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Praise for The Good Boss

“The Good Boss is a much-needed look into the powerful role a good boss can play in shaping the future workforce, full of relatable stories that felt all too familiar at times! My career wouldn’t be where it is without my bosses supporting me along the way, and this book will help create more good bosses for the next wave of high potential women.”

—Kelly Campbell Kotzman, president of Hulu

“The Good Boss frames the full scope of challenges that women encounter. The book is a must-read for every male CEO and manager, and it gives all of us practical ways we can support women every day.”

—Brian Grey, CEO of Remind and former CEO of The Bleacher Report

“Kate is one of the most graceful leaders and bosses I know. I can’t think of a better person to lead us forward. I so wish I’d had this book, and that my bosses had had it as well—and that it could have taught me how to choose empowering bosses.”

—Candice Carpenter Olson, founder of iVillage

“The Good Boss reminds us that a strong leader is a leader for everyone, and all managers—men and women alike—have a part to play in supporting the women who work for them.”

—Cara Shortsleeve, CEO of The Leadership Consortium

“Any leader recognizes the critical importance of a high-performing team. The Good Boss provides an understanding of why diverse organizations outperform their peers and actionable guidance on how to get there.”

—Laurence Franklin, former CEO of Tumi

“Finally, a practical guide for supporting and empowering women in the workplace, from someone who has been doing it for years.”

—Kristen Chase, CEO and cofounder of Cool Mom Picks

“The Good Boss helps managers genuinely understand, support, and develop the women on their teams. A must-read for leaders who are serious about helping people reach their full potential.”

—Robert Avossa, EdD, national education leader

“I look back on my career and realize how much easier it would have been had I had more good bosses. This book should encourage all women to seek to work in organizations where they can be mentored by good bosses—it is critically important.”

—Deborah Quazzo, managing partner of GSV Ventures and cofounder of ASU+GSV Summit

“With rich stories and practical, real-world scenarios that we can all follow, The Good Boss helps us all, from the workplace veteran struggling against antiquated norms to the new mom to the boss struggling to help in each situation. The Good Boss should be required reading for all of us—to not only understand the potential land-mines, but also how to navigate them with absolute aplomb.”

—Darria Long, MD, national bestselling author of Mom Hacks and international medical TV contributor

“Managers need practical advice for how to be authentic leaders, and The Good Boss offers up real-world scenarios and natural approaches to manage challenging situations. Every manager should have it on their shelves.”

—Stephen Bailey, CEO/founder of ExecOnline
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I recently caught up over lunch with my friend Matt, a guy I worked with at my first job out of college, in investment banking at Goldman Sachs. As we sat and sipped lattes after our meal, it sparked a memory of the coffee breaks I used to take with my fellow female bankers. I started reminiscing about all the things we carefully navigated back then, making sure that we did or said the right thing, just to get a chance to be taken seriously.

It had been twenty years since we began navigating our professional lives. Especially in those early years, I had relied heavily on the women I worked with to pool and share our collective intelligence on how to successfully interact at work. I told Matt about how, whenever someone got assigned to a new manager, we would all pitch in with what we knew, or had heard, about him:*, 1


“Be careful not to speak in the meeting unless he asks you a question.”

“He won’t respect you unless you speak up.”

“Don’t correct him in front of other people even if you know his numbers are wrong.”

“Make sure he thinks your ideas are actually his.”

“He will double-check everything you do. Don’t take it personally.”

“Try to blend in at his client meetings: don’t wear a skirt.”

“Try to stand out at his client meetings: make sure you wear a skirt.”

“Don’t go into his office alone.”



Now, decades later, I marveled to Matt about how much time we spent figuring that stuff out. I had outgrown it only by making it to a point in my career where I got to set the tone, instead of spending my energy anticipating and adapting to what others wanted me to do. But, I continued, these challenges still exist for women working their way up, and, like me, these women will succeed only if they put energy and effort into figuring out how to accommodate the expectations that others have for them. I looked across the café table at Matt and I realized that my former colleague was staring at me blankly. None of what I was talking about rang familiar to him.

“Wait,” I asked, “didn’t you guys worry about any of that stuff?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I guess we just focused on the work.”

