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Introduction

There’s a generally accepted narrative, in our collective minds, that the “progress” of women through the ages looks a lot like that illustrated timeline of the evolution and ascent of man. Gradually we’ve hit the midway point, Homo Erectus, having straightened up to become less burdened by loads of laundry, toddlers pulling incessantly on every part of our bodies, and the basic, historical oppression of being a woman. With each passing century, so the story goes, our ever-more-modern women begin to look more confident and assured, more, well, like men. Perhaps, as we stretch out along the timeline, rising up, we wield first a plow, then a placard of protest, and then a briefcase. Today’s Woman stands triumphantly, just under the glass ceiling, with a sledgehammer in hand. Power virtually radiates off this final female likeness; she is poised to join the pinnacle of the existing hierarchy.

In this telling, women’s progress follows a linear path, and the logic is clear: beyond the glass ceiling lies a members-only club we desperately want to join, based on a notion of power that was created by men, for men. The journey isn’t portrayed as entirely rosy, of course; it’s often acknowledged that much of the trek has been unfair, with some recognition of opportunities lost, slights endured, and barriers forcibly broken. But for too long, this depiction—that path, that goal—has been taken as a universal truth.

Humans love that kind of tale, one of clear aspiration and straightforward triumph. But that power story is false, a fable, and not one, frankly, of such virtue, one containing such an exemplary moral lesson, that its misrepresentations can be overlooked.

As we know, and you know, our history is so much more complex. A more realistic depiction would have to account for the many moments when we weren’t so stooped or stymied, when we were warriors or queens or priestesses, and it would have to examine in great detail what allowed for that, what brought about that short-lived glory. We’d have to pause, for a long time, at various moments in history, and consider the regressive impact of the many dictates handed down on behalf of a “higher power”; Western women in the Middle Ages, for example, might acknowledge that St. Augustine and his Christian brethren did them no favors. We’d have to take a clear-eyed look at the substantially different and more arduous journey women of color have experienced along that timeline, one that continues today. And we’d have to wonder why, despite our heroic progress in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when women decided that the only way in was to openly march and fight, most of us are still gazing out, impatiently, at a sea of glass. Why aren’t we there yet? How long should this trip take, really? And if we have to break glass to get in, is this the right destination in the first place?

It’s not for lack of trying, by the way. We’ve made Herculean efforts to squeeze ourselves into the world men built. Some of us just felt lucky to be there at all and didn’t want to cause a fuss. Others, more confident that they fully deserved a place in the room, still realized the futility of trying to fundamentally change things. We couldn’t expect to overturn centuries of habit in a few decades. So we worked harder than the men, played by their rules, and hid the photos of our kids. We even dressed like them.

Our reward? Minimal impact. The number of women in parliaments, C-suites, and boardrooms has stayed depressingly stagnant. Even as the new century ushered in one well-funded diversity program after another, said diversity has been numerically lackluster and woefully one-dimensional. The women who have benefited have been overwhelmingly white, with little effort made to knock down the particularly stubborn barriers faced by women of color.

All of this puts a fine point on a question that has heavily animated our reporting and research: Is the version of power we’ve been fighting so hard to acquire even fit for purpose? Fit for our purposes?

It’s certainly blind to the realities of women’s lives and dismissive of the real strengths and values we have always used to, well, get shit done. And getting shit done, shit that keeps society functioning, is how we women use our power, whether we are running the International Monetary Fund or getting legislation passed to support private toilets for girls or hauling a minivan full of kids to after-school activities while juggling a Zoom call at a stoplight.

A man at rest, who seems to have attained, is the classic portrait of the power endgame. For women, power more often lives in the blur of our action, in the residue of our value-laden and emotionally attuned decision making, in the cracks of our endless efforts to stitch schedules, families, enterprises, humanity together against life’s centrifugal forces.

In these pages you will find an alternative story about power. A new origin story, if you will. Imagine a decidedly different version of the “ascent of woman.” One in which mid-timeline, she straightens up and sets off in a different direction, on a winding path, an adventure not constrained by a preexisting ceiling. It can still be a glorious march of progress—why not, after all?—but perhaps our Modern Woman is sporting a slouchy shoulder bag for a while, and then a diaper bag or, even, yes, a grocery bag on occasion. She zigs and zags a bit, trading running shoes for heels, then flats or flip-flops, athletic gear for posh jackets, jeans for a stellar dress. That is all negotiable. But, most critically, she is not marching off alone on her expedition. She is constantly encountering others on her path, reaching out to friends, community members, and children, stopping along the way to consult, advise, laugh, parent, dance even, and, of course, to listen. It’s a complicated image, and, yes, we are larding it up just a touch to make it that way. But it also might strike you, as it does us, as a new model of power that feels more hopeful, generative, and realistic—a model that plays to women’s strengths rather than against them.

The journey we’re envisioning here is impossible to reduce to a simple progression from primate to superhuman. Also, to state the obvious (because we have to start stating the obvious, over and over, loudly, if we want things to change), our instincts have always been assets—they just haven’t been accurately valued or quantified before. But with a different language, a dynamic framework, and our collective voices—let’s call it a new power code—we can reimagine our lives.

