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Prologue

Why are we writing this book?




Two frantically busy women chat on the sidelines of meetings held all around the world. What do they agree to do? Take a holiday? Sneak off for a day of relaxed sightseeing? Have a leisurely dinner? All enticing possibilities. But the answer is that we decided to write a book – this book.

At first blush that might seem like a bit of a weird choice, and there have been moments when we have whispered underneath our breath, ‘What on earth were we thinking?’ Most of the time, though, we have felt a real clarity of purpose and sense of urgency. The high-octane fuel that propelled us on is a mixture of passionate belief in gender equality and tearing frustration that we have not yet achieved it.

We know we are not the only ones who feel driven and dismayed all at the same time. However, not everyone channels that itchy kind of energy into writing a book, and we owe you an explanation as to why we did.


Our shared story starts in 2011 when, as Nigeria’s Finance Minister, Ngozi came to Australia for the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting, which Julia chaired. Bringing together the leaders of more than fifty nations in a meeting focused on democratic norms and values is serious business. Talking about it now makes Ngozi laugh, though, as she recalls trying to explain to some of her colleagues what it meant when the biographical notes on Julia said she had a partner, not a husband.

Unfortunately, the two of us met only briefly at that event but, a few years later, we ended up becoming acquaintances and then friends by being at the same international meetings. We found ourselves at many global events in our roles as chairs of major international development funds. Ngozi chairs Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, which seeks to provide children in the developing world access to affordable vaccines that help prevent diseases like diphtheria, measles, pneumonia, polio and malaria. Julia chairs the Global Partnership for Education, which focuses on school education in the poorest countries in the world.

In the margins of these meetings we started to have hurried conversations about women leaders. There was always something happening to a female prime minister or president that we thought might be the result of gender biases, but we wanted to talk it through.

Out of these discussions, we started putting theories to each other about what was happening. However, we could never quite get to the bottom of it. ‘Something is going on,’ we would mutter to each other. ‘Women leaders all seem to be facing the same kinds of problems,’ we would say. ‘Why is it as bad as this and not getting better?’ we would cry out in frustration between ourselves. Then Hillary Clinton lost the US presidential election, and our talks took on a new earnestness.


At some point, we started to move beyond anecdotes to more structured conversations. Both of us felt the fact that we are very different people brought a richness to our exchanges. It seemed to help us puzzle out more together than we could have done alone.

Slowly but surely, we inched our way forward to the big question: should we try to write something on women and leadership, which would further our own thinking and hopefully inform and inspire women?

Like all big projects, we started seized with inspiration, felt the muddle of the middle and had to persevere to get to the end. As we were finalising the book, the Covid-19 pandemic swept through humanity. Both of us joined the billions working from home while worrying about family, friends and the future. Ngozi’s workload was accelerated given her key role in the global organisation responsible for vaccines, and the need to advocate for immediate assistance to African nations as they confronted the virus. Importantly, Ngozi became a special envoy for the global initiative to accelerate the development, production and delivery of Covid-19 vaccines, therapeutics and diagnostics. Julia also experienced new demands helping the Global Partnership for Education as it urgently worked to maintain some form of educational continuity for the poorest children in the world. Tragically, prior experience with epidemics like Ebola has shown that without extraordinary efforts, child marriage soars and the most marginalised girls never return to school. At the same time, demand surged for the services of Beyond Blue, the innovative mental health body Julia chairs.

Yet out of all this pressure, doom and gloom, there are fresh insights about the value of caring work, the need for empathy and the importance of community. At the time of writing, we are both still asking ourselves the question, can we emerge from this stronger? Will we see a new global understanding about the true value of so much of what has been historically defined as ‘women’s work’, a determination to address growing inequalities, an embrace of telework to provide family-friendly flexibility, and a new spirit of kindness based on the dramatic reminder of our shared humanity? Rather than resorting to the trite saying ‘Time will tell’, in our own ways, we want to be participants in distilling the lessons learnt. For now, we are pleased that we found the time needed to finalise the book between so many urgent video conferences.

In all the travel and writing time it has taken, there have been plenty of differences of opinion, but no cross words. The sense that our diversity is a huge strength has never left us.

We came to our collaboration as experienced women who had already formed our core values and outlook on the world. Let us give you an insight into our individual perspectives.

A message from Julia

I have always been a feminist. For as long as I can remember, I have believed women and men should be equal in every way. While I was a student at the University of Adelaide, I developed a deeper understanding of why and how the world was failing to live up to this simple ideal. The knowledge I absorbed came to me not through a formal course of study, but as a by-product of becoming involved in the student movement, which included many feminist thinkers.

This new life of ideas and activism started because I was incensed by the decision of a conservative federal government to cut back funding for university education. My anger gave me courage and propelled me into becoming one of the leaders of the local component of a national campaign by students and academics to fight back. Amazingly, we won some concessions from the government and the worst of the changes were reversed. I learnt from this experience that, joined in common cause with others, I could make a difference.

From there I was increasingly involved in the student movement, becoming education vice-president and then president of the Australian Union of Students (AUS). At campus, regional and national levels there were positions available as Women’s Officers, dedicated to leading the fight for gender equality. In fact, the AUS secretariat had a special department that was overseen by an elected Women’s Officer.