Same Game, Different Odds

In the workplace, the path for women has more friction and requires more effort than the equivalent path for men. It’s like in the game Chutes and Ladders. Every player has the same goal: to get from the starting square (1) to the top square (100). As you move along the game board, you encounter ladders that propel you ahead, and chutes that set you back. The average number of turns it takes for a player to reach the top is 39.2.2 But it can be done in as few as seven spins, or it can require a far greater number of spins and steps.*

In a board game, every player’s odds are equal.† In the working world, however, the odds are anything but. For every one hundred men promoted to the manager level, only seventy-two women will be promoted.3 Applying the dynamics of today’s working environment to a game of Chutes and Ladders, men have a far greater chance of getting the straight upward path. They are more likely to land on square 28, the one that gets you on the long straight ladder that advances you fifty-six squares in a single turn.

Women, on the other hand, get a mix of short ladders and chutes on their path. “Even among men and women identified as having high potential from the start, women are less likely to get the ‘hot jobs’ that are springboards to bigger roles,” says a 2019 Wall Street Journal report.4 In the language of Chutes and Ladders, they are more likely to land on square 9. That’s the one with the ladder that seems pretty good because it moves you up twenty-two squares, but actually it’s doing you a disservice because it skips you over square 28, leaving you no opportunity to catch the big ladder all the way up to the top.

The Work of Navigating a Workplace Not Built for Women

Society has started to acknowledge the double load that women carry at work and at home, holding all the duties that come with their job, plus bearing primary responsibility for household management. But there is another double load that weighs on women entirely within the workplace. Women not only need to do their actual work but they also need to think about how they are being perceived as they are doing it. They have to think about how to do it in the right way, the way that will be best received, the way that won’t seem too aggressive or too weak. While men are just focusing on doing their jobs, women are figuring out a series of strategies to deploy just to make sure that their work will be accepted. It’s exhausting.

When I first started writing advice for women on how to succeed in the workplace, I set out to find some collective wisdom among successful women. What could we teach young women today about how to navigate all these pitfalls? I wanted to hear the stories of brilliant tactics, or shortcut solutions, that had gotten these women ahead. The times they had negotiated a good job offer into a great one. The times they had successfully advocated for their own promotions.

There was a fatal flaw in my approach. I was stuck in the mindset that women needed to learn how to adapt themselves to their environment to be successful. I was trying to change the way the women played the game, to find a smarter way for them to spin the wheel, so that they could land on the right squares on the board. What I needed to do instead was ask how we could change the game.

It turns out that when I interviewed women to collect their strategies for success, these undeniably successful women weren’t able to rattle off an impressive list of things they had done. Instead, they said things like:

“I’ve actually never asked for a raise,” or,

“My biggest opportunities kind of just came to me.”

But I did find a common thread. As I sorted through the stories these women shared with me, each was actually a story about a good boss. Someone who had promoted her, encouraged her, and given her raises and opportunities before she ever had to ask for them. The managers of these women had accelerated their paths by taking some of the obstacles out of the way. These women hadn’t wasted a lot of emotional energy figuring out how to ask for opportunities. They were good at their jobs, their bosses recognized that, and the opportunities followed.

Good Bosses Make the Difference

This shouldn’t have been a surprise, because the same was true for me. In my first several years out of business school, I advanced rapidly. I got significant raises at least once a year, along with promotions. All of this was offered to me by my boss; he saw that I was talented and ambitious, and he rewarded me for it. He knew that the company benefited from the value I created. Those raises and promotions also made me loyal; not once did I think about leaving my job. Then that boss left the company. My job remained the same but under new management. The promotions, opportunities, and raises that I had enjoyed in the early years of my career stopped coming my way.

It was in this context that a mutual acquaintance introduced me to Mandy Ginsberg, the then CEO of Tutor.com. Our first conversation flowed easily. We both shared a big ambition and vision for building a great education company. She listened to me in a way that none of my previous bosses ever had. Twenty minutes into that first conversation, she said, “I think you should come work with me.” So I did.

I joined her at Tutor.com, and together we went on to acquire The Princeton Review, one of the biggest brands in consumer education, with Mandy as CEO. With her own career path taking her forward to the CEO role at Match Group, she designated me as her successor. In late 2015, at age thirty-nine, I became the CEO of The Princeton Review.

I didn’t break into the C-suite, or even contemplate the possibility, until I went to work for a boss who saw me as a CEO. This is typical for women leaders. Of the women who have been CEOs of Fortune 1000 companies, 65 percent say that they didn’t realize they had the potential to become a CEO until someone else, typically a boss or mentor, told them.5

My experiences have shown that people tend to hire those who fit the models of success that they have already seen. In many cases, this means hiring people who are like themselves. Because of this dynamic, hiring and promoting women has rested disproportionately on the shoulders of other women. As a female CEO, when you reach the top of your organization, you look to “pay it forward” by helping other women get there too.