In fact, our version of power isn’t new; it’s just been largely buried, biding its time. These days, if you look carefully, you find it increasingly on the loose, unfolding all around us. There’s the senior European leader who watched her daughter-in-law juggle two infants and had an epiphany about how closely the demands of motherhood track the demands of corporate life. (What working mother doesn’t know this?) But get this—she actually changed her hiring requirements to start valuing the time candidates had spent as stay-at-home mothers. There’s the finance executive who made it her mission to stamp out yelling and bad behavior from star economists in order to create a more collegial atmosphere. There’s the leadership team of a regional bank in Alabama that knew it had to change and spent a year just listening and talking to people who weren’t only straight white men. And there’s the sports boss who gave us a lightbulb moment, arguing that when people bring their whole selves to work—problems, idiosyncrasies, personalities and all—that’s an advantage, not a complication. Women already have the makings for a new power code; we just need to tap into it.

This is a good place to note a number of important things. As we have always acknowledged in our writing, research, and presentations, while we speak about “men” and “women,” all of us, as humans, fall on a spectrum in terms of tendencies, instincts, and behavior. Some women might feel quite comfortable leading in a way that resembles a “male” style, and vice versa. But the data and studies are clear that much of what we write about and observe breaks broadly along gender lines, and so we believe it’s meaningful to think and write in those terms.

Moreover, for the purposes of this book, while we write about “women,” we certainly hope that most people will find something that resonates here, especially those who’ve ever felt themselves to be treated as “other,” and excluded from traditional power hierarchies. We appreciate the need for more research to be conducted and more books to be written to address issues particular to all groups, but that’s beyond the scope of this one.

We also write, as we mention in the authors’ note, from our own lived experience as two white women with decades of work experience, who have benefited from considerable access to traditional power structures. Aware of the privileges and limitations of that point of view, we’ve relied on our experience and skills as reporters, speaking to dozens of women of all ages, races, and backgrounds, some in the United States, many in other countries, too. We have woven their stories into our research, and attempted to find the threads that connect us as women, while recognizing, where we can, disparate experiences.

Indeed, our experiences can be incredibly, distressingly, distinct: even the phrase “women of color,” doesn’t fully reflect the range of unique challenges different women face. Just one example: As a group, women are more likely than men to experience all levels of microaggressions. But Black women are more likely to have leaders question their competence at work, whereas Asian and Latina women are more likely to be asked “where are you really from.”

It’s worth noting, too, that our focus in this book is primarily on power as it is currently manifested at work—power that would give women an equal voice in leading organizations and societies. But we also look at how that is linked to power distribution at home. Obviously, myriad other issues affect the distribution, availability, and appeal of power. The impact that race, discrimination, and socioeconomic status have on workplace power, both historically and in the present tense, needs to be examined in greater detail. Economic wealth, and the ability to create it over generations, clearly matters.

In short, we don’t presume to speak for every woman, and yet . . . we hope to point out the commonalities in these lived experiences—yours and ours—so that we can find more joy and create more impact when we raise our voices together.

Why does power seem still so elusive for women? This was our animating question, and, hunting for answers, we interviewed academics who’ve studied power over the centuries, neuroscientists who examine what power does to our brains, women who have power, and those who don’t. We’ve spoken to psychologists about power dynamics between men and women, and business leaders who are genuinely trying to change the equation. We’ve looked at the hurdles that block our paths in companies and, just as importantly, at what’s holding us back in our home lives. We actually didn’t expect to dig into marriages, but as one researcher put it, it turns out that what’s keeping many women from power isn’t bosses. It’s husbands.

We’ve also interviewed plenty of men who are longing for change, for a more purposeful blend of work and family, who feel trapped in a box where they have to play by the old power rules and wear the threadbare costume of primary breadwinner.

We’ve been power tripping, in short, and it’s been exhilarating, frustrating, and often confusing, so much so that we’ve paused en route multiple times to remind ourselves why—why undertake this confounding exploration?

That why is our North Star, and it always gets us back to work. What is to be gained? Nothing short of a better existence for the world. We won’t be coy about our ideology: we are writing this book because we firmly believe the world would flourish with more women in power—more women CEOs, more women generals, more women board directors, and, yes, more women presidents. We need women leading everywhere, in every sphere. Women of all races, religions, backgrounds—millions of women running things. Fifty percent of the world’s leaders should be women, if not a heavy majority. We simply can’t ignore the mounting evidence that the world works better for everybody when women lead alongside men.1

For that to happen, we first need to want power, to like it, to own it—indeed to enjoy it. The research suggests that, at the moment, many of us don’t. How can we get women comfortable with that desire, while getting those who rule the current hierarchy comfortable with our version of it?

We have spent the past decade and a half reporting on and writing about women and work, women and work-life balance, women and confidence, girls and confidence—all critical to the equation. Initially driven by our own struggle to balance home and work, kids and career, we started to write about workplaces, focusing on changes needed to make them work for women documenting innovations. As writers and speakers, we turned our expertise in women’s leadership into a second career. That gave us hope, as we witnessed organizations doing it well, with creative strategies around diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), pay equity, quotas, and a more holistic sense of work and life.

