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This book is dedicated to the 74.6 million working women in the United States who are committed to their jobs; putting in long hours; juggling family, friends, and a multitude of activities; investing in their individual success as well as that of their companies—and trying to make a difference every day.
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PREFACE Confidential to Women

ALPHA DOG

As my husband and I walk our dogs each morning, we often remark on the similarities between their behavior and the dynamics we see daily in corporate life. Our six-year-old male Maltese wanders this way and that until he notes that his two-year-old sister has found a favorite spot to do her “number one” business. At that point, he trots over to her patch of ground and claims it as his own by covering her scent with his own, clearly demonstrating the behavior of a dominant male.

In corporate life, as in the interaction of our dogs, the female is frequently deliberate and careful with her work, only to have the male instinctively diminish the accomplishment by claiming it, by ignoring it, or maybe just by eradicating it. This is not true all of the time, but I bet it has happened to each of us women more than once. It is part of the game we play, and the better we understand the rules and how to work with men on equal terms, the more equipped we are to overcome the indignity of being invisible and to adopt tools that will let our work be seen, appreciated, and acknowledged.

Time and time again, I have heard women report that their ideas seem to fall on deaf ears in a meeting while a man may repeat her very idea later and get accolades for it. This happened to me a few years ago in a meeting I was leading. After we had discussed a problem, I offered a solution which was acknowledged, albeit not embraced. Ten minutes later, a man in the meeting suggested the same solution, for which he was applauded. I was stunned. Here I was, the chair of the meeting with enviable position power, and my idea was stolen from me. No one noticed except the other woman in the room, who quizzically raised her eyebrow at me. I thanked the gentleman for bringing up my solution again and regained ownership without being too aggressive. Upon reflection, I understood how careful a woman has to be under such circumstances. For me, the very narrow bandwidth of appropriate response—without sounding overly whiny or bitchy—is one all women must tread carefully.

The majority of women dislike office politics and want to be allowed to do their best work without being distracted by the game playing that occupies so much of our time. We want to be accepted as valuable team members, encouraged for our work, and acknowledged for a job well done. Having an equal shot with the men at the next promotion, raise, or inclusion in an initiative would be nice, too. Most women I know enjoy working with men. After all, we have grown up with fathers and brothers, and we have always wanted to be included in their games. We have studied them close up and from afar. Now that we are in the workplace, we are excited and happy to be there, earning our way independently and managing the increased complexity of our lives.

The men, however, don’t always seem to understand the value we bring to work. Women still feel excluded from important conversations that take place over lunch or a beer or on the golf course. We are either not invited or we may not be able to go because of other responsibilities. Men frequently, whether wittingly or unwittingly, will schedule meetings at 7:00 a.m. and at 6:00 p.m., which places extra burdens on women, the majority of whom still manage and coordinate household responsibilities. And, men sometimes appear to think they know what is best and even speak for women at meetings or in other discussions without checking with them first. I have sat in talent review meetings in major companies and have heard a man turn down a promotional opportunity for a woman, explaining that she would be unable to relocate her family or that she was unable to take on more work—without conferring with her!

As male leaders at work begin to learn more about our differences and ways of leadership and understand our desire to be treated as equals while giving due consideration to all the other roles we play (mother, wife, chef, friend, networker, community champion, buyer, and consumer); hopefully they will be more patient with us and our seemingly hectic lives while appreciating our value at work. We like our busy lives and just want a fair shot at being a contributor!

ONCE UPON A TIME

At the young age of twenty-three, I was appointed manager of a sevenperson department in a company founded by three men. For seven years, though my team and I had one successful year after another, I was rarely congratulated for my hard work. However, we kept our noses down to our work and persevered. When I became pregnant, the bosses assumed that once my baby arrived, I would be unable to continue working, citing the fact that their wives had been unable to handle both motherhood and work. That made me determined to show them they were wrong and as a result, my two maternity leaves were, respectively, two weeks and four weeks so the men would not have time to replace me. I wanted to return to my job and prove them—and their wives—wrong.