“Women of my generation got to the C-suite because of other women bosses. That thing people say, that women tear each other down, and don’t help each other, has rarely been true in my experience. Many of us have gotten here because of great female leaders who helped us. In turn we continue to believe in women supporting each other, and when we become the leaders, we take more women with us. But we need to make it a universal boss thing, not a ‘woman thing,’” says Shannon, the CEO of a hospitality company.

Not Every Manager of a Woman Can, or Should, Be a Woman

We can’t leave it only to women to hire more women, to people of color to hire more people of color, and so forth. Everyone needs to deliberately and actively seek to place more diverse representation in leadership roles.

Many women have learned the difficult lesson that just being good at your job isn’t enough to become successful. But we’ve also learned an equally powerful and positive lesson: being good at your job, and having someone with more power than you recognize it and support you, is enough. Until society catches up with women, talented women need good bosses to help them succeed. Many of those good bosses for women will be men.

We do need to give women strong female role models. But no one ever said that those role models also have to be their direct managers. So, if you’re a male manager, and you’ve scanned this book up until now thinking, “Well, I can’t be a female role model, so this doesn’t help me,” it’s time to tune back in.

You know how important your own boss is to your day-to-day life and your career trajectory. A good boss makes all the difference. They heavily influence how you feel about your work, how you are perceived by others in the organization, and which opportunities you are given. Whoever you are, you can be that good boss for the women who work for you. A good boss can catapult a woman forward, and the wrong boss can keep her from ever having a chance to advance. To help women succeed in the workplace, we need to place responsibility with their managers.

Male Managers Need to Be Part of the Solution

Ask any woman about her boss, and chances are it will be a man. Men fill two-thirds of mid-management roles in the Fortune 500, and this number rises higher with every management level.6 Managers are responsible for developing and supporting future women leaders, and the majority of those managers are men.

Yet too often the conversation about how to be a good boss for women centers on female bosses. The first three results from a Google search I did for “how to be a good boss for women” were:


7 Girl Bosses Share Their Best Career Advice

10 Female Leaders on How to Be a Good Manager

5 Mistakes Women Bosses Make



Nowhere on the entire first page of search results was there any advice addressed to men. This implication, that “women helping women” is the way forward for women in the workplace, is flawed when the problem we are trying to solve is that there are not enough women in senior roles. Only 7.6 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs, and 21 percent of all C-suite executives, are women.7 There aren’t enough women to help all the women we want to elevate to success in the future. If we rely on only women to pull up the next generation, women will remain stuck below their full potential for years to come. I was lucky enough to find a female CEO to mentor and develop me. But Mandy wasn’t a great boss because she was a woman. Everything she did to help me was something a man could have done too. Male managers need to work for equality in the workforce as well. We need men need to be part of the solution.

I’ve spent a lot of time with men in the workplace. Across all of the conversations I’ve had with male managers—my bosses, my fellow CEOs, managers who work for me, and those who don’t work for me but are willing to listen to my advice—one thing that I will say with confidence is that the vast majority of these men have good intentions. They genuinely want to support women on their teams and to help more women advance to leadership positions. They mean well but they don’t always get it right. “I’m 100 percent in favor of supporting women in my company,” a male CEO confided to me, “but I’m not always sure what the right thing to do is.”

It’s not that men don’t want to make things better; it’s that they don’t exactly know how to. You could fill many bookshelves with titles about how men and women differ in their approach to relationships (think Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus). The workplace is driven by relationships, too, and though we’ve read a lot of headlines in the past few years about how often lines are blurred between romantic and professional relationships, the reality is that the vast majority of workplace relationships are platonic. And the most important ones are between managers and the people who report to them.

How The Good Boss Works

A lot of what this book will cover are the seemingly little things that chip away at a woman’s work experience. Nuances and subtleties that may seem inconsequential in isolation, but when they happen again and again, they build up and create a weight. When you take the time to learn the perspective of women and to implement simple strategies for supporting them, it can add up to a fundamental shift in the work environment for women.

