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            Epigraph

         
         
            To be nobody-but-yourself—in a world which is doing its best, night and day, to make you everybody else—means to fight the
               hardest battle which any human being can fight; and never stop fighting.
            

            —e. e. cummings
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            Chapter 1
Please Like Me

         
         I have to admit something to you, something I hate to admit: it is very important to me that you like me. This has always
            been the case, and it has taken many forms, including, but not limited to: gratuitous smiling, rapid response time, holding
            my tongue, changing the way I look, pretending not to care (but still caring), and judging myself for caring, to name a few.
         

         
         I had always assumed that the degree to which I cared was unique to me. In 2015, I learned that I was wrong.

         
         That year I traveled to Albuquerque, New Mexico, to give a speech in front of six hundred professional women at a conference
            hosted by the American Business Women’s Association. While on one hand I am “all business,” in reality I know little about
            actual business, so I instead used the speech as a personal therapy session. At the time, I was anchoring a television show on a
            third-tier cable network. I was struggling with constant and competing feedback about who I should be, everything from how
            I styled my hair (“her forehead is too big for a center part”) to how I, an old soul, communicated my youth (more T-shirts)
            to how I navigated the internal politics of an office that was part media company, part start-up, part grand experiment (lots
            of crying in bathroom stalls). With all of this incoming, unsolicited, and often contradictory commentary, I was slowly coming
            to terms with the fact that I might not be able to make everyone happy, and that in order to do what was necessary to ensure
            my and my team’s success, I might need to ruffle some feathers.
         

         
         Around the same time, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, the writer and MacArthur Grant genius whose TED Talk was used on the track
            for Beyoncé’s song “Flawless,” told an audience that likeability is “bullshit.” Adichie’s proclamation set the internet ablaze
            and made me wonder if the fact that I largely valued my own worth by my likeability meant that I myself was bullshit. Was
            my caring—as a Cancer, a cryer, an INFJ (Introvert, Intuitive, Feeling, Judging)—holding me back? I wanted to be myself, do
            good work, lead my team, and feel, well, liked. Why did that seem so hard?
         

         
         In my gut, I knew I wasn’t alone in caring, even if I cared more than most. Some light internet research confirmed that women
            face a likeability penalty in everything from hiring to promotions. I knew that women running for office have to prove that
            they are likeable and competent. Plus, as women, we’re taught to care about what others think of us. I couldn’t possibly be the only one who made
            it to adulthood without shaking that mandate, could I?
         

         
         On that stage in Albuquerque, I looked out at the crowd of women, grabbed the sides of the podium with sweaty palms, and hoped
            for the best. I shared with the audience my own desire to be well liked, and the many times that ran into conflict with my
            efforts to lead. I explored the contradictory messages of the importance of likeability and the importance of authenticity.
            I then suggested that perhaps attendees use this conference to try “caring less” on for size. Who would they be if they took
            a few days to just be themselves?
         

         
         When I finished giving my speech, the crowd didn’t cheer; they roared. When the host of the event opened the floor up for questions, women streamed to two microphone stands at the front of the
            room. Most of them didn’t have questions; they had testimonials.
         

         
         Their peers saw them as nice ladies, but not leadership material. They spoke in every meeting and advocated on behalf of their
            teams, and then got reviews suggesting that they round off their edges. They wanted to get ahead, but they wanted to get ahead
            as themselves.
         

         
         I had struck a nerve.

         
         At the end of these statements, their voices inflected upward, and their hands flew into the air, intimating a question. Those
            queries were, in essence, always the same: If likeability matters, but I can’t be both likeable and successful, then where does that leave me? If I need to act one way
               to be seen as a leader, but acting that way makes me less likeable and that performance makes me less authentic, then is it
               really working? And how do I learn to care less when I keep being told that I should care more?

         
         I wasn’t alone in feeling what I was feeling. I had uncovered an unspoken frustration. Now I needed to figure out what to
            do about it.
         

         
          

         First, I needed to be sure that these six hundred women from across the country weren’t outliers or fakers who were just trying
            to make me feel better about being a thirty-something who couldn’t seem to get a grip. I started by asking my friends, and
            their friends, if it was important to them to be well liked. I found that many of them felt the same way I did; they care
            deeply about being liked by friends, by colleagues, and by supervisors. “This is the story of my life!” multiple women exclaimed.
            Many women were ashamed of how much they cared, deeming it “superficial” or “pathetic.” Others wore it as a badge of honor;
            they celebrated their likeability as an ability to tap into others’ feelings and needs.
         

         
         Many of the women who admitted to caring about likeability were surprised to learn that there are people in the world for
            whom being well liked isn’t a priority, or women who don’t spend their days attempting to please others. Sometimes they were
            envious of those non-carers; sometimes they were judgmental. One woman described people who don’t care about being liked as
            “probably on the scale of psychotic.”
         

         
         But it turns out, those women do exist! Women who are genuinely unfazed by what others think of them, women who looked at
            me blankly when I described my personal obsession. My own mother was puzzled by how much I cared whether or not others liked
            me. “I assume everyone likes me,” she said self-confidently. “And if they don’t? Well, screw them.”
         

         
         Their explanations for why they didn’t care or couldn’t care varied. Some women credited their parents for cultivating a sense
            of self that seemed impenetrable by others; others had taught themselves to care less. “The work should speak for itself,”
            was one rationale. “It’s more important to me to be respected than to be well liked” was a common refrain, especially from
            more seasoned professionals. Some, particularly women of color, deemed likeability a luxury they could not afford or were
            disinterested in.
         