These formative years of my career, in which I encountered various forms of prejudice and discrimination, led me to develop the resilience that has carried me forward to this day. I made a decision that in spite of the negative environment in which I grew professionally, I would rise above circumstances and push forward. Intuitively, I knew that there was a better way to operate in concert with the opposite sex.

Thus began my lifelong study of the tools and skills women need in order to survive the hurdles placed in front of them, intentionally or unintentionally, in the workplace. Though some of the women I worked with at my former company never got beyond their negative experiences, I chose instead to build two companies that were the exact opposite of the one I had started with. My companies were egalitarian and open in culture and respectful of both women and men.

When faced with obstacles, some women respond with determination, resolving not to let their gender get in their way of achieving their goals. Others find the obstacles so distasteful that they leave the corporate world, sometimes forever. A Black woman business leader echoed my sentiments. She stated that her resilience was born of discrimination and difficulty. She learned from those and went on to maintain her dignity and leadership in other venues that were more positive. Both of us vowed that we were never going to give away our self-confidence, and who we were, to men who had never learned to appreciate the value of the opposite sex. The possibility that men were consciously or unconsciously trying to get us to quit actually made us stronger and more convinced of our future success. Like me, she was not resentful or jaded, but both of us had developed antennae that made us aware of when we needed to assert ourselves or clarify our roles.

PERCEPTIONS

I have coached many senior women in my career, perhaps thousands. I have worked with them as they transitioned into new careers, counseled them on how to be more effective in their work styles, and advised them on becoming more powerful leaders. Through all my years in these different roles, I have been struck by the significant differences in how women view leadership and what motivates them to achieve great things on behalf of their companies. I have noticed, for example, that women are quicker than men to walk out the door and find jobs that they believe will make them happier. This happens when they feel that they are not appreciated, do not fit into their organization’s culture, or are not being promoted like their male counterparts.

So, how can the workplace engage a woman’s spirit and her energy so that she feels fulfilled, energized, and committed to the goals of the enterprise?

In my opinion, the single greatest factor leading to a woman’s decision to move on is the loss of her self-confidence. Self-confidence is a very fragile thing and seems to take longer to develop in a woman. Women tend to be more vulnerable in this area, and confidence can easily be destroyed or eroded by circumstantial events. It is a woman’s self-protective reaction to leave an environment she considers negative.

The second factor that seems to cause discontent in a woman is exclusion. Women have a unique ability to weave information, facts, and intuition into a plan of action or a strategy. When left out of the information loop by male colleagues, a woman notices and feels the pain of exclusion viscerally. If it continues, her work suffers, as does her self-confidence.

A third issue important to women is the need for feedback, positive or not, on a regular basis. This is because women are usually seeking perfection in what they do. If a woman does not get reinforcement for a job well done, her psyche reverts to self-criticism and questioning. If a woman’s efforts are going in the wrong direction, she needs to hear this as well. In a constant search for self-improvement, this feedback can lead quickly to constructive changes.

A fourth key issue for women is the support of their companies. Women often feel the need to work harder than their male counterparts to prove themselves. And, due to the complexities of their lives, it is not uncommon for a woman to work at home, laboring into the wee hours when the family sleeps, and find every means possible to go beyond expectations. If the company ignores this struggle and puts up obstacles to make her life more difficult, she will invariably choose family first and go elsewhere.

Finally, women have the need to understand the inner workings of their male colleagues’ and bosses’ minds. It is part of a puzzle that intrigues women at home and at work. We have an innate desire to figure men out so that we can be on the same wavelength. Let’s look a little deeper and try to explain what women are really feeling.

LOSS OF SELF-CONFIDENCE

Time after time, I have seen women who have allowed a male boss to treat them so poorly at work that they have lost their self-confidence. These women have entered the top ranks with résumés bursting with accomplishments and have soon forgotten all the positive experiences that gained them entry into the executive suite. The following story demonstrates how these feelings of inadequacy can cause a downward spiral. This can—and does—happen to men as well.