In university debates, including those within AUS’s decision-making structures, there was a high degree of discord between many of the women who chose to devote their time exclusively to the feminist fight and those who did not. This was not simply a difference in priorities, but mirrored the debates of the time about the efficacy of women’s separatism, with its philosophy that, to find true liberation, it was vital for women to be in spaces separate from those defined and designed by the men.

Within AUS, this gave rise to all sorts of tensions: practical, political and personal. Just from the point of view of budgeting and staffing, it was fraught to manage the resourcing of a Women’s Department that insisted on autonomy from the rest of the union. Politically, AUS faced two existential threats: right-wing students campaigning to have universities disaffiliate, and conservative governments enacting anti-union legislation. Both aimed to destroy AUS’s ability to raise money through receiving a small amount out of the fee each student was required to pay to be a member of their university student union. Time and again, the more radical, hard-to-defend policies that the Women’s Department supported were held up to ridicule by these conservatives. On a personal level, all of this pitted the women who supported the purest version of autonomy in the Women’s Department against women like me who were involved in the rest of the union. You could have cut the air with a knife when, as AUS president, I attended meetings of the committee that ran the Women’s Department. On more than one occasion I was referred to as an ‘honorary man’.

I finished my term of office at AUS in 1984, at the age of twenty-two. I came out of this intense experience still an ardent feminist, but definitely a mainstream one. In the years that followed, as I completed my university education and started working at a law firm, I was increasingly attracted to pursuing a career in politics. My motivation in doing so was to make an impact on public policy for all, not to be a specialist focused on what were seen as ‘women’s issues’. If you had asked me at the time, I would have said my ultimate dream was to serve in a federal Labor government as Minister for Education, given this was my first public policy passion, or Minister for Industrial Relations, an area I viewed as ripe for reform because of my job as a solicitor practising in employment law. In my parliamentary career, I was ultimately fortunate enough to do both.

There is always a gap between forming an ambition and realising it. For me, in the very factionalised environment of Australian Labor Party (ALP) politics, that gap was measured in years and failed attempts to get preselected, followed by narrowly losing out on a Senate position in the 1996 Australian federal election.

I could have become disillusioned and given up. Instead I kept at it, in the highly charged and divisive atmosphere of internal ALP politics. I became a leader of a strongly bonded group of party activists and trade union officials, men and women, who thought that the current structures of the ALP’s progressive wing were undemocratic and exclusionary. Ultimately, we broke away and formed our own faction. As a result of winning the votes of local party members and receiving support on the central candidate selection panel, I was preselected for the federal seat of Lalor and finally became a member of parliament in 1998.

While all this was happening, I was strongly involved in securing a rule change to implement a target for the number of women the Labor Party needed to preselect for national and state parliaments. Getting this required campaigning to win hearts and minds, but it also relied on negotiation, bluster and even threats in order to work a way through the ALP’s formal and informal power structures. In addition, I helped establish a Labor women’s organisation called Emily’s List, with a mission of supporting and fundraising for pro-choice, pro-feminism and pro-equity candidates.

Once I became the Member for Lalor, I worked incredibly hard and honed my craft in parliament, policy, media and campaigning. I won enthusiastic support from some, and grudging recognition from others that I had the skills and ability needed to climb up the ladder to the ministerial ranks. At the time I was elected Labor was in opposition, and the years that followed included uncertainty about the way forward and divided opinions about who was the best person to lead the party.

As I grew more senior, I was not a bystander in all these discussions and machinations. I was increasingly able to influence people and rely on their support. When necessary, I was good at counting numbers. These skills would have made little difference if my parliamentary colleagues thought I lacked the ability to connect with the public and develop policy. In high-stakes portfolios and situations, I showed I could do both.


I really do not want readers to conclude that the foregoing summary means politics is unrelentingly grim, with noses to the grindstone. You do work incredibly hard, so much so that it feels as if you live life at two speeds, completely full-on or at dead stop, having fallen over exhausted. Finding the space for dinners with friends, seeing films, even attending family events, is extremely difficult. But the compensation is that you are translating your values into policy action. In addition, with your close colleagues – both elected and political staff – you feel an incredible bond of camaraderie. You ride the ups and the downs together, finding time for plenty of laughter along the way, even if it is only a gallows style of humour.

In my third parliamentary term, in 2006, I was elected deputy opposition leader, alongside Kevin Rudd as leader. In 2007, the ALP won the election, making Kevin prime minister and me the first woman to be deputy prime minister. In 2010, I became the first woman to be prime minister, having advised Kevin that I was challenging him for the leadership. He chose not to run against me in the subsequent party ballot.

Inevitably others have different perspectives on the events of 2010, but I know in my heart of hearts that, having been a loyal deputy, I acted only to try to put an end to the chaos and dysfunction in the government.

I went on to be prime minister for three years and three days, leading a government that, despite its minority status, was the most productive in enacting new legislation in Australia’s history. We delivered nation-changing reforms, many of which continue to make the country stronger and fairer.

