spent £150 million on advertising and the launch, and it would have significantly changed their fortunes if it hadn’t worked. If it hadn’t, we might all be shopping at Walmart now. Of course, it did work because Tesco is now the largest supermarket retailer in the UK, and it achieved this status within a year of the launch and doubled its market share within three years. It is generally accepted that the Clubcard was the most pivotal moment in Tesco’s trading history.

The project had been a resounding success and we decided to take our new way of processing data to the global market. As the cofounder and CEO, it was my job to travel the world and sell our services to the largest corporations in existence. Clive and I had an agreement that one of us would always remain in the UK with our two children. This meant that I would often walk into a boardroom by myself – and all the people who would turn to face me were men. Nothing I experienced in my past had prepared me for that. I wasn’t the finance director, I wasn’t Chief People Officer or Head of HR, I was the CEO, the representative for our entire company, and there were no other female CEOs or board members around me. I was also still in my early forties, so I was usually much younger than everyone else as well. Negotiating with these multibillion-dollar companies, who had reputations as commercial bullies, was down to me.

I approached it by sticking with the facts, as I never forgot the power of data. I




	Start with respect and after having done your homework.

	Be prepared and know who you’re dealing with. You should know what their job involves, their responsibilities and the ethos of the business they work for.

	Review what you or your organisation has that they value. What are your strengths and their strengths when entering negotiations?

	Consider the cards that you hold. Are you a rare resource? Is the timing and your ability to react to your advantage? Are you trusted but more costly than your competition?

	Be confident of your skills and credentials but be credible and stick with the facts.

	Lay out the solution you provide professionally and clearly. Make sure they understand all that you are including and guaranteeing.

	Be prepared to reduce some of the scope or options and provide a simpler solution. However, never discount the price arbitrarily, as you will cause friction with your office or team.

	Paint a picture of what could happen if they select your proposal and what they risk if they use someone with less expertise.

	Use confident language, and never make the decisions personal. However, you can make the person you are dealing with the organisation’s hero for choosing you.

	Be gracious, even in defeat. How you respond to a definite ‘no’ defines you as a negotiator. Always end a conversation politely, as there might be an opportunity to revisit it.

	Business is a marathon and not a sprint. People you met years ago might be your most important client in the future.






























	Become inspired



	Know yourself



	Celebrate strengths
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