A woman I know—let’s call her Laura—was recruited by a big pharmaceutical company. She brought fifteen years of successful brand management of some of the world’s best-selling drugs. She had a $5 billion portfolio of drugs to manage and, in addition, was given the responsibilities of rebuilding a team that had been decimated by a former boss and renegotiating a critical strategic alliance that was in jeopardy. She was able to accomplish all of this in her first eight months on the job!

Yet, in spite of all her accomplishments, her boss belittled her, accused her of speaking out without consulting him, and began to cut her out of meetings. By the end of her first year, she had begun to doubt her own capabilities and was convinced that she would never survive at the company.

This scene is, unfortunately, played out in companies every day. Colleagues often observe what is happening, but stay silent. Human resources may intervene, but only to take the superior’s point of view. Higher-level executives side with the man, often claiming that he is too valuable to discipline. When women are consistently ignored, verbally abused, or unacknowledged, they think about options such as dropping out, working on their own, or working for a smaller company. Women are willing to forfeit their “good” jobs for personal peace.

But if women want to stay in big corporations and receive the perks associated with the big jobs, they must find a way to survive. As they are marginalized, many women elect to leave voluntarily rather than be terminated and justify their exits in the name of their families and inner harmony. In reality, they have been subtly coerced to leave and the companies are left to the men to run. Of course, each woman must do what is right for herself and her family. It is, however, important to understand the consequences of these decisions in a larger context. If women choose to leave their companies, the numbers of senior women grow at a slower pace, leaving management in the hands of the men and the culture unchanged.

Lessons Learned

Laura’s situation is a complicated one. But how could it have played out differently? There are several factors that could have made a difference in the way the story ended.

1. Laura was, in the end, roadblocked because she didn’t know the key decision makers. She hadn’t spent enough time building strategic relationships with people who could have stepped up to her defense. This is something that women often forget to do in their pursuit of excellence. Having other key people in the company knowledgeable about her accomplishments and invested in her success would have made Laura less vulnerable.

2. She neglected to ask for feedback about her performance early on and was not mentored by anyone with the power and influence to bail her out. There are many sources of feedback. Human resources, peers, and even a respected person on her team could have provided some warning signs and advice. Selecting a well-placed senior executive as an informal mentor to her as she integrated into the company might have helped Laura.

3. Laura didn’t recognize the very strong ego of her boss. She plunged ahead, making changes and strategic decisions, but neglected to share them with her boss. He was displeased with this because he felt pushed aside and became jealous of her growing power, especially with her team. To create a win-win situation, it would have been smart for Laura to discuss her plans with her boss, seek his advice, and then share credit.

4. Laura was seen as a leader who cared more about her team and its responsibilities than about the company overall. She wasn’t regarded as a team player and was thought of as less interested in the success of the enterprise and more focused on herself and her group. Unintentionally, her enthusiasm to achieve results came across as territorial and set her apart from the senior leadership by demonstrating a lack of strategic vision.

In hindsight, Laura should have quickly gotten more traction in the company while she was working on her objectives. She also needed to know and appreciate a little more the male leadership style in order to collaborate more effectively with her boss, rather than appearing to compete with him. Finally, she needed to have respect for her place in the system. She was a large cog—but nevertheless only one cog—in the wheel.

THE IMPORTANCE OF SELF-ESTEEM

Earlier in this chapter, I talked about self-confidence, which is a key factor in the success of women and the area that pulls women down most. The fact is that when we women lack confidence in ourselves and our accomplishments, we show it. It shows in our tone of voice, our assertiveness, the ability to network with powerful people, and our interaction with male colleagues.

In my early career, I began to regularly question myself, especially before speeches and presentations. I would wonder, “What if they find out I am not what they think? If they look beyond the façade they will find the true me—an insecure, quivering mass of doubt and fear.” This tendency to worry that people will see through their exterior shell straight to an insecure inner core is one that I see frequently in the women I coach. Does it really take years, as one of my colleagues suggested, for the inside of a professional woman to catch up with the outside? It seems so.

And, if a woman doesn’t have a mentor, sponsor, or colleague to believe in her, give her important feedback, and buoy her up in the difficult times, it will never happen.

