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    Advance Praise for 
Just Not That Likable


     


    “Women who break the glass ceiling can find themselves bloodied in the process. Being effective as a woman often means confronting stereotypes and ‘likeability’ demands not made of men. As a trailblazer in policy and education, Dr. Romero has broken barriers and lived the consequences. Her book raises important questions for those of us working to ensure our daughters face more equitable paths to success and impact, paths that embrace their strength and temper the double standard we face.” 
    —Caprice Young, Ed.D, National Superintendent, Lifelong Learning; Former Board of Education President, Los Angeles Unified School District; and Founding CEO, California Charter Schools Association


     


    “Senator Romero exposes the persistence of gender inequity and workplace double standards still experienced by women. The book should be read as a call to action to state legislatures across the country to pass legislation mandating gender bias training, and stiffen penalties for those perpetuating impenetrable glass ceilings made of cement. As women are increasingly running for political offices and seeking entrance to leadership positions in both the private and public sectors, it is vital that we support these emerging women leaders. As the past Chair of the California Legislative Women’s Caucus, I believe that we need to educate all girls with the understanding that these double-binds experienced by their grandmothers, mothers, and aunts will no longer be tolerated.” —Hon. California State Senator Connie M. Leyva


     


    “Senator Gloria Romero served as Senate Democratic Majority Leader of the California State Senate, the first woman to serve in that office in the upper house. Dr. Romero’s dynamic legislative leadership was precursor to women subsequently becoming President of the Senate and Speaker of the Assembly. She influenced all major policy decisions affecting education, social justice, and access to government. This book pays homage—and is a tribute—to all the strong women for whom she advocated to no longer suffer the indignities and discriminatory behaviors still disturbingly present in today’s workplaces.” —Former President Pro Tempore of the California State Senate, Don Perata


     


    “As an employment lawyer, I am shocked by the number of times a competent woman is told that she is too brash, too heavy-handed, or too demanding. Often, a man who exhibits the same characteristics is the one leveling these criticisms. And the employers rarely see it. Or if they do, they don’t call it out. This book is another step towards bringing the necessary attention to these sexist double standards.” —David G. Greco, Attorney, RMO LLP


     


    “Throughout my professional career, because I am a woman, I was challenged to be better, to be stronger, to be more focused than my male counterpart. To do that, I had to project decisiveness, empathy, intellect and persistence. If I was perceived as selfish, opinionated and domineering-I figured it was their problem of perception and I defined their own sexism, classism and racism of the preceptor. Interesting dialog would ensue! Gloria Romero’s interpretation in this book vindicates my perception of myself. I am a warrior and I am OK with it.” —Emma Lechuga, Woman, Chicana, Educator, Entrepreneur


     


    “An insightful, and well written book, that describes the obstacles and difficulties that women in leadership positions face when they strive to shatter gender and racial barriers.


    Gloria Romero has proven herself to be one of the most effective and passionate advocates for creating a stronger system for reporting and responding to sexual harassment and misconduct. This is a compelling and important book that provides a blueprint for a more inclusive future and serves as an inspiration for a new generation of public servants.”


    —Hon. Joe Coto, Former California State Assemblymember and Chair Emeritus, of the California Latino Legislative Caucus; Superintendent of Schools in Oakland and San Jose


    —Hon. Judge Lucy Armendariz, Los Angeles Superior Court (She has agreed to submit a blurb but is getting this cleared through the Court’s Ethics Division. It has not yet been cleared as of this deadline. If Ethics does not clear it, she can submit a quote as an individual, but am hoping it can be cleared to use the Judge title


     


    —Punam Grewal, Civil Rights Attorney--still awaiting her quote
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    Special thanks to a new generation of young women willing, wanting, and able to call out gender bias and double standards when they see them. Thank you, Rachel Frankel and Jeslynn Mendoza, for helping me find the numerous research studies cited in this book. Thank you, Ramani Durvasula, for truly opening new doors for me to join other women in telling our stories. A special shout out to Post Hill Press. You’ve put me in the expert hands of Debra Englander and Heather King, who I absolutely enjoyed working with. I will never forget that email you sent me saying, “You are an author.” Wow—and what a story I had to tell! Thank you for taking a chance on me. Thank you, also, to the wonderful editors Allie Woodlee and Jill Ezren for your encouragement and thoughtful insights.


