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Introduction: Men Aren’t the Enemy

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

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

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

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

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

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

It’s all your fault.

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

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

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

I stopped right in the middle of a sentence.

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

Misogynistic corporate cultures have flourished at companies including Fox News, Uber, venture capital firms, film studios, media companies, and more, though when exposed the result has been the ouster of top executives. The tech industry has been roiled by multiple sexual harassment scandals. In Hollywood, after producer Harvey Weinstein was accused by multiple women of sexual assault, thousands of women in other industries came forward with their own tales of abuse, igniting the #MeToo movement that has since toppled scores of powerful men, from former Senator Al Franken to comedian Louis C.K. to CBS chief Leslie Moonves.

The #MeToo movement has brought into sharp focus how sexism remains a deeply ingrained, systemic problem. And it isn’t just an American phenomenon. Almost half of women as well as men surveyed in Russia and India believe women to be inferior. And this was a survey done in 2017.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Those fears have only escalated in the past few years, when the tiniest gaffe can be instantly magnified by the Internet echo chamber. Complicating matters further, the politics and vocabulary of “inclusion”—of not offending any outsider. There are “microagressions”—hurtful, even if unintentional, slights. There are the controversial “trigger warnings” for potentially offensive material on college campuses. There are “safe spaces,” where people can go to avoid upsetting interactions. Plenty of guys—even those with the best of intentions—are spooked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





1

The Secret Lives of Women (a Primer for Men)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

At BCG
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