What is this all about? I have asked hundreds of women this question and nearly all have said that they were raised to be “good girls” by wellmeaning parents and teachers. They were supposed to be nonassertive, collaborative, and compliant. Even the girls who were raised by supportive fathers and mothers came up against prejudices in schools that countered what they heard as younger children. These messages are pretty strong at a time when we are developing our egos and very difficult to turn around. But, if we want to rise up in our organizations, we must do exactly that.

Whatever the cause of our insecurity, it must stop! Women need to spend time on a regular basis reflecting on their positive attributes. They need to have a list of their accomplishments on the tip of their tongues and be able to recite them easily. They need to speak up in meetings and not allow others to bring up all their good ideas before they do. They need to increase their visibility throughout the organization so that when an opportunity for a promotion or a project comes up, they are mentioned as candidates. And, they need to dress and act like leaders. These are all steps to building an executive image, which in turn attracts respect and inclusion into the inner circles of the organization. Men who feel trodden upon could do very well by following the same advice.

Self-esteem is a tricky thing to master. It starts with developing a full and honest recognition of who you are, what you have achieved, and what you want. As women, it is vital that we boost our confidence on a regular basis so that when we feel put down or unheard, we have a reservoir of strength to draw upon.

One of the most important exercises in my coaching work with women is to review their top accomplishments. When we list the events a woman is most proud of, she can then identify which skills she was using to accomplish each. As she runs through each accomplishment, the skills that she most relies on surface. These recurring skills serve as the basis of her leadership and are the ones she should rely on to ensure ongoing success.

MY ADVICE

Women, it is up to us to model new behaviors that will help men embrace our excellence, ease the pressure in the work environment, and ease tensions. We should also learn how to share information about ourselves—our aspirations and our strengths—that can help the (male) decision makers out there to operate with more insight.

Ask for feedback! If you feel that something isn’t clicking, then ask why. Ask a trusted colleague or another woman to watch your style in meetings and tell you what works and what doesn’t work. Or, ask human resources for a confidential 360-degree review with colleagues to give you honest and straightforward feedback. You cannot change if you are lacking awareness.

Don’t pout! How many times do we tell our kids not to pout, and instead to come out of their rooms and talk about what is going on? If you say, “What you did made me feel . . .” instead of hoping your boss or colleague will figure it out, you will inform men about what we need to be successful.

No whining! When we whine, our voices go up and become very shrill. Better to formulate your thoughts on paper, stay focused on what you want to achieve, and deliver the message in a clear and commanding tone.

Don’t get mad, get better! When you receive feedback you don’t like or understand from your male boss, take a breath and think about what the message really is. Does it have any merit? If it absolutely doesn’t make sense, then ask for clarity and examples. If it still doesn’t ring true, then pull out your list of accomplishments and remind him of your value and skills!

Give feedback to the men! When you see a clash in style, a misunderstanding, or a lack of appreciation of women’s skills on the part of a male colleague, take the time to speak to him about it. This is your opportunity to educate him and perhaps open his eyes to the male/female differences and create more understanding.


Express yourself! Men will frequently brag about their exploits on the field, at home, and at work, while women tend to wait to be discovered. It’s time for us to pick up our game and learn how to brag a little. Let your accomplishments filter through your conversations, ask for performance reviews regularly, and speak up when there is a promotion you deserve. Don’t sit quietly and watch the person in the next office, who is more practiced in bragging, take the promotion himself!

Don’t rely on looks! While beauty and great clothes will get you some notice, they will not get you respect. A reliance on the superficial will continue to reinforce that women are objects not to be taken seriously. Dress and act like a leader at all times. Determine your organization’s leadership dress code and tweak or change your wardrobe accordingly. Your visual presentation is over 50 percent of your personal message, so if it sends mixed messages, it lowers your overall rating as a true professional.

Get guidance! Figure out the best person to guide you, advise you, and teach you the tactics and skills you need to grow. A good mentor is not always a kind mentor, so look for someone who will tell you the truth. And, you may have formal as well as informal mentoring relationships. Periodic meetings with a well-placed executive can be very helpful in gauging your effectiveness.