But it’s not enough. At every rung of our rise, women have stalled. And summoning power—calling out what we need to make our version work instead of folding ourselves into an unfit system—is the next frontier.

Moreover, we need respect and compensation for the power we already have and wield in the world, corporate, kitchen, and otherwise—power that hasn’t been historically seen as power at all. The stakes are too high. We need to be at least half of the equation. We won’t be satisfied until we reach that goal—nor should you.

What, exactly, is wrong with the current power code? Are we really at a halt, you might wonder, or doing so badly? A superficial look around the world might give you false optimism. Jacinda Ardern, until recently the prime minister of New Zealand, crafted the most diverse cabinet her nation had ever seen and made herself a worldwide role model for Covid management.2 Sanna Marin, the thirty-seven-year-old prime minister of Finland, is part of a coalition government dominated by women in their thirties. Tsai Ing-wen, the first woman president of Taiwan, artfully mixes soft and hard power, pushing green energy one day, standing up to China the next. The number of women who are heads of state and government is on the rise, according to the most recent McKinsey & Company study, and researchers found that these women are stronger and better leaders than men.

Yet, as we dug into the subject, we also saw those same studies we just cited ring with ambivalence. McKinsey notes that “the state of women hangs in the balance.” Sure, some metrics are better, but barely. The United Nations points out that the average number of women in government around the world is still only 25 percent. Ardern, a political star, stepped down citing professional burnout. As we write this, twenty-seven women are elected heads of government or state, which seems a respectable number, but at the current rate of change, gender equality for female heads of state won’t be reached for 130 years. Um, what? That’s way too long for our liking.

How about the everyday, infuriating, professional hurdles we all recognize? There’s the woman who told us she was fed up with being asked to find the “perfect” woman for a job, because, of course, nobody ever qualified. What was wrong with a mediocre woman, she wondered, given that mediocre men had been succeeding around her for decades? There’s the perfectly nice, “liberal” man who told us how excited he was that his daughter was going to a women’s leadership conference, but who, in the very same conversation, complained that he couldn’t get that board seat he knew he deserved because diversity programs have gone too far and, well, they only want women nowadays. Or the C-suite executive of a multinational company whose male board chair critiqued her outfit after a performance onstage at a board meeting. Or the almost partner lawyer who knows that part of the “checklist” for her ascension is a stint overseas, which she can’t make happen given her family situation.

There were also all the women who admitted to us in hushed voices, that, yes, they were indeed the main breadwinner in their family, but please, would we just not use their real names. They didn’t want to make their husbands feel even worse. There were the husbands who swore they would be willing to do half the household chores and half the child care duties, if only their wives weren’t so darn good at it themselves.

We kept picking up fragments of a jumbled puzzle. It took us a long while to piece them together and realize these weren’t trivial expressions of frustration that we should stoically ignore. No, each one of those stories points to the very reasons women don’t have power. All of this came to us by way of reporting and conversations, but is backed up by the trends we found in the current academic and scientific research.3 Men do exaggerate what they contribute at home. Neither women nor men want to own up to women earning more than their partners. Women are routinely passed over for promotion (especially Black and Latina women, because they lack an “intangible” quality or don’t satisfy an opaque checklist).

We’ve felt this friction deeply ourselves. We’ve both been part of the power hierarchy in a multitude of ways over the years. Yet we’ve still struggled to fit ourselves into prescribed male molds in order to progress in our professional lives. We’ve experienced, as younger women, the sort of treatment that would certainly shock us now: we’ve been told to stop being so emotional, to calm down, to change our hair, our clothes, our wrinkles, our voices, our style—basically ourselves. We’ve brushed off inappropriate and unwelcome invitations from superiors; we’ve sat through questionable, cringe-worthy talks with other senior journalists, including one who refused to put a newsmaking interview we did on his program because, we were told by his producer, he was envious he hadn’t done it. Well, it’s the media business, we always thought. It’s not like normal work. A ridiculous standard, of course, we now understand.

We’re still seeing it happen. On an executive committee recently, one of us witnessed a male executive calling his Asian American female partner “crazy,” in front of the whole group, for doing nothing more than behaving exactly as men always have—asking tough questions about the business. In a different industry, we saw the impact of one male leader exaggerating success and ignoring the welfare of employees to such an extent that the entire enterprise collapsed. We could go on.

For those who have always had it, power is intoxicating, but for many of the rest of us, today’s power is toxic—not only for women and others who don’t have it, but for men, too. The zero-sum nature of the predominant brand of power encourages narcissism, a lack of empathy, and emotional repression. We won’t name names, but we know you can. No wonder many of us, of all ages, report that we don’t want it. For most women, it demands that we bend, shape, shift, and amputate large chunks of our personal lives, our identity, and our instincts just to keep working, especially if we want to rise through the ranks.

This shouldn’t be the only path for women, or for anyone.

We’re far from alone in feeling uneasy about celebrating, or even simply accepting, this brand of power. There’s a heightened level of discord in the drive for gender parity. Women have told us they are now nursing a steady diet of awareness, disbelief, and open animosity toward behavior they once tolerated, particularly women of color, who suffer a much higher rate of micro-aggressions than white women.