    A big hug to dear friends, colleagues, and sisters: Punam Grewal, Maribel Medina, Juana Mora, Jill Stewart, Kaveri Subrahmanyam, Cher Mendoza, and Caprice Young, who not only were there for me from the start, but who also, I know, will be there for anyone who has the courage to run—not walk—like a bull in a china shop through that labyrinth, swinging away at whatever glass ceilings portend to stand in our way.


    As we know, there are no magic ruby slippers or golden brick roads to help us navigate through treacherous labyrinths and smash through seemingly impenetrable glass ceilings to get us safely home. But those ceilings and walls will come crashing down as we tell our stories, file our briefs, and sue our way to justice. There are always others who come before us, and I express my deepest gratitude to them for starting to pave those roads, making it less lonely or less of a road-less-traveled because of their courage to start the walk. May Ann Hopkins, whom I never knew, rest in peace. Her life mattered for us all. Thank you, Ann Hopkins, for being so unlikable and changing history for every woman in this country who has the courage to not be afraid to speak up.


    Finally, this book is for any woman who has ever been called bossy, mean, aggressive, or, quite frankly, just a bitch. As I once told my daughter, Soledad Ursua, all “bitch” means is that you stood up for yourself. More than anyone, this book is for her because she was the first one to encourage me to write it. Because of her, I refuse to wear pink on Wednesdays.
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    Preface



    Moderator: What can you say to the voters of New Hampshire on this stage tonight, who see your resume and like it, but are hesitating on the likability issue where they seem to like Barack Obama more?


    Hillary Clinton: Well, that hurts my feelings.


    Moderator: I’m sorry, Senator, I’m sorry.


    Clinton: But I’ll try to go on. He’s very likable. I agree with that. I don’t think I’m that bad.


    Barack Obama: You’re likable enough, Hillary.


    -Hillary Clinton-Barack Obama presidential primary debate, January 5, 2008.


    “If I didn’t speak the way I do, I wouldn’t have been seen as a leader. But my way of speaking may have grated on people who were not used to hearing it from a woman. It was the right way for a leader to speak, but it wasn’t the right way for a woman to speak.”


    -Kim Campbell, first (and only) female prime minister of Canada, 1993.


    “Even if we knew that (Ann) Hopkins had ‘personality problems,’ this would not tell us that the partners who cast their evaluations of Hopkins in sex-based terms would have criticized her as sharply (or criticized her at all) if she had been a man.”


    “We sit not to determine whether Ms. Hopkins is nice, but to decide whether the partners reacted negatively to her personality because she is a woman.”


    [In a landmark ruling for that Ann Hopkins being wrongly passed over for becoming a senior partner, the court wrote, “In the specific context of sex stereotyping, an employer who acts on the basis of a belief that a woman cannot be aggressive, or that she must not be, has acted on the basis of gender.”]


    -U.S. Supreme Court, in Price Waterhouse v. Hopkins, 1989.


    “A dominant style won’t convey competence or likability, and it
    often will make you seem ill tempered and out of control. Although women seldom use a domineering style, be on the alert for any tendencies you might have in this direction—and check them.”


    -Andrea S. Kramer and Alton B. Harris, Breaking Through Bias: Communication Techniques for Women to Succeed at Work (Boston: Nicholas Brealey Publishing, second edition, p. 108, 2020.


    “So arm yourself with the knowledge of these pages, ladies. Be vigilant about hiding yourself. (Not your entire self, just the woman and/or minority part of yourself.) Scale the heights of your career and break that glass ceiling, but do it very quietly and gingerly, and be sure to make a man think he did it for you. By standing as still as possible, you will go farther than you ever imagined, as long as you didn’t imagine going too far.”


    -Sarah Cooper, How to Be Successful Without Hurting Men’s Feelings: Non-Threatening Leadership Strategies for Women (Andrews McMeel Publishing, p. 5, 2018).


    


    Once upon a time, I was told: “Gloria, you come out of the Legislature where women are expected to be strong, but this is a workplace where women are weak. This is a mismatch.”


    -Gloria Romero

  


  
    Contributor


    It was 1970, a year before eighteen-year-olds got the vote in America, when forty-six female staffers at Newsweek filed the first gender discrimination lawsuit against a U.S. employer, a case won by a brilliant young attorney, Eleanor Holmes Norton. Called “dollies” by their male bosses and informed that women “don’t write,” the Newsweek women were stuck with menial jobs for which they were overqualified. They cut a new path taken twelve years later by Ann Hopkins, a senior manager at then-Price Waterhouse, who in 1982 sued her firm for passing her over for a partnership despite her stellar work. Hopkins’s disgust and grit resulted in a monumental U.S. Supreme Court ruling in 1989 that changed everything: the highest court in the nation, which included the first woman justice, decisively clarified that employers could no longer evaluate employees based on stereotypes.