Politics rolled back around in June 2013, when Kevin Rudd defeated me in a party-room ballot. At the election held shortly afterwards, I exited politics, and in the years since I have scrupulously avoided being a commentator on Australia’s domestic political affairs. I leave that to the current generation of parliamentarians.

I am acutely aware that many reading these paragraphs will conclude that my pathway to power, from the moment I first started handing out leaflets as a student activist at Adelaide University to becoming prime minister, is a story about playing the boys’ game and being good at it.

Please excuse me if I bristle at that analysis. Politics is inherently full of contests. At its core it is a battle of values, as expressed through political party creeds and policies. Come election time, voters decide who should emerge victorious. Within parliamentary parties, there are always more people wanting to become preselected candidates, ministers or leaders than there are positions available. While some get the nod unopposed, overwhelmingly people get these various positions by competing and succeeding. Tarring all of this as the ‘boys’ game’ circles us back to the same divisions and discussions I had in AUS in my early twenties.

Living through this experience, I was very conscious of the status and role-modelling impact of being the first. I did want to show that women could stand tall and win in the very adversarial environment of Australian federal politics, including its robust Question Time, which is characterised by cheering, jeering, occasional witticisms and, frequently, outright abuse. It is so tough that visiting politicians from the United Kingdom, where our Westminster system of government was born, have walked away shaking their heads in amazement.

It is therefore true that I accepted the parliamentary rules and norms rather than trying to change them. In the theatre of the House of Representatives, I gave as good as I got. There is a physicality to projecting yourself in that environment; performing in parliament is about more than what you say. Your adrenaline kicks in and your senses are heightened. I enjoyed it, and at my best I dominated in the chamber.

These skills are displayed in what has come to be known as the ‘misogyny speech’, my take-down of my political opponent, the leader of the opposition, in October 2012. It became a viral hit, has been sung by a choir and, somewhat bizarrely, enjoyed a recent renaissance on the video sharing app TikTok. Women all over the world have asked me how I was able to give a speech like that. My best answer is that I had, in reality, been developing my ability to speak with force for years. Add a big dose of cool anger, and voila.

Outside of contests in the House of Representatives chamber, I much preferred politeness and discussion to rudeness and conflict. I have always disliked personal confrontations and despised belittling, whether deliberate or inadvertent, by the powerful of those with less status. If you truly want to judge someone’s character, watch how they respond to the person who waits on their table or serves them at a counter. I always want to work with people respectfully, with the aim of finding an agreed way forward. Time and again, in very different sorts of situations, I have experienced the delight that comes with forging a disparate group into a loyal, high-performing team.

These consensus-building skills stood me in good stead as I navigated the complexities of delivering big reforms while leading a minority government that needed to rely on the votes of a small political party and key independents in order to get legislation passed.

All that means my leadership style was certainly a mix of characteristics people would think of as stereotypically ‘male’ and ‘female’.


When I became prime minister, I understood that being the first woman would be seen as momentous news. I therefore did not see the need to point to the fact myself or campaign on the basis of gender. I also assumed that the maximum reaction to my gender would be experienced early in my period of office and then it would all normalise to business as usual.

But in fact what I found was the longer I served as prime minister, the more shrill the sexism became. Inevitably governments have to make tough decisions that some people like and others hate. That is certainly true of the government I led. What was different was that the go-to weapon in hard political debates became the kind of insults that only get hurled at a woman. That emerged as a trend alongside what was already a highly gendered lens for viewing my prime ministership. Every negative stereotype you can imagine – bitch, witch, slut, fat, ugly, child-hating, menopausal – all played out.

If I had that time again, I would certainly do two things differently. First, I would point to the bias early in the hope of defusing it a little. If, during my initial period as prime minister, I had raised some examples of sexism, perhaps I could have provoked a debate that would have set some new norms. Second, I would reach out to community leaders beyond the world of politics, men in particular, and try to get them involved in calling out the sexism. These voices would have been seen as more objective than my own.

But by offering these conclusions I do not want to mislead you into believing that I have developed fixed answers on the many issues that surround women and leadership. Despite my long political experience and exposure to feminist thought, I find myself still working things out. Believe it or not, almost forty years of contemplation is insufficient time to solve this puzzle.


When I left the prime ministership and sat down to write the account of my experiences, My Story, I set myself the task of including one thoughtful chapter on what I then called ‘The curious question of gender’.1 In preparing to write it, I studied academic papers on gender and leadership. That really helped, both in opening my eyes to new evidence and ideas, but also by enabling me to put my individual experiences into a broader context.

However, I was still left with a frustrating sense I did not know enough, and that collectively as women we did not have available a deep enough research base. In particular, we lacked clear, evidence-supported solutions to overcoming all the barriers to women becoming leaders and having their leadership fairly evaluated. After serving a few weeks as a visiting professor at King’s College London in 2016, I pitched the idea of developing a global institute that would concentrate on generating and popularising more of this kind of research and evidence. I first raised the idea over farewell cocktails with the team, but the longer we held the idea up to the light in the sober months that followed, the more we liked it. In April 2018, we launched the Global Institute for Women’s Leadership (GIWL) in London at King’s, and there is now a sister institute at the Australian National University in Canberra.