It’s as though we’ve all tuned in to a different frequency. The last five years, with the rise of the #MeToo movement and Black Lives Matter, have awakened us to the fact that somebody’s got to start calling BS more broadly.

Deepa Purushothaman, a former corporate executive and author of The First, the Few, the Only, has had hundreds of conversations with women of color over the last three years who believe that, despite recent changes, the system remains especially skewed against them.

“The women I work with are realizing that they get to the seat, but they still don’t get the support they need. They don’t feel powerful. Women are looking for a new definition of power.”

Today’s workplace, in short, is a sea of agitation, resentment, backlash, and burnout, with an alarming dose of ambivalence and anger thrown in, and the fallout extends to our home lives and bedrooms. Layer in Covid, #MeToo, Black Lives Matter, sexist, populist political movements, and nationwide social unrest—we are unmoored from the offices we once knew, with a more clear-eyed view about which structures of power do and don’t support women, and all of us “others” who aren’t cisgendered white men.

And what about those men? They too feel easily aggrieved and often don’t hide it, annoyed because they don’t really understand the new rules. For men, power has often meant making quick, unilateral decisions, employing equal parts charm and bullying to a respectful, unquestioning audience. Well, that doesn’t really work today.

We are up against centuries of entrenched privilege, but it’s not just that we’re trying to take something men have always had, which would be a struggle in itself—nobody likes to lose. No, we are doing something far more disruptive. We are trying to change the very understanding of what it means to have power—who should have it, what the point of it is, and how to use it.

The good news, because there is some, requires a big step back. We’re feeling heightened friction because of our progress. Indeed, we are in the late stages of a power transfer (however agonizingly slow it feels to us) and we’re experiencing a collision of sensibilities as more women, more confidently, speak out and move into leadership positions. Mismatched expectations and misaligned views are having it out on power’s cutting edge; it’s a battle as much about values, stereotypes, and a bunch of other human proclivities as it is about power itself. It’s about what kind of world we want.

Women just don’t see power, or use it, the way men do. That fact, the central premise of our book, feels surprisingly intuitive—but it has profound consequences. More specifically, we tend to think “power to,” while they think “power over.” This is no tomayto/tomahto situation. The different mindset has affected our ability to rise, but what we’re all witnessing now is an open clash between old and new, between two different concepts of power. A “reprogramming” of the power code is under way, and the new version has been mostly deployed surreptitiously, but deployed it has been, and it will continue to be, even more unabashedly, because no amount of molding us to the man-made version seems to dislodge our instincts to use power differently. Now it’s time for it to see the light of day, to get its due, and, most importantly, to start collecting a paycheck.

It’s a matter of time, in any event. “Do I think a different power style is imperative? Absolutely,” one powerful Wall Street woman told us. “Our clients, and our juniors, are demanding it.”

Our new code unearthed a range of abstruse questions, none of which match the tidy (though not necessarily unhelpful) power advice typically handed out to women—Learn golf! Talk first! Embrace bragging! Get a sponsor not a mentor!

Instead we grapple with what power really is, as a commodity, and what it does to our brains. We explore how to get more of it, and, ideally, not just more of the old concoction, but a fresh brew. We examine whether it has to be as corrosive and corrupting as so much of the research indicates it is. Are women immune to that effect in some way? And why are women still so ambivalent about power? Are we right to be? We dig into the hidden workplace hurdles for us to understand whether they are actually a product of men just not wanting to share, or of something deeper, of our different conceptions about power, and we ask whether the post-Covid chaos and political upheaval might allow for a massive reboot.

We look at our home lives, and explore why some women still hide their earning power, and whether we can ever really have power outside of the home if we don’t get more help with pots and pans and planning inside of it. We look at what happens to marriages when expectations change and a wife suddenly becomes more successful than her spouse. And actually, how about all of that other stuff, life essentially, that falls outside work, and has always required “balancing” or solving, as if it’s an annoying issue only women are really qualified to deal with? How is it that something so essential—the work of raising children, organizing families, and nurturing human relationships—caring for the world, essentially—hasn’t been valued the same way “men’s work” has? And we ask, as well, what of the men? If they can understand the benefits of sharing power, of a new conceptualization of power, surely it will make their lives richer, too.

We’ve taken a hard look at power, the way it has been, the way it is, and the way it can be. We now see the outline of new power emerging everywhere we look. Once you see things in a new way, you can’t unsee it. That’s what we’re hoping you’ll find in this book.

We also hope you will see that power is well within our control. There are things we can each do, individually and immediately, to get more power and even change the power we already have. It might be saying no to unpaid labor, speaking up on behalf of someone else, or asking your company, your colleagues, or your husband or partner to start to share and use power differently; there are things we can do to be part of this power shift.

We certainly want this book to change organizations, companies, political bodies—all areas of professional life where women of all backgrounds have traditionally been excluded. We believe your workplace, and our world, will be better, more inclusive, and more effective after a rethink on how power should be wielded. So yes, it is a manifesto for societal change. But it is also very much a guidebook for each of you. You are the foundation of that change, and ultimately, we want more women in positions of power so we hope this book gives you the means to get there. Throughout the book we turn the research into tools you can use every day to understand and muster the power you already have, and to see what you can do to get more of it. In short, we want this book to change society, but we also want it to change your life—to give you more impact, more satisfaction, and yes, more joy, at work and at home.