Get out and about! Much of the real learning takes place outside of our offices—in the halls, at lunch with colleagues, and in the company of other professionals, competitors, and gurus in our fields. If no one knows who you are and what you have done, you won’t get ahead.

Don’t say it isn’t so! Women who profess that their being a woman has had no effect on their careers are doing a disservice to other women whose experience is the opposite. If a woman has advanced to the highest levels of an organization with no negative experiences with the opposite sex, she is in the minority. Acknowledge the realities of most women and lend others a hand!



Women and men can do great things together. Some women have told me that women need to be less sensitive. Others feel that we need to believe in ourselves and know how good we are. I would also add that women need to support one another, avoid letting our emotions get us down, learn to be politically savvy, improve our communication style, and, above all, remember we are leaders!

—Molly D. Shepard




INTRODUCTION What’s Holding Women Back?

THE WORLD HAS BECOME FASTER PACED NOW THAN EVER BEFORE. Decisions need to be made quickly. Companies are global. We have been living in a virtual world since March 2020, and businesses and their employees have had to navigate through the unknowns and challenges of a pandemic. New skills are required for effective and inclusive leadership, and that is what we will address in this book.

In the past few years, a number of women have achieved leadership positions and broken barriers in the business world, but progress is slower than we had hoped. There have been several new, high-profile female CEOs and COOs at Fortune 500 companies, and women have made other strides in business as well. These successes could lead to the conclusion that women are making substantial progress and, when we first wrote this book in 2005, we hoped that would be the case. However, while these achievements are significant, there continues to be a woeful shortage of women at the top and the pace of change is painfully slow, with little—and in some cases no—growth. Though women are attending college and graduate schools in record numbers and make up about half of the labor force, we are nowhere near parity with men. According to Fortune magazine, only 37 of the companies in the Fortune 500 are led by female CEOs. Among the 3,000 largest U.S. publicly traded companies, about one in five board members are women, according to Equilar, which tracks corporate governance data. And it says nearly one in ten boards have no women. Since 2015, according to McKinsey, we have only seen modest signs of progress in the representation of women in the corporate pipeline. And, to add insult to injury, on average, women still only earn 81.6 cents for every dollar a man working full-time earned. Additionally, women’s median annual earnings were $9,766 less than men’s, according to the most recent available data from the U.S. Census Bureau.

So, why do women still hold such a small proportion of the powerful, high-paying job positions? Despite the number of talented and educated women in the workforce, we believe their lack of real progress up the ranks can be attributed to the persistence of ingrained male-dominated corporate cultures and the obstacles they present for women. According to the Wall Street Journal, the share of women who say they have experienced discrimination hasn’t diminished over the past two decades.

Many women, finding their work environment distasteful and seemingly intractable, prefer to opt out of the corporate world rather than try to adapt to situations they see as unwelcoming and inflexible.

Though change is often difficult, frustrating, and uncomfortable, we are convinced that for women to make their marks, they must step out of their comfort zones and make crucial changes to their work styles—and perhaps to their personal styles as well. As greater numbers of women achieve authority and power, and more companies realize the benefits of maintaining their talent pool of top women, the cultural stalemate will, by necessity, change. A diverse workforce is the face of the future and, from a practical economic point of view, with half of the available talent being female and the market demographics increasingly diverse, companies will have to change to be competitive.

Women need to take a hard look at themselves and their changing corporate cultures, determine the best way to be successful where they are, and make adjustments to their approach. We believe this can be done while also maintaining their individual styles and identity. By identifying and dealing effectively with obstacles that are keeping them sidelined, women won’t have to settle for unsatisfying careers or leave the workplace in frustration. Women can, instead, stay in the game, change the rules, and ultimately win.

In Breaking into the Boys’ Club, we have identified the key areas that our research and experience have shown to be most problematic for women. These include communicating effectively and dealing with conflict, building networking relationships, promoting your accomplishments, being politically savvy, getting the most out of mentoring and sponsorship, maintaining balance in your life, and resilience and presenting yourself with impact and presence. In many cases, women know they should be taking steps in these areas but they just don’t do it, even as they see their male colleagues using these techniques to succeed. Instead, women often complain about their situations and mull over the injustices they’ve experienced.