The work of GIWL has helped me further develop my own thinking, so now I believe I am a better-equipped advocate for women’s leadership than I was when I was prime minister.

Yet, for me, this has been more than an intellectual journey. It has caused me to question whether all those years ago, in adopting my practical, can-do version of feminism, I lost some of the stirring, almost spiritual aspects of sisterhood and solidarity. I wonder whether, on my journey in politics, I was an active and analytical feminist, but not a sensitive one.


By that I mean when, as often happened, I found myself at a decision-making table full of men, I would be motivated to look for ways to get more women in the room, but I didn’t really think about what would shift in the interpersonal dynamics of the meeting as a result. When I saw a woman achieve a first, I was happy to tick the box of another battle won, but I did not really feel the joy of celebration. If a woman complained about being overlooked for promotion, or talked over in a meeting, or patronised, I would want to help her push through, but I may not have been the best empathiser.

In some ways, my ‘get it done’ approach helped as a protective shield when political times were ugly and gendered. I was not given to hours of talking about sexism and misogyny. I would rather be getting on and doing something. But now in my life post-politics, as each year goes by, I increasingly feel the emotional tug of my feminism. The need to unpack with colleagues and friends my sense of anger when the pulse of public discourse about a leader is different solely because she is a woman. The real sense of connection and energy I get from gathering with women and talking about our experiences. The urge to console when things go badly for a woman and whoop with delight when they go well.

What does that make me? Older and wiser? Less in need of the protective cloak? I am not sure. On one of the few occasions I have returned to the Australian Parliament since exiting politics, I did so to watch a young and talented woman, Marielle Smith, give her first speech as a senator. Marielle came to work with me after I moved back to Adelaide and was pivotal as I set about creating my life after politics, and we became firm friends. The only good part of watching the election results come up in May 2019, when Labor unexpectedly lost, was seeing her win through. Tears sprang to my eyes as she thanked me for my support. The reaction of one of my former Labor colleagues who is still in the parliament was, ‘Jeez, you’ve gone soft, Gillard.’ Maybe that is the explanation. Maybe I have.

For me, all of those things rolled together is the motivation for writing this book.

I wanted to be intellectually engaged, to keep learning more about women and leadership, and bring to readers facts, evidence and insights. However, thinking alone was not going to be enough for me. I also wanted to feel, to revel in women’s stories, to absorb the passion and the power of them speaking in their own words. To invoke, through bringing these stories to you, a sense of connection and solidarity, a nourishing of the spirit.

Feminism of the heart and the head. I hope you take the same pleasure in reading it as I have in working on it.

A message from Ngozi

Julia describes herself as a feminist and I describe myself as a womanist – a word invented by the writer Alice Walker and further elaborated and put into good usage by my own aunt, Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi, a writer and critic. I use the word womanist to describe my enduring respect and admiration for women everywhere; for their ability to do so much, love so much and endure so much. Womanist describes my belief in gender equality. The notion that girls and boys, women and men, should have an equal chance in life and equal opportunity to make progress.

Objective statistics on women in leadership positions in politics, finance or business, and statistics on the gender pay gap, coupled with my own life experience, show we have some way to go on gender equality. And it may be harder if you are a woman of colour. You may be at the bottom of the power pecking order that positions white men first, then men of colour, white women, and women of colour. I have not let this reality dampen my optimism for life or diminish my passion for the work I do. Both qualities have helped me power through adversity and manage triumphs.

For some years now, I have wanted to capture my journey to share with other women. But I was busy being a public servant and a technocrat thrown into politics. The latter role led to profound and searing events that meant that before I could get to this book, I had to write another book on issues of transparency, good governance and fighting corruption, which were at the centre of my last four years in government. That book, Fighting Corruption Is Dangerous: The story behind the headlines,2 was completed by mid-2018 and shared my experience of what it means to fight vested interests and build institutions in government.

Having disposed of that important matter I turned to this book – another important matter. Unlike Julia, who joined politics early on as part of her career, I was not your typical politician. I was selected into a position in government and found myself thrust into politics with little or no preparation. Nigeria has an American-style presidential system. This means that the president can look beyond elected politicians to bring others – for example, technocrats, people who occupy senior positions in technical fields – into government. I was selected into government twice, by Presidents Olusegun Obasanjo from 2003 to 2006 and Goodluck Jonathan from 2011 to 2015. I became the first female and, to date, the longest serving Finance Minister of Nigeria, and briefly the first female Foreign Minister. My departure from government in 2015 created the opportunity to reflect on and distil my experiences, and I wanted to share these with younger women managing their careers and aspiring to or already in leadership positions in politics or the private sector. I wanted to talk about what it takes to be in high-stakes positions and work your way to a leadership role. But, frankly, I also wanted to share, in the form of a book, a self-defence.