This is exactly the right moment for you to do that. This time of tremendous upheaval in the workplace can be an advantage; there is opportunity in chaos, chaos is a time to make change. What’s at stake is much greater than the next job or a move up to the next rung. It’s about being seen, our values being made clear, and a shift in the world’s priorities. On a more individual scale, it’s about agency, domestic harmony, and the desire for saner lives.

We are proposing something audacious. Women need to remake power, the domineering brand of it, on every front. We need to change our relationship to it, so that it flows from our goals and opens the door for the next generation. We need a new operating system that allows us to maximize our impact, for the sake of our own careers, but for the rest of society as well. We already know, in our bones, what to do with power. Women inherently understand that power doesn’t have to intimidate or look intimidating. It can be about encouragement, and sharing credit, or getting the whole enterprise moving better. It can be less ego—and more joy.

The word “joy” isn’t usually associated with power. And that’s the point. Why shouldn’t it feel joyful? We don’t necessarily mean a Zen-garden, yoga-infused, sunset-view kind of joy. But we do mean something akin to that sudden burst of happiness, of great delight, when we’re in our element, connecting with people, helping colleagues, serving a larger purpose, getting meaningful things done. When we’re effective, and succeeding, and we know it. And we’d throw in laughter and fun along the way. Why not? That’s joyful power. And we are convinced that anything we do with joy is bound to have more impact. We are all at our best and more effective when our actions bring us deep happiness.

So here, in these pages, we offer the new definition, the new power code, that we hope will feel, as you read it, like a moment of déjà vu—as if you’ve already been in this moment, and you’re just repeating to yourself, and now to the world, what you already knew to be true. It’s our narrative—an unapologetic and happily complicated version of the ape-to-superwoman legend. And, grounded in truth, like all proper legends are, once it’s shaken out, and passed around, it can infuse, clarify, and direct our reality.

(Like so much else in our lives, by the way, the burden for getting this done, the way we want it done, the way it should be done, falls, you guessed it, to us. But this one is worth shouldering.)




1

Power Shift

Before we redefine, we should define.

Humans generally know power when we see it, or feel it—almost intuitively we think we know who has it or lacks it. We’re aware of it on multiple levels every day, at work, with friends, even at home. Power can be political, corporate, domestic, or deeply personal. It can feel incredible to have it, yet also uncomfortable, even dangerous.

But what is the stuff we are talking about exactly? It’s a notion, a potion—yes—and it’s manifest in the organizational and political structures that we create. It’s instinctual and evolutionary—yes, that, too—but ultimately, and most importantly for all of us, it’s time to acknowledge that the strain of power we rely upon today is largely man-made. That surely means it can be remade and, as it were, female-made as well.

We found, as we did when investigating confidence, that in order to deeply understand why the current power imbalance remains so stubborn, and what to do about it, the underpinnings of power do matter. Moreover, we were already starting to suspect, based on early interviews, that men and women have different definitions of and expectations for power, and different uses for it, and so it was essential to journey back to the basics. We needed to dig around its roots, examine its lineage, and search for its origins. We set off to find the foremost academics, scientists, and experts who have made it their business to parse, poke, and deconstruct power.

POWER, WAY BACK WHEN

Over the centuries, no shortage of people have put forth big ideas about, made wise pronouncements concerning, and conducted deep autopsies on the subject of power. (The vast majority of them, you guessed it, have been men.1) Motivational maxims and warnings from history abound, and they reveal our centuries-long, complicated relationship with the stuff. One of the sages of ancient Greece, General Pittacus, who wrested his power from the Athenians and by most accounts governed the Mytilenaeans with great wisdom for ten years, actually offered an enlightened view of power, one you will come to see resonates with us today. In roughly 600 BCE he declared that the measure of a man is what he does with his power.2

Niccolò Machiavelli offered a different vision, solidifying the industry of political strategy with his now-famous (or maybe infamous) manifesto, The Prince, a guide to amassing political power (and keeping it). His take on power is that it demands strategy, hierarchy, and absolute control; broadly, it’s one the world has essentially adopted.

More than three hundred years later, Lord Acton, an august nineteenth-century British thinker and moralist, offered this timeless warning, one still too often unheeded: “power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”3

The kind of power these thinkers were examining, centuries ago, was largely political power. But political power is not the only force that governs our lives, and it’s not, by and large, what we’re writing about. There is also scientific power—the stuff that makes things move. The formal scientific definition of this kind of power is energy transferred per unit of time. This isn’t the power we’re inspecting either, but it is important to keep in mind because the power we’re trying to dissect does seem to involve energy and action, cause and effect.