    Hopkins’s name, once common in news outlets’ front pages, is today unknown to most Americans. But author, educator, and former legislator Gloria Romero, the first woman to hold the powerful seat of Democratic Majority Leader of the California State Senate, brings Hopkins back in Just Not That Likable as the penultimate female warrior in a sprawling—and clearly unfinished—war against women in America’s executive offices.


    Four decades after Price Waterhouse v. Hopkins, Just Not That Likable lays out the devastating argument that a pervasive fog of bias persists today, a softer but equally ugly and destructive denigration of women who gain or seek power in America’s corporations and organizations. In unpacking this thriving yet more subtle form of gender bias than the open discrimination Ann Hopkins confronted, Romero delves into the outrageous “likability” standards widely applied—but rarely acknowledged—to women in the twenty-first century.


    Romero points to the emergence of modern-era trailblazers such as Uber whistleblower Susan Fowler and former Reddit CEO Ellen Pao, who unsuccessfully took on her venture capital employer, Kleiner Perkins, for gender discrimination. Although Pao lost in court, “She won over the hearts and minds of women everywhere who understand that hers was a good fight and her fight has made it possible for others to have courage as well,” the author writes.


    But women are often judged and held back today if they fail to conform to unspoken likability standards. Romero warns that such rising practices as “pay-for-performance,” which lack objective measurements that keep pace, “will rely on heuristics and likability traits to determine performance and pay—factors which, as we’ve seen, have double standards for women.”


    Laying out a series of steps to fight and undo America’s unspoken “likability” standards, Just Not That Likable is an insightful, angry, vivid, and ultimately practical guidebook to beating today’s gender discrimination, which quietly thrives in institutions, firms, and the psyches of the executives who run them.


     


    Jill Stewart, Los Angeles, former managing editor at LA Weekly


    Twitter: @jillstewart

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE



    To the Glass Ceiling and Beyond
    (Ouch, That Hurts!)
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    Once upon a time in my career—and not unlike many other successful women in America—I was summoned to a meeting with my employer. In that meeting long, long ago, after questioning me for two hours, the corporate “suits” simply declared, “Gloria, you served in the California State Legislature where women are expected to be strong. But this is a workplace where women are weak. This is a mismatch.”
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    Indeed, I had served as a member of the California State Legislature, rising to become the first woman in California history to be elected as the Senate Majority Leader. Along the way, I had written legislation defending women and had mentored young women to stand up for themselves. I had marched and rallied for human rights, and never shied away from standing up for what is fair and just. I sought results and expected them of myself and anyone I supervised.


    As I sat in that conference room, I realized that they were pronouncing me just not that likable—my voice, my mannerisms, my directness, my high standards and no-nonsense sense of leadership. Was I a successful, respected, and strong leader? Yes. But was I likable? According to them, no. Wow! I hadn’t seen that coming, even though as a university professor emeritus, I sometimes lectured on this very issue impacting women leaders and the growing body of research exposing the double bind women face: expectations that we’ll be strong, followed by punishment for not being likable.
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    In my “once upon a time” story, I turned to the assembled corporate “suits” and asked, “Tell me, where in the job description does it say strong women need not apply nor lead this organization?” followed by a satirical, “Should I start wearing pink on Wednesdays? How demure would you like me to speak?”


    I left the meeting and immediately called a dear friend, who counseled me to speak with a lawyer. Welcome to life in the executive suite, she said, where women are still expected to “act girlie” in order to succeed.


    So here I am, a “strong” woman who—despite my professional record of accomplishments—has been chastised for, essentially, not behaving like a lady. Like the five stages of grief identified by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, I experienced denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and finally acceptance over this realization. Knowing that I am not the first strong woman to be reprimanded for being strong, nor will I likely be the last, I started writing this book.


    Is it possible for a woman to be strong and likable? When women lead, must we retreat to the pink ghetto and seek seclusion in a gender closet to avoid our authentic selves? Despite decades of advancements and the passage of key nondiscriminatory legislation, are we condemned to continue paying a “likability” penalty or lose our jobs and have to sue our employers? What do we tell our daughters when we talk about taking down discriminatory glass ceilings when the very behaviors required for them to lead are perceived as “difficult,” “abrasive,” “bossy,” and “selfish”?