There are still surprisingly very few working women role models in top leadership positions in the public sector, and women leaders of colour are even more scarce. So, I frequently get asked by younger women what it takes, and how they should manage their careers and balance their lives between work and home. They want to know how I juggled tough jobs with having a family. How did I navigate a husband, four children and a career with frequent overseas travel, they ask? Young women who approach me want mentorship, and I consider this an honour. That people want to learn from me is humbling. But true mentorship is intensive and exhausting, and one can only take on so many women and, yes, men at a time. I would always feel guilty when I had to say to the next young person, ‘Sorry, I cannot take on any more.’ So it seemed to me that a book was one way to reach more people and answer the myriad questions that women have asked me about managing a pathway to leadership or career success, however that success is defined.

As I mulled over these issues in the years after 2015 and thought about my own bittersweet journey as Nigeria’s first female Finance Minister and Foreign Minister, I observed a series of events unfold around the world that unseated women leaders like Presidents Park Geun-hye of South Korea and Dilma Rousseff of Brazil. Hillary Clinton lost the 2016 US presidential election, Joyce Banda took a break from her country, and so on. Women leaders seemed to be having a tough time and I began to wonder, what were their leadership pathways? What had got them to the point they were now at? What successes and failures could they share? What could other women learn from their leadership journeys? I began to discuss these issues with Julia Gillard, the first female prime minister of a fellow Commonwealth country, Australia. We were both members of the International Commission on Financing Global Education Opportunity chaired by Gordon Brown, and I was drawn to her because she was a woman who had also been through tough times, in her role as prime minister. Julia was of course elected, a prime minister and seasoned politician compared to someone like me who had been selected into a political post. Nevertheless, I thought we had quite a lot in common. I found Julia to be a self-proclaimed feminist with a direct and engaging manner, and a sharp and clear mind that had also been reflecting on the fate of women leaders around the world. We exchanged views on several occasions, and we thought there were some narratives emerging from the experiences of women leaders, and some hypotheses we could formulate and test that might capture career and leadership journeys in a manner useful to women. But to get there we would need to talk to other women leaders and test these hypotheses against their experiences and our own. Some of the circumstances surrounding the rise to leadership and fall of certain women leaders were truly unique, and we thought those instances were probably too special to extrapolate from. So, we focused on leaders whose career paths and experience in politics and government could be more readily drawn upon. That gave rise to the women you see in this volume, to their stories, their leadership paths, their and our real-life experiences that prove or disprove various hypotheses about women and leadership.


I hope you will read and relate to these stories, and smile at the familiarity of some of the narratives. Above all, I hope you can garner something to help you with your own pathway.

Thank you to our women leaders

While our own efforts and perspectives are a key ingredient of this book, this project would all have amounted to nothing if eight women leaders had not given freely of their time and spoken with candour. We sincerely thank Jacinda Ardern, Michelle Bachelet, Joyce Banda, Hillary Rodham Clinton, Christine Lagarde, Theresa May, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and Erna Solberg for the trust they put in us, and we hope they feel that this book is true to what they wanted to convey.

Another important ingredient of this book is the work of academics and others who try to elucidate issues around gender. Thank you for your intelligence and insights.

Our particular thanks go to those who work directly with us and the friends who have offered support and guidance along the way.

Last but not least, a shout-out to our families for putting up with us being in what we called ‘book prison’, locked away writing.

We each hope that the youngest girls and boys in our families will inherit a world in which leaders are selected or elected based on fair evaluations of their wisdom and capacity. This book is our contribution to getting there. We hope the content informs and inspires, and that you enjoy the occasional laugh out loud.
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Doing the numbers




How many women have won an Academy Award for Best Director? The answer is one: Kathryn Bigelow for the film The Hurt Locker. That makes one woman and ninety-three men across the history of the Oscars.1

A dispiriting result. Yet it could be worse. Far too often, the answer to a question that starts with the words ‘How many women . . .’ is zero. Let’s try a few.

How many women have led the United Nations or the World Bank? Zero.

How many women have held the office of President of the United States, France, Nigeria, Mexico or Japan? Zero.

How many women have been Prime Minister of Italy, Spain, Sweden, Malaysia or Singapore? Zero.

Only fifty-seven countries out of the 193 nations that are members of the United Nations have ever had a woman hold the highest political office with executive power in their nation, whether that be president or prime minister. This means 70 per cent of nations have always been led by a man. If we add in the women who served in an acting or temporary capacity, the number rises to seventy-two, meaning over 60 per cent of nations have never seen a woman in the top job even as a stand-in.2

Only thirteen countries have had more than one woman lead, and of those, only New Zealand and Iceland have had three women leaders.3 No country has ever had four or more women leaders.

A different way of looking at these numbers is to ascertain how many women are leading nations at any one time. In 2010, fourteen UN member nations had women leaders. By 2019, the number had risen to a historic peak of eighteen women leaders holding office in the same year. In 2020, at the time of writing, the number has fallen to thirteen, or just under 7 per cent of UN member countries. Growth in the number of women leaders was faster in the prior decade, moving up from a base of four in the year 2000. The last year in which there were no women leaders was 1978.4

While the numbers have moved around year by year, taken as a whole it means when the councils of the world meet, those bodies are overwhelmingly male.