We cover each of these problem areas in depth, with insights and information on the common mistakes women make and tools to assess your own individual strengths and weaknesses. We provide specific, actionable remedies in each category to help you improve your skills and become more effective in your career, and include discussion and tips on work/life balance. If, after trying remedies, you still find that you’re not making enough progress or are unhappy with your work, our book gives you the tools to keep your career on track by helping you understand where you are, pinpoint what’s not working, and define the steps you can take to be happier and more successful.

Does the next story have a familiar ring?

Dan and Judy both went to solid liberal arts schools in the Northeast, earned B+ grades, and after graduation from NYU School of Law, each was hired by the same top insurance firm to work in the legal department. Years later, Dan is senior vice president and deputy general counsel, and Judy is an assistant counsel a couple of levels below Dan, stuck in a position going nowhere. Why did Dan succeed, and Judy fail to make it, in corporate America? Is he smarter? A better worker? Not necessarily.

The first day Dan started his new job, he was welcomed by his colleagues. A couple of “guys” in his department, including the boss, took him to lunch and he got the scoop on the people, company politics, and the softball team. He was immediately included in meetings as well as the informal gatherings at lunch and after work. He was introduced to a number of people at higher levels and felt a sense of instant camaraderie with his team. He got to know the right people, was well-liked, touted his accomplishments whenever possible, and was regularly promoted.

During Judy’s first week, she met two women in her department and heard about how their boss gave the best assignments to one of the men. They cautioned her about making sure she put in long hours, or her loyalty would be questioned. She came away convinced she had to constantly prove herself to others in order to get ahead. She did great work and developed a reputation as an expert in her area of law. After being passed over for several promotions, however, she understood that she probably wasn’t going to go any further in her department.

Dan had a big advantage. He was immediately included in the corporate culture and was given insight into the rules, the politics, and the people. From day one, Judy was trying to fit in and figure out what was expected while working long, hard hours. She never felt she was on the “inside.”

We have all heard women complain about being passed over in spite of their best efforts, just like Judy. Women are frequently at a disadvantage in integrating into the predominantly male corporate culture, which holds us back and leads to great frustration. The challenge of trying to break into the male-dominated culture, in fact, has become such an obstacle that women are leaving executive positions at Fortune 500 companies at twice the rate of men.

WHAT’S HAPPENING HERE?

It’s hard enough for women to be taken seriously and be promoted to executive positions. Why would a professional woman who has worked long and hard to achieve her six-figure position voluntarily walk away from success? We decided to find out answers to these and other questions by conducting in-depth interviews with over one hundred senior executive women across the country who had done just that.

They told us their number one reason for leaving was a corporate culture that roadblocked their advancement.

Many women felt their opinions were not valued and they had trouble being “heard” by senior management. The vice president of research at a multinational insurance firm said, “I need to feel engaged and connected with my work and the organization—to feel that I am contributing. I didn’t get that feeling.”

They were excluded from important meetings, informal networks, and pipelines of information, which hampered their ability to do their jobs. A financial consultant told us, “I had skills of value that just weren’t being used. When I expressed interest in a different kind of project or asked to join a task force, I was turned down.”

The women expressed that they felt “underutilized” in their positions and needed to be motivated by more challenging work assignments. A senior manager at a big four CPA firm said, “I didn’t feel challenged in my job. The company’s idea of challenging me was to move me around in my unit and increase my workload, rather than giving me new and interesting types of assignments.”

Others were concerned that the company did not reflect their ethics and values. The vice president of human resources for a media company felt, “My values were out of sync with senior management’s values. I could no longer face my fellow employees and represent the company as fair and equitable knowing what I knew.”

They didn’t see any light at the end of the tunnel because they didn’t feel they had a clear-cut career plan with the opportunity to gain exposure in different areas. The director of marketing for a large consumer goods company commented, “I was frustrated by a lack of career path. Even though I’m at a senior level, I still need a career path—I have to know there’s somewhere to go.”