That brings us to the stuff we’re really talking about, which is social power, a concept chaperoned by the founders of sociology in the 1800s.4 Inspired by the scientific revolution a few centuries earlier, these prolific scholars were grappling with how to understand society through a scientific framework. French philosopher Auguste Comte coined the term sociology and argued that ideas, not just scientific theorems, require stages of assumption, critical thinking, and observation.5 A few years after that, Charles Darwin placed humankind in the animal kingdom, hypothesizing that all human relationships can be viewed scientifically. A half century later in Vienna, Sigmund Freud changed the modern world when he posited that the human mind can be understood scientifically. We can’t forget Karl Marx, who put his unique spin on the importance of viewing history, and society, as a long scientific march.

What emerged from these thinkers was a concept of power beyond the terrain that had been occupied largely by honorable or evil leaders, or a revolving set of important nations, beyond a grandiose political power that was only for the very few and the very great. As societies were moving toward more participatory political systems, there was a growing awareness of social power as an essential construct, as a critical part of everyday life, in relations at work and at home. Power as the grease, more or less, in the most basic interactions between people.

The study of power quickly became the centerpiece of all social science pursuits. Bertrand Russell, the celebrated British twentieth-century mathematician, philosopher, and Nobel laureate, proclaimed a love of power to be the central and essential motivator—a predictor of success in life. On the eve of World War II, he wrote a book on the subject, an attempt to understand this mysterious force that was dominating the century in new and terrifying ways. “The fundamental concept in social science is Power,” he decreed, “in the same sense in which Energy is the fundamental concept in physics.”6

So, social power is the essence of our society, but what exactly is it? John Locke, in the 1600s, had postulated that power is that which allows some entity to change or be changed by another. German sociologist Max Weber took a stab at answering that question a century ago in human terms, and his definition is certainly the way most of us still think of it. Weber decreed:

Power is the ability to exercise one’s will over others.7

In the decades since, there have been a multitude of tweaks and clarifications. In 1957, Professor Robert Dahl, of Yale, gave it a mathematical formulation: A has power over B to the extent that A can get B to do something that B would not otherwise do.8 Still others have called it: the ability to influence behavior, influence another party, or shape the behavior of another group.9 More recently, scholars have broadened the definition to include control over people and/or valuable resources—a corporate budget, access to water, or critical information, for example.

But the basic notion, handed down through recent history, sees power as a kind of force exerted on or over others. It’s lean, crisp, and hierarchical, with no window dressing or frilly values to muck it up. It comes with the built-in judgment that it would surely be better to be A (the one exerting the force) than B (the one enduring it).

THE POWER OF NOW

David Winter smiles, and the sun warms the light adobe wall and map of the United States behind him, while an abiding curiosity and a sense of adventure light his expression behind wire-rimmed glasses. In his early eighties and a professor emeritus at the University of Michigan, he’s ensconced in his Albuquerque, New Mexico refuge, where he just arrived from the chilly Midwest. His expertise is political psychology, social motivation, and most things related to the psychology of power. When we tell him about our quest to chisel out the best few words to describe power (and why it may not be working so well for women), he explains that, in his view, the classic historical definitions are still apt. He reaches back to both Locke and Freud, and echoes Professor Dahl, for his own go-to definition: “to have power is to make something that is not part of me do what I want it to do.”

“In a primitive sense,” Winter says with a laugh, “it’s literally, to get something to move. I have power over this coffee mug,” he notes, wielding his blue ceramic cup, “because I can make it move, I can turn it around, etc. Now, it’s trivial, because what the hell’s a coffee mug, it’s an object.” He pauses. “I have power over a person, if I can make them do the same thing.”

Power OVER a person.

MAKING people move.

Winter’s framing was wonderfully simple and clear, but it also crystallized for us the domineering nature of that definition of power.

Then we met Professor Laura Kray. And got a more expansive take.

Kray teaches at the business school at the University of California, Berkeley, and is one of the nation’s foremost experts on gender in the workplace. If you want to understand how the study of power is evolving, you speak to Kray. She’s mined every concept of power that’s been raised, analyzed, and argued about during the last half century or so. She has multiple studies in the works, and is especially focused on the kind of power that might better suit women. Offering up mountains of information in a warm conversational tone, she tells us something that feels central to our pursuit: “Power is a social force,” she says, “and it likely has something to do with the power to effect change.”

Power TO versus power OVER.

We were intrigued. There is an element of this “making people do things” kind of power, described by David Winter, that’s toddler-clear, an elemental push to establish control in life. We all practically slide out of the womb shrieking, “You can’t make me do that.” Kray’s version puts more emphasis on the result—the “what for” or the “why.”

Indeed, her take is what gave us our early feel for the outlines of a new definition, a new code, that unlocks the door to seeing and using power differently. Little surprise, perhaps, that such insights came from a woman.

Gray eyes sparkling, words flowing rapidly, almost urgently, Kray points us to research that shows men are both more hierarchical and higher in social dominance than women, which translates to “more for me means less for you.”10 Their notion of power infers control over and competition with other people, which is a “hierarchical conceptualization,” she says, and they want “not just to be able to do things, but they want it to be better than you, which has implications for their value.”

Women, she explains, are more likely to see power as the engine through which we get things done, as a more communal exercise, to believe that collaboration with, not control over, can lead to productive results. “We can both have power, and be collaborative,” she elaborates, “because we see it as non–zero-sum, or win-win.”