    In a word, unlikable.


    Like the B-word many of us have heard (you know, the one that rhymes with witch), unlikable is a label women have long faced in the workplace, whether directed toward ourselves, a female colleague, a female politician, a female CEO, or most female political figures—women with power. Certainly, the progress of a robust American women’s rights movement and modern-day feminism, aided by gender-equalizing legislation, has helped mitigate overt workplace sexism. But despite these advancements, the perpetuation of gender stereotypes remains pervasive, impacting women everywhere.


    Fifty years ago, the Harvard Business Review found that 41 percent of survey respondents reported being “anti-woman executive” in principle, and only about a quarter reported feeling comfortable working for a woman.1


    Today, we are not as likely to uncover such stark opinions from survey respondents about being blatantly anti-woman executive. But guess what? I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but when we get to Chapter Two, we will see that most of us—male and female—still say we prefer a male boss. Fifty years hasn’t changed that.


    Indeed, three decades ago we were warned, “Many women have paid their dues, even a premium, for a chance at a top position, only to find a glass ceiling between them and their goal. The glass ceiling is not simply a barrier for an individual, based on the person’s inability to handle a higher-level job. Rather, the glass ceiling applies to women as a group who are kept from advancing higher because they are women.”2


    According to Catalyst, a leading nonprofit research organization working to advance women in business, despite gains in the number of Fortune 500 women CEOs in 2020, there are only thirty-seven—out of 500!3 At the time of this writing, there are still nearly thirteen companies run by a man for every company run by a woman. Within the ranks of the thirty-seven women, a longstanding problem persists: there is starkly little racial diversity. Only three of the thirty-seven are women of color. Not one of the 500 companies on this list has a Black woman at the helm. While the overall picture—that women run 7.4 percent of the businesses on the Fortune 500—is significant, there are some more micro trends worth noting. Many of these women leaders are concentrated at the bottom of the Fortune 500, where the companies are smaller. Only seven women run Fortune 100 companies.


    Furthermore, women are falling behind early in their careers. If first-level women managers were hired and promoted like men, there would be one million more women in management over the next five years. And to even get to this point means women have had to face barriers in landing their first management roles—much less remaining and prospering there.4 The proverbial glass ceiling remains intact, sturdy, and strong.


    In the United States, women were nearly half (47 percent) of the labor force but only slightly over a third (40 percent) of managers in 2019. That same year, White women held almost a third (32.3 percent) of all management positions. In the coveted C-suite of executive leadership, 21 percent of its members are women, but only 4 percent are women of color. Specifically, women of color held a drastically smaller share of management positions—Latinas, 4.3 percent; Black women, 4 percent; Asian women, 2.5 percent. Not even Catalyst reports on Native American women.


    Ponder that women represent a third of MBA graduates, but only 4 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs. There are more men named John running S&P 1500 companies than there are women of any name. In finance and insurance, women make up almost half of middle managers but only 17 percent of senior managers in the largest firms. Globally, women hold less than a quarter of senior management roles, the stepping-stone to CEO positions. And in the United States, women of color account for 19 percent of the population but only 4 percent of the executives or senior-level management in S&P companies. A Catalyst report summarized the situation in its title: “Still No Progress After Years of No Progress.”5


    The conclusion? It could take more than a century to achieve parity in executive suites.6 Other estimates are significantly more pessimistic, projecting it will take 400 years for women to reach just 50 percent of the CEO positions,7 while the Women in the Workplace 2018 study estimates parity in 450 years!8


    Closing these gaps is critical for women. While there are several factors to explain
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mis-match
noun
/mis-maCH/

a failure to correspond or match; a discrepancy.
“a huge mismatch between supply and demand”

Similar: discrepancy, lack of congruence ,inconsistency, contradiction

verb
/mis-maCH/

match (people or things) unsuitably or incorrectly.
“designers throw in big furniture pieces that are deliberately mismatched with
the existing ones to give an accent to the space”

Similar: ill-assorted, ill-matched, incongruous, unsuited, incompatible
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adjective
adjective: likable

(especially of a person) pleasant, friendly, and easy to like.
“a very likable young woman”

Similar: pleasant, nice, friendly, agreeable, affable, amiable, genial