Take for example the G20, which is a regular forum that brings together the leaders from the twenty places on earth with the largest economies. When it is convened today, Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany is the only female national leader sitting around the table. Fortunately, she is not completely alone. Ursula von der Leyen, the President of the European Commission, attends because the European Union is accorded country status. Kristalina Georgieva also attends as the head of the International Monetary Fund (IMF).


Both Ngozi and Julia have been to G20 meetings, but not at the same time. During the days of the global financial crisis, Ngozi went in her capacity as managing director of the World Bank, and she was briefly a sherpa, which is the name given to the key officials who hammer out the communiqué. This descriptor is a term borrowed from mountain climbing and fits with the whole event being seen as a ‘summit’.

As prime minister, Julia attended G20 meetings to represent Australia. Women leaders were always dramatically in minority. At the 2012 meeting, Julia saw the most women. Angela was also in attendance, as well as President Dilma Rousseff of Brazil and President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner of Argentina. Christine Lagarde was there too, representing the IMF. On the gender balance of G20 meetings, things have gone backwards since then.

Julia also attended meetings of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation forum, which brings together the leaders of economies that make up 60 per cent of the world’s output and 47 per cent of global trade. The twenty-one members, which include countries like the United States, China, Chile, Mexico and Japan, are home to almost 40 per cent of the population of our planet. When Julia went to the APEC meeting in Hawaii in 2011, she was the only woman leader in attendance. When APEC last met, in 2018, two women, Jacinda Ardern of New Zealand and Carrie Lam of Hong Kong, attended. A step forward but nowhere near enough.

Given there are almost four billion women and girls alive today, how can it be that the odds are still so severely stacked against them having a woman lead their nation? Indeed, how can it be that so few women represent them in the parliaments of their nations? Only one in four parliamentarians globally today are women. In the past twenty-five years the number has doubled, which is progress. Yet somehow it is hard to get too enthusiastic about a result that means three out of every four political decision-makers in 2020 are men.5

The results are worse the more senior the level in politics. Of the 3343 ministerial positions examined by the World Economic Forum in 153 countries, only 21 per cent were held by women.6

The gender limitation in the number of women parliamentarians and ministers has a pipeline impact. While political systems vary enormously, in many countries it is not constitutionally possible to become a nation’s leader unless the individual is first a parliamentarian. This is true of Westminster-style systems in which the highest executive office is that of prime minister.

Even in countries without this specific structure, it is common for people to have experience in an elected position before seeking the top job. If women are not equally included in the levels of politics, including local and regional decision-making forums, as well as the layers of national politics, then that bias will likely carry through to who will be in contention to fill the ultimate leadership spot.

This book endeavours to find answers to the profound questions raised by the dearth of women national leaders in today’s world. While we focus on political leadership, the same kinds of gender issues touch every part of our lives.

For example, the businesses women deal with as consumers and workers are disproportionately shaped by men. The Fortune 500 is a list of the largest companies incorporated in the United States. Many of the businesses are global household names. In June 2019, a gender record was attained: the number of women chief executive officers of these companies was at its highest level ever. This milestone number was 6.6 per cent.7


The FTSE 100 Index includes the biggest companies on the London Stock Exchange. While the location may be different, the number is the same. Only six of the one hundred CEOs are women.8 The Hang Seng Index details the largest companies that trade on the Stock Exchange of Hong Kong. Here the picture worsens. Out of the top fifty companies listed, only one has a female CEO.9

As citizens who want to stay in touch with news about what is happening in the world, it is most likely that women will end up reading about or listening to bulletins written by men, presented by men or about men. Only 24 per cent of persons heard, read about or seen in news media are women. Even worse, only 4 per cent of news stories clearly challenge gender stereotypes.10

At the end of a long, hard day, women who want to wind down by watching a movie or television show, or settling in with a good book, can still find themselves reading, hearing or seeing men.

Pick one of the top one hundred box office successes and the likelihood is the voices will be disproportionately male. An annual study of these movies conducted for twelve consecutive years concluded female speaking characters filled only 30.9 per cent of all roles.11

Turn on the television, whether broadcast, cable or streamed, and women characters make up less than half of those depicted onscreen, and when they do feature they are more likely to be playing a personal-life orientated role – being a mother, for example – than a work–life role.12

Want to watch some sport? While a woman spectator might never be able to imagine herself performing the same physical feats as the professional athletes she admires, at least she can identify with the gender pay gap. Looking at the pay of all working women globally, for every dollar a man earns, a woman earns 63 cents.13 Being an amazing sportsperson does not end gender pay problems, and that number sixty-three comes up again but in a different context. Serena Williams is the only woman on the list of the one hundred highest paid athletes in the world today, and she comes in at sixty-three.14

Try reading, perhaps by selecting a novel by a Booker Prize–winning author. If you do, the chances are that author will be a man, given thirty-one men and sixteen women have won that award. What about the works of Nobel laureates in Literature? The odds worsen. That prize has been awarded to 101 men and only fifteen women. The fact that the awarding committee was mired in a sexual misconduct scandal in 2018 might be seen as a capstone to those figures.15

Of course, Nobel Prizes are given for other important accomplishments, including contributions to peace and scientific research. Across the whole spectrum of prize categories since the awards started in 1901, over nine hundred individuals have won a Nobel Prize. Only fifty-three of them have been women.