It’s a critical distinction:


	Hierarchical versus communal,

	Zero-sum versus non–zero-sum,

	Win-lose versus win-win,

	Power over versus power to.



If fully embraced, this kind of power would necessarily create different organizations, cultures, operational styles, and even outcomes. But that’s a big if. Moreover, even if women tend to view and use power differently to some extent already, it’s still not the stuff that reaps the big rewards right now. So our attempt to sort this out isn’t just a matter of finding the right definition. It’s a matter of reimagining what kind of power gets noticed, emulated, and rewarded—and changing existing dynamics if they are not suited for our purposes. And we’re pretty clear by now that, indeed, they are not.

POWER’S UNDERRATED COUSINS

It’s hard to have any discussion of power that doesn’t veer into the related topics of status and autonomy. Even as an academic subject, power has forced itself into a hierarchy, and these cousins are usually viewed as occupying lower rungs. Naturally, they have a lot to do with the way women think about power.

Autonomy, or personal power, is defined by independence and liberation. “It means,” explains Kray, “you get to decide how you spend your time. You might be low in influence, but high in autonomy, and that contributes to a sense of power.” She says women often prioritize autonomy over the traditional notion of power, in part perhaps because for centuries we’ve had to define ourselves through others and answer to everyone but ourselves.

Professor Joe Magee, a power expert who teaches “Power and Professional Influence” to MBA students at New York University’s Stern School of Business, further clarifies the distinction between autonomy and power: “You’re talking about an individual being able to do what they want. Power is more than that. It involves a relationship.”

That made us wonder: Does the relational aspect of power feel riskier, harder, and more complicated to women? It suggests we have to deal with, or even overcome, other people to get it. Perhaps reaching for autonomy seems easier, less conflict-ridden? That’s just about controlling one person—yourself. And sure, there might be a number of people who don’t want you to have control of your own life, but it will certainly be fewer than those who have a thing or two to say about you dictating the terms of their lives. We might prize autonomy specifically because it offers a way to opt out of the traditional power hierarchy—it’s an escape hatch, if the more direct execution of power, in its zero-sum form, doesn’t feel appealing to us.

Status, on the other hand, isn’t an opt-out. You don’t get status by retreating into your own world; it’s something you get from other people. By definition, status is communal; it’s granted if you become a respected community member, someone with influence. In fact it’s closely related to respect—you don’t have it unless others choose to give it to you, and there’s a positive reputational quality to it. According to Kray, status is something you get when you are fulfilling the needs of the group. That’s a nuanced difference with power, but an important one. Of course, many people high in power acquire status as well, and vice versa. The two often go together. But power, as defined currently, doesn’t require status. In other words, you can be a really bad boss, seek little respect, and stay in power. You can’t keep your status, however, if you stop satisfying the community.

Kray told us something perhaps unsurprising. As with autonomy, women often gravitate toward status more than power (at least when the traditional definition applies). Perhaps because we typically seek to please, women also more instinctively prioritize respect. In real life, most people blend some amount of each, but there’s a material difference—think senior advisor role versus chief operating officer, or Greta Thunberg versus Jeff Bezos. Kray has noticed something, for example, about those lists of the most influential and important people that come out every year in places like Fortune and Forbes. “Often women make those lists because they’re high status,” she observes. “Men make the list because they actually control things. And, you know, of course, status doesn’t pay as much as power.”

It may be less lucrative at the moment, but status interested us because it clearly seems to relate to power over versus power to—it lessens the emphasis on control. Conversations with one of Laura Kray’s star graduate students helped convince us that for women, status is part of the new power code.

Sonya Mishra is a refugee from Wall Street, where she was confused, even shocked, by the lack of female role models in senior positions at her former firm. “I felt like I was in a version of Mad Men,” she says, only half-joking.

Since she escaped corporate life, Mishra has been doggedly looking for reasons to explain the dearth of women in power. She and Kray have discovered that women, as leaders, find that status is incredibly beneficial precisely because it’s a quality that comes with respect. When women explicitly seek control, they often get backlash. But when women seek or gain status, explains Mishra, they don’t, at least not as often.

Additionally, as we mentioned earlier, status seems to work for the greater good. “It’s communal,” explains Mishra, echoing Kray. “So it forces you to pay attention to people and makes you more ‘other’-oriented.”

Indeed, according to their research, when people have a lot of status they act fairly, because they believe consideration of others helps them maintain their status. Power alone doesn’t require that effort. Power, Mishra notes, is “usually given to you from someone even further above you, and power requires less effort to maintain. However, status is conferred by a more diffuse community of people, and there’s more downstream communication that is required to maintain status.”

Mishra contends that women also gravitate to status-oriented endeavors because it’s not a zero-sum activity. A single person can respect multiple people (in fact, we usually do), and many people can have status. Power, in a strictly hierarchical or control sense, is a more limited commodity.