There are some things, many things in fact, that are beyond your control as a manager. This book is about doing what you can as a manager to have a meaningful impact on the day-to-day experience of the women who work for you. To do this in a realistic way, we also need to acknowledge what you can’t do. You can be a great manager for every person who works for you, but you can’t be the perfect role model for each of them. Companies need to provide that. It’s the job of company leadership, the board and the executives, to ensure that there are diverse representative role models at the top of the organization.

This book is for all managers of women, whether managing one, one hundred, or one thousand employees. It includes the female managers who want to continue to support women in the future amid evolving expectations of the workplace and generational shifts in what women expect from their employers. It is for the well-intentioned male managers who want to support women, and who want some approachable advice on how to do it. There’s also a lot in here for professional women looking for insight on what to expect from your manager, with an appendix entirely dedicated to advice on how to find your good boss.

The good news is that many of the things you can do to support women are not that hard. This book offers up nine rules, each centered on one practical thing that managers can do to be better bosses for women. Each chapter will cover three recurring elements: perspective on a woman’s experience, recommendations for better ways to do things, and a vision for structural changes with broad, lasting impact.

Perspective: What Does Today’s Workplace Feel Like for Women?

Each section will begin with some insight into what happens to women in common workplace contexts. These are stories, told by women, about their experiences. The goal of sharing these stories is to give you perspective, understanding, and empathy. This is what she actually experiences, and this is how she feels about it. Having that awareness of the things that you and others say and do, and the impact they have, is the first step.

A Better Way: Strategies for Easing Her Path

With the improved understanding of a woman’s experience at work, we will go on to identify better ways for managers to handle situations to give more support to the women who work for them. Many of these examples involve simple changes you can make to your own words and actions, or new approaches and questions you can use in your conversations as a manager. Small changes can go a surprisingly long way. Do these simple things well, and you individually can become a good boss for women.

Vision for Structural Improvement: Changes to Drive Broad, Lasting Impact

A central theme of this book is that change can happen in small increments; every manager can make a difference. But bigger impact, at the organizational level, is important, too, and makes the work of women and their managers much easier. CEOs spend a lot of time thinking about ways to ensure diversity and balanced representation across their companies. Many are implementing systems and programs that have changed the dynamic for women at their company. Each chapter ends with a high-impact idea that has been put into action inside one or more companies, to showcase the bigger changes that can jump us further down the path to equality in the workplace.

How to Read the Rules

Each rule stands alone, so if one of them catches your eye and you want to go there first, by all means, go for it. They don’t need to be read in order. Think of it like listening to an album; I’ve ordered them as I think they play best, but if you feel like jumping ahead to a song in the middle, you won’t get lost. The rules are ordered to roughly follow the progression of an average woman’s career experience—that is, more often than not, marriage comes before babies. But I’m not a traditionalist about these things. When there’s a helpful connection to be made between one rule and another, I’ll call it out and cross-reference you there.

All these rules are relevant and applicable to all women and all managers. This is not a case of reading through and selecting the one that fits you best. They are not mutually exclusive, and there is no quiz at the end to help you identify your “type,” as in, “I’m a Rule #5 Boss.” In fact, I would love for you to follow all the rules. That said, depending on your style and that of the women who work for you, you may really latch on to some rules more than others and feel that they are most actionable for you. That’s great. If you come away from this feeling like you can immediately put Rules #3, 4, and 8 to work in a big way, and keep the others in the back of your mind for context and future reference, then this book will have accomplished what it set out to do. You’ll have a deeper understanding of the mindset of women at work, and a framework for how to act differently to improve their experiences. And we’ll start with the most basic rule of all: Call Her by Her Name.



*The vast majority of our managers were “him,” not “her.” As of 2019, less than 17 percent of senior leaders in US investment banking were women. I can only assume it was far less than that back in 1998; financial firms didn’t report publicly on female management representation until well into the 2000s.

*If you are a math nerd like me, you may be interested to know that there is an abundance of resources that have run statistical analyses on the odds of success in Chutes and Ladders using Markov chains.

†Well, almost equal. Again, for the benefit of the math nerds, if you go first, you have a slightly higher chance, 50.9 percent, of winning the game, according to statistician Karl Broman on his blog.
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I was leading the negotiations of a potential deal to purchase a company. I was the CEO in charge of the deal and forty-one years old at the time. I’d had many conversations with the owner of the business, and we were getting close. The key, he told me, was getting John, one of his “most trusted advisors,” on board. John, he said, would be coming to New York the following Wednesday and would be available for an 11 AM meeting in our offices.