In addition, the women interviewed expressed a strong need for a more balanced life with flexible working hours. The vice president of operations for a food services organization lamented that “my boss saw no boundaries and called me at all hours.”

Even when flexible options were available in their organizations, women were reluctant to participate for fear of being perceived as less committed to their positions. A director of special projects in the health-care industry observed, “It seems that family needs don’t rank as high on men’s lists as they do on women’s. Senior women who are just as focused as men on their careers have the added pull and tug of their families and other relationships.”

Over and over, the stories showed a picture of women fighting against corporate cultures that seemed to put up barriers that, in time, became so frustrating that the women gave up in their present companies and went elsewhere. Ninety percent of them changed companies or started their own businesses in their quest for a more welcoming culture. One woman surveyed reflected, “The difficulties in attaining a work/life balance raise the question: Am I getting enough from this job to justify the conflict I’m feeling?” The women we interviewed answered with a resounding “no.”

BIOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES

Biological differences are key to understanding the ongoing tensions between men and women in the workplace. According to Louann Brizendine, in her 2006 book entitled The Female Brain, males and females see, hear, intuit, cognize, and sense differently due to different brain sensitivities:

In the brain centers for language and hearing, for example, women have 11 percent more neurons than men. The principal hub of both emotion and memory formation—the hippocampus—is also larger in the female brain, as is the brain circuitry for language and observing emotions in others. This means that women are, on average, better at expressing emotions and remembering the details of emotional events (i.e., verbal agility, listening to learn more of the situation, empathizing in order to know what people are feeling, attending to others, and respecting others). Men, by contrast, have two-and-a-half times the brain space devoted to sexual drive as well as larger brain centers for action and aggression. These basic structural variances could explain perceptive differences. Men also have larger processors in the core of the most primitive area of the brain, which registers fear and triggers aggression. This is why some men can go from zero to a fistfight in a matter of seconds while many women will try to defuse conflict.

These differences in brain structure explain, for example, why men are frequently more aggressive in their management styles, while women often are more thoughtful in their decision-making. Brain disparities lead to contrasting workplace styles and sometimes confusing interactions between the two genders as they work together.

Unfortunately, the “chain of command” work systems, which were designed and run by men, seem to perpetuate themselves and are very resistant to change. And, these systems are alien to most women, who don’t have an understanding of, or affinity for, their rules of engagement. Women, instead, bring different skills that represent different ways of leading. At the root of these differences is simply diversity of thinking and behaving.

For example, women take a broader view on most issues. This can be called web thinking and entails:

•Gathering as much data as possible.

•Weighing more of the variables and vantage points of stakeholders.

•Considering more of the options and outcomes available.

•Reviewing more points of view.

•Recalling over and over those points of view to glean better insight.

•Charting out more ways to see the next steps after a decision.

•Tolerating ambiguity in conversation.

Men think in a more focused way and give their attention to one thing at a time, tuning out everything else. Women are able to focus and still absorb the larger context around them using their two brain hemispheres. In conversations, women do “mental multitasking” while men focus on the topic at hand.
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Conversations: Men

In conversation, men are focused on their business interests, the need to project their egos, and their basic drive to compete. Their concentration is single-mindedly on how to get the matter resolved or the project completed, and they are not thinking in a larger context.

Conversations: Women

Women, on the other hand, are able to attentively focus on what’s being said, while still being attuned to many other things. In conversation, for example, women have the capacity to think about the business matter at hand, and at the same time, assess others as competitors or view them within a social framework. Women also say that though they may be deep in a work discussion, if they are interrupted by a phone call, request, or crisis, it’s no problem. They can jump right back to their project without skipping a beat.

Simple biology supports this notion of more brain activity in the way information is processed by women. The differences in their physical brain
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DID YOU KNOW?






	
	All Women
	Women of Color





	C-Suite
	21%
	4%



	Senior VP
	26%
	5%



	VP
	30%
	7%



	Senior Manager/Director
	34%
	9%



	Manager
	38%
	12%
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