Although academics have treated status and power as distinct, we believe that for women they are not—status is part of the way we see, interpret, and use power; it’s what makes our power palatable, workable, and distinct. We earn the respect of others to gain power, and when we have power, we seek to maintain that respect. David Winter offered us an interesting formulation grounded in psychics: status as “potential power,” money in the bank which can be drawn upon to produce “ready cash” of power. Whether the energy of status is latent or kinetic, we would posit that status, and therefore “respect seeking” are part of our new power equation. Just imagine if “respect seeking” were a prerequisite for power, and was as rewarded as power currently is? It’s not hard to conclude that we’d have healthier power structures. Add to that idea our preference for power to, for asking why, and it’s clear we might get different outcomes.

POWER AVERSION THEORY, OR NO THANKS

We hate to even put these words on paper, but a disturbing amount of research suggests that a lot of us just . . . shhh . . . don’t like power that much.

We’ve dubbed this uncomfortable reality power aversion theory, because a) it’s exhilarating to coin a phrase, b) it sounds more serious than the alternatives, and c) our ambivalence about seizing power is both unsettling and important.

Women seem to be fighting a war on two fronts. We’re battling the current power structure to gain entry to the inner sanctum, and, at the same time, we’re battling our own instincts, as we wonder whether we really want to be there at all.

Alison Wood Brooks, an associate professor at Harvard Business School, has been investigating women and power for years. Initially she was convinced by what’s called “demand-side bias” theory. That’s research demonstrating that women are viewed differently in the workplace than men. Women can say the same things, and do the same things, but people perceive our behavior differently, often negatively, and therefore our opportunities for advancement are limited. Essentially, she thought, the problem was with the men already in power, or, as she puts it, “the demand side.” But then one day, after hearing a lecture on this type of stereotype bias, she had an epiphany.

“I walked out of the seminar, and I also found myself wondering about a supply-side bias, such that women have different goals in life, and different priorities, that might lead them to act differently,” she says.

Is it possible, in other words, that women just don’t want the same kind of power that men wield? That the “problem” isn’t only men’s attitudes toward women, but also women’s attitudes toward power itself? Specifically, our distaste for what currently seems the necessary cost of gaining power—that is, becoming more like men?

Wood Brooks started asking these questions in a study with hundreds of men and women, and found that women do indeed want different things, in two critical ways: they have a larger number of life goals (keeping up with close friends, for example, being in a committed relationship, or exercising regularly)—and a smaller proportion of power-related goals (such as getting more “head count” to report to them or becoming chief executive).11

Among the key statements she had survey participants consider:


	“as one of my core goals in life, I would like to have a powerful position in an organization”

	“as one of my core goals in life, I would like to have power over others”



Women found both of those goals to be less desirable than men did.12 When asked to imagine having significant power over others, and then to imagine possible outcomes, some negative and some positive, women expected stronger negative outcomes. Translated: women think power sucks.

“Our research suggests that the costs are too high,” explains Wood Brooks, “because the trade-offs are greater for women than for men. They would have to sacrifice on other things that matter to them that men don’t care about as much. But it’s also possible that they have different predictions about what the experience of having power will do to them.”

Wood Brooks did at least nine versions of this study, trying to alleviate any obvious sample bias. In the end, she and her team surveyed more than four thousand participants. They included people who already have power, and people who would be deemed classically ambitious, such as Harvard undergraduates. They also tested their hypothesis on a variety of ages, expecting that the effect would disappear with younger respondents. But the gender difference always remained. Women were simply less sure that the pursuit of power would be worth it.

Claire: I’d always thought my sense of discomfort in the traditional power structure was a personal failing. To be sure, the professional world I inhabited for thirty years, of television and media, is not a classic corporate structure, but it’s not so different in the end. I loved reporting, and found myself jockeying for position in traditionally male-dominated zones, like the White House. That was a prime power position. It was exciting, but also often uncomfortable, and frustrating. I was given multiple lessons on how to conform. How to look: “Lose the scarf” was barked into my earpiece. How to age: “Have you thought about Botox to stop that frowny look?” How to sound: “A slightly deeper register is more authoritative. We have a voice coach.” How to play a part: “Think tough, crisp, gotcha for a big interview like this . . . your style is too soft.”

For the record, I still have scarf PTSD; I tried Botox—but not being able to squint freaked me out. I actually liked my voice coach and learned a lot about recording narration, and after about ten years, I learned to trust my own reporting and storytelling instincts. I found, over and over, that my own style of so-called “soft” questioning yielded much more raw, unexpected, and newsworthy answers.

I also always had a sense that I had a slightly different lens on things. I fought to keep my take in the stories I would tell, which, as I think about it now, was usually a broader analysis of impact, maybe akin to that “why” Laura Kray talks about. But my inner voice was running on a constant loop, asking whether the battles were worth it. I was pulled into reporting by a love of storytelling and impact, but success in the industry depended on a healthy love of traditional power.

Once, when I was in contention for a top job, one which everyone was pushing me to grab, I realized it was just wrong for me. I’d given years to fitting in, but I’d reached my limit. My agent, who is still my good friend, told me at the time that I was his most unusual client. Not only was I not constantly demanding more airtime, but I was happy with less. I think he understood that I had some slightly different, and perhaps admirable, sense of the bigger picture, but I


































	Power over versus power to. Power over repels some women, feels zero-sum. Power to motivates us.

	Why? Purpose is implied in Power to.

	Respect. Status, or respect-seeking, is part of our power.
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