Whether women are relying on seatbelts and airbags for protection in the event of a car accident, or carefully measuring out the dose of a medicine prescribed to them, it is likely the research behind those features of modern life came out of testing that was of greater relevance to men than women. The crash-test dummies that are used to inform the design of vehicle safety features are almost always man-sized and man-shaped. As a result, the equipment meant to protect works less well for women, who are 17 per cent more likely to die in an automobile accident.16 Women are also far less frequently the subjects of pharmaceutical trials. The reason given for this is money, because it is more expensive to control for hormonal variations associated with menstruation.17


Worryingly, we are at a major risk of not leaving this kind of gender skew in innovation behind us, given the historic barriers to women entering the fields of science, technology, engineering and maths. As a result, much of the work of designing and shaping the products and services of the future is being done by men. In big data and artificial intelligence, women are an estimated 26 per cent of the workforce, in engineering just 15 per cent and in cloud computing a mere 12 per cent.18

The gender statistics in the venture capital industry, which defines through its investments what new ideas will survive and thrive, are even worse. For example, only 12 per cent of the people in the United States who decide where venture capital funding should go are women.19 In terms of who receives the funds, currently only 2.7 per cent goes to companies founded solely by women and 11.8 per cent to mixed-gender teams of founders.20 That means money is predominantly being invested by men in men and their ideas for what should be our shared and gender-equal future.

There are so many more dimensions to gender discrimination: sexual violence, early marriage, human trafficking, honour killings, the denial of reproductive rights, and the list goes on.

But describing all the characteristics, repercussions and ripple effects of the maleness of the world around us is not the purpose of this book. Rather, our mission is to examine the many obstacles holding women back from becoming leaders, with a view to working out how best to clear those hurdles out of the way.

We see the task of having an equal number of women leaders in politics and business around the world as an urgent one.

The World Economic Forum has calculated that, if we continue to improve at the current rate, closing the global gender gap in political representation will take ninety-five years.


So slow is the pace of change that not only will we not achieve gender equality in our lifetimes, it will likely not be realised in the lifetimes of children who are born today.

Our choice is between having the world crawl towards the dawn of political gender equality in the year 2115, or acting more dramatically now. While fast change will undoubtedly be difficult to achieve, to simply wait would be intolerable.

We hope you share our mindset of fixed determination coupled with extreme impatience. Let’s get this done.
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Our framework




Judging by the wild popularity of criminal investigation television shows, it seems human beings are fascinated by what happens in morgues. Autopsy sequences are good for ratings.

In real life, most of us would probably find the blood and guts too much to take. But let us imagine, for a moment, that we managed to put aside any squeamishness and spent a day chopping up brains. What would we find? The answer is lots of pinkish-grey squishy stuff, with folds and creases.

What we would definitely not find is consistent, obvious differences between male and female brains. Many Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus–style books give the impression that neuroscience can take stereotypical male and female attributes and show what is causing them in the brain. This bit controls communication and is bigger in women. Men have a larger lobe that relates to spatial awareness. And so on and so on.

These kinds of simple stories are more fiction than fact. Scientists have found some differences on average between men and women. Men tend to have bigger brains than women, but that is consistent with men having bigger organs generally, like larger livers and kidneys. There is no study that correlates sex, brain size and human intelligence. A UK study of around five thousand brains, thankfully done by MRI scans on living patients, found that on average, adjusting for age, women tended to have a significantly thicker cerebral cortex compared to men.1 Adjusted for brain size, there were fourteen regions where men had higher average brain volume and ten regions where women did.

It certainly is tempting to put labels on what functions those subcortical regions are associated with, create a theory of male brains and female brains, and then use it to explain gender differences in our societies. But such an approach smacks into some pretty big hurdles. First, the complexity of a human being’s destiny, let alone the structures and power relations within our societies, cannot be extrapolated quite so easily from the spongy stuff in our heads. It is by no means clear how differences in brains relate to behaviour. Or, put another way, presented with four brains on a slab and told these organs belonged to an astrophysicist, a poet, a tyrannical dictator and a saviour of the poor, other than a fluky guess, a coroner would not be able to match brain to person.

Second, none of this really gets us anywhere given our brains literally change shape depending on how we use them. Albert Einstein’s brain was much dissected and studied after he died, with every fold, cortex and connection between hemispheres remarked upon. But even after so much study, it is impossible for scientists to tell how much of the variation between Einstein’s brain and an average one explains his genius, as opposed to how much his life of deep thinking sculpted his brain.


This is an individual example of the structural plasticity dilemma: are any structural differences in male and female brains the explanation for differing male and female behaviour, or are variations explained by gendered environments, stereotypes and consequently life experiences, which mean men’s brains get more of a workout in one area and women’s in another? Perhaps one day we will not be so marooned between cause and effect. But right now, here we are.