“Great,” I had said. “Let’s do it.”

The following Wednesday at 11 AM, I was ready to meet. Another director-level employee, Sean, was working on the deal with me, so he joined the meeting too. The two of us sat along one side of the table waiting for John to arrive. He was running about twenty minutes late, which we laughed about only because he had been so specific about the 11 AM time slot a full week in advance.*

John arrived and took the seat at the head of the conference table, leaning back with one arm stretched out in one direction and his legs sprawled out in the other. It reminded me of something I had learned in my negotiating class at business school about taking up physical space to appear dominant in the conversation.

I kicked off the official meeting but didn’t get very far. What I intended to say was, “Thank you for making the trip, John, and for sending your questions over to us. There was a lot in your email that I think we can cover really well today, so my hope is that we’ll leave here with you getting the clarity on the deal that you need.”

I got as far as “There was a lot . . .” when he began to talk over me.

“OK,” he said, “why don’t we start with introductions. I like to get to know people before jumping into the nitty-gritty.” He proceeded to tell us about his extensive experience as a private equity investor. “I’ve done over a hundred deals in my career,” he proclaimed, “so I know all about how they go and what to watch out for.”

“This will be a really easy conversation then,” I interjected, “because I’ve also done over a hundred deals, so we’ve both been through this before. I think we can talk really efficiently about the terms and figure out where we need to come together.” I wasn’t sure if he heard me, because he didn’t react or respond to what I said.

Instead of addressing me, he gestured to Sean and prompted him to share his background. Because John had shared a lot of details about his own history, Sean did the same, starting with where he went to college and going through every job he’d had since then.

After Sean finished, John turned to me and asked, “And what about you, young lady?”

I was completely thrown off. Young lady? Sean and I exchanged confused looks; I wasn’t sure if John even registered that I was the decision maker in the room, but I shrugged and on we trudged. There were multiple disrespectful things that John did in that conversation, but the one that really stung was the use of those two words—“young lady.” After that, I was so mad for the rest of the time, absolutely steaming. With that phrase, he conveyed a condescending lack of respect for me and my place in the meeting. Here I was, at the top of my organization, and yet I still could be reduced to insignificance by two words.

I couldn’t get past it. John may have won the moment in assuming dominance of the conversation, but in the long run, he hurt himself and his client. Getting a deal done requires a lot of effort and persistence to work things through and keep everyone moving in the same direction. After that meeting with John, I disengaged from the deal and stopped trying to make it happen. I just didn’t want to interact with him. Ultimately, the deal fell through.


“Women clearly aren’t happy to be called by anything other than their name.”

OnePoll, 2010 study on the use of names in the workplace



Women in the workplace just want to be called by their names. This is an essential rule for managers: call her by her name. As obvious as it sounds, there are many nuances to keep in mind. I’ve boiled them down to four key guidelines.

Beginner Level: Don’t Use Terms of Endearment

That means no “dear,” no “sweetheart.” No “young lady.” This one should be a given, but you’d be surprised. A survey by research firm Hiscox found that 41 percent of managers think it’s OK to use terms of endearment at work.1 Yet in a 2010 study by market research site OnePoll, researchers found that 75 percent of women think it’s unacceptable to use terms of endearment at work, and 25 percent have felt angry about it at some point.2

Terms of endearment are problematic for a few reasons. For one, they are expressly defined by the United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission as a form of sexual harassment. The US Department of the Interior Office of Civil Rights includes the following on its list of “Examples of Sexual Harassment”:


Terms of endearment, such as calling a co-worker “honey,” “dear,” “sweetheart,” or some similar expression. (The effect is the primary issue rather than intent. Even if the person “means nothing to you” or you have “used the term for years” you should be aware that such expressions are inappropriate.)



Regardless of whether intended to be affectionate or friendly, terms of endearment come off as condescending, disrespectful, and diminishing. It’s easy to steer clear of this land mine as a manager; unlike much of the advice to come in this book, in this case there is no need for nuance or judgment. Just never do it. Don’t












Understanding Her Perspective: What a Good Boss Needs to Know







Intermediate Level: Use the Correct Name—and Spell It and Say It Correctly






What’s in a name? A lot, especially if it’s John.


















Advanced Level: No Proactive Nicknames








Saving the Best for Last







Expert Level: Get Her Last Name Right Even When It Changes

















Good Boss Checklist: What You Can Do to Be a Better Boss for Women
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