Some have suggested it is not so much the structure of the pinkish-grey matter in our heads as it is the hormones humans are dosed with before and around birth that create male and female brains and behaviours. Most of us will recall from high school science classes that chromosomes and hormones differ between men and women. Biology teachers persevere through much adolescent sniggering to explain that a Y-chromosome means a foetus will develop male genitalia. The same foetus will also experience a surge of testosterone from around the eighth to sixteenth weeks in utero. A second, smaller wave of testosterone hits newborn boys and lasts for around three months.

But in terms of character, do those hormonal surges mean anything, especially given female foetuses are also exposed to some testosterone in utero?

In her marvellous book Delusions of Gender, psychologist and science writer Cordelia Fine details the many studies that have tried to take testosterone as the predictor of gender differences.2 A suite of studies involved mothers who needed to have their amniotic fluid tested during the course of their pregnancy. The amount of testosterone in the fluid was recorded, which was an indirect way of measuring how much of that hormone each foetus experienced.


Then, at various times after birth, the empathising abilities of these children were studied in different ways. Did a high dose of testosterone mean the child would be less empathetic, given empathy is considered to be a more female trait? No straightforward correlation was consistently found, nor were young boys reliably inferior in the social domain. Scientists are continuing to study the kinds of complex and experience-based capacities that matter for leadership and as they do so, the more tenuous claims of links with hormone levels early in life become.

Cordelia’s conclusion is that we need to be wary of those over-hyped news reports that tell us there is solid scientific evidence sex differences are hardwired into human beings. Beware neurosexism posing as neuroscience.

Even in the future, when the study of neuroscience and sex differences will be more advanced, experts will continue to tell us male and female brains are more alike than they are different. Each one is really a mosaic of characteristics, readily combining some attributes that brain scans tell us are more likely to be found in a man’s head and some that most commonly exist in a woman’s.

Against that background, is there really a women’s style of leadership? Are women more sharing and caring, with a multitasking, team-building style? Do men tend to be more commanding, controlling and competitive, while being inclined to focus on a single task at a time?

Many people would readily answer yes to these questions. For your authors, the picture is a little more complex.

This book has not been premised on the idea that there are inherent, biologically determined differences between how men and women lead. Instead, we believe that to the extent there are variations, they arise because, at every stage of life, men and women are socialised and stereotyped differently.

Think about how many times in human history, after the news of the birth of a baby has been imparted, the first question asked was ‘Boy or girl?’ From that moment on, that child is steeped in an environment of gender differences. In some parts of the world the stereotyping now starts even earlier, when the parents hold an elaborate ‘gender reveal’ party months before the baby is born.

Think about how many times the child organising the playground games has been described as a ‘natural leader’ if they are a boy, and a ‘little miss bossy boots’ if they are a girl. Or how the images of authority that surround us and spring readily to our minds are images of men, in suits, in uniforms, in robes and so very definitely in charge.

Of course, around the world, millions of people push back against this gender stereotyping every day, including many parents who valiantly strive to bring up their children in an environment free from it. But inevitably societal expectations seep in and a frustrated parent can find themselves at risk of losing the argument when their young daughter says, with complete certainty, ‘Pink is for girls.’

From childhood and throughout adulthood, socialisation and stereotyping are part of what shapes women and men, including their leadership styles. In our interviews, we have endeavoured to tease out the impact of any assumptions about being female that surrounded our women leaders when they were growing up, starting out, moving up or leading.

Yet this book aims to do more than analyse the biases, conscious and unconscious, that swirl in our thoughts about gender. We also look at the structural barriers that hold women back, including the glass labyrinth, glass ceiling and glass cliff. Yes, that is a hell of a lot of glass, and for the women who break through there is always the nasty consequence of being surrounded by jagged, dangerous shards. However, each separate glass barrier does need to be understood.

The glass labyrinth is a way of capturing the obstacles that hold women back as they seek to make their way up from an entry-level job.3 The way these barriers halt the progress of many women gives rise to the pipeline problem: the chant that there cannot be equal numbers of women presidents and prime ministers because there are not enough women parliamentarians, or ministers, or members of political parties, and it is impossible to end up being the leader without first being in one or all of these groups. In charting our leaders’ pathways to power, we learn about negotiating this labyrinth.

The glass cliff is the documented phenomenon that organisations reach out and embrace women’s leadership when they are in trouble. The term was first coined in 2004 in response to claims on the front page of The Times of London that, in the top one hundred firms, increasing the number of women on boards was ‘wreaking havoc’ on share prices.4 On deeper examination, researchers found a stable share price was the usual precursor to a man being appointed to the board of directors, but often a woman was selected after a period of poor share price performance.5 When ‘steady as we go’ was good enough, then a regular male appointment was made, but if there was a crisis, it was time to try a woman.

Further research has demonstrated that, when times are bad, employing a manager good at helping people get through the crisis is seen as desirable.6 As a result of searching for that nurturing skill, which is stereotyped as a female one, selection panels were more likely to choose a woman to lead in the worst of times. This attitude of those making the appointment may well be compounded by the attitude of the new recruit. Only a female outsider might consider taking such a high-risk position. For her, that may well be a rational choice, because unless she seizes the opportunity and challenge, she is unlikely to be offered another job at that level
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