         
         As someone who was motivated by likeability, I imagined women who don’t care about likeability to all be living their best
            lives, being their authentic selves at work and at home. Marching to the beat of their own drummer! Dancing like no one was
            watching! Cutting loose those friends who were inconsiderate or judgmental, challenging those bosses who demanded conformity.
            But it turns out that even those who have a very clear and fixed internal compass independent of others’ perceptions acknowledged
            that they had, at points, paid a price for being so brazenly themselves. Many of them conceded that they had been penalized
            for not playing office politics or for not pretending to be perpetually pleasant. Some even admitted that it had limited their
            career advancement. One woman offered me this important distinction: although she is not motivated by likeability, it doesn’t
            hurt any less when someone expresses their distaste for her.
         

         
         Speaking with these women, thinking critically about my own professional journey, and reading the existing research on women
            and likeability, I realized that whether you care or you don’t care what others think of you, there are still traps all around
            that will be an obstacle to getting ahead.
         

         
         
            Trap 1: The Goldilocks Conundrum. Or, She’s Too Warm; She’s Too Strong; She’s Rarely Just Right.

            A warm woman is well liked, but the workplace, especially in male-dominated fields, often values something different: strength.
               That means that a woman who starts out friendly, nurturing, and sweet—regardless of her actual competence—will often be told
               that she doesn’t have what it takes to lead. She’ll be coached to be stronger and more assertive. She will be counseled to
               lower her voice and drape her arms over the back of her chair to take up more space in meetings. On the other hand, the woman
               who starts out strong—who asks for what she wants, advocates on behalf of herself and her team, and demonstrates comfort with
               confrontation—will be told that she is too much. Too pushy. Too demanding. Too aggressive. This Goldilocks Conundrum is further
               complicated by other cultural markers such as race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and parenthood.
            

            
            For a woman who is naturally warm, the attempt to appear strong has a strange side effect: it can make her less likeable.
               For a woman who is naturally strong, the attempt to appear warm will be additionally confusing as she watches her male peers
               be lauded for the very things she is cautioned against.
            

            
         
         
            Trap 2: Likeability and Authenticity as Luxuries. Or, Not Everyone Gets to Be Themselves at Work.

            If authenticity is necessary to be likeable, and critical to effective leadership, but women are encouraged to spend most
               of their careers trying to be more of whatever it is they’re told they’re not, how can they possibly be authentic, likeable,
               and effective leaders? In penalizing strong women for not being warm enough, and in punishing warm women for not being strong
               enough, are we telling women that there is no way for them to lead as themselves?
            

            
            And what does authenticity mean for those who are minorities in their industry or workplace? Is being your authentic self
               and being well liked a luxury afforded to everyone or only to those who align with the dominant office culture?
            

            
         
         
            Trap 3: Damned If You Do. Or, The Road to Success Is Lined with Even More Traps.

            Likeability, we are told, is integral to success. But ambitious women know, and the research supports the notion that the
               more successful a woman becomes, the less others like her.
            

            
            In addition to ability and hard work, the very things one needs to do in order to advance in most careers often involve advocating
               for one’s ideas, one’s self, and one’s accomplishments. Each of the necessary skills that entails—asking for a promotion or
               a raise, negotiating a salary, taking credit for a job well done—makes women less likeable. It’s not just craving success
               or finding success that makes women less likeable; the most basic actions necessary to succeed (or just, like, pay your bills)
               make women seem less likeable. At every turn, it feels as though women are being asked to choose between success and likeability.
            

            
            At the same time, the higher a successful woman rises, the more likely others are to be suspicious of her, to doubt her motives,
               and to assume that she is cold and unlikeable. “She succeeded, and for a woman, that is so rare,” the thinking goes. “She
               must have been willing to do anything to get there.”
            

            
            The “success penalty,” as this phenomenon is often referred to, is made worse because so many ambitious women, women like
               myself, feel we were raised to value two things: success and likeability, only to learn the hard way that they might be mutually exclusive. For us, the success penalty isn’t merely a
               professional impediment; it’s a mindfuck. It threatens not just our upward mobility but our very sense of self.
            

            
             

            All of these traps ask women to dedicate significant mind share to supposed deficiencies. What if, instead, that time and
               energy could be rededicated to things such as hard skills, building contacts, or, I don’t know, sleeping? What would happen
               if we let women lead as they are?
            

            
            The constant chatter about how women do their work and how women lead makes it nearly impossible for women to lead in a way that is authentic to them. Rather than reimagining leadership,
               we’re asking women to reimagine themselves. That is robbing all of us of the opportunity to create a model of leadership that
               is more expansive, includes more of us, and yields better results.
            

            
         
         
            Even If Likeability Doesn’t Matter, These Traps Do

            Here is the good news: you are not alone! If it feels hard to navigate these questions of what it means to be a woman, to
               lead and to be liked as you, it’s because it is! (And if you feel like I am using a lot of exclamation points to not allow
               you to fall into a funk, it’s because I am!!!!) Acknowledging that balancing authenticity, likeability, and the quest for
               leadership might be elusive, if not impossible, while frustrating at first, can be liberating. You’re probably not doing it
               wrong; the system is set up so that it is nearly impossible to do it right.
            

            
            This is particularly true because we are in a period of profound change. The #MeToo movement has spurred a widespread cultural
               reckoning. We are not only questioning those in power; we are questioning the systems of power that have fostered environments
               of harassment and abuse.
            

            
            But even as the winds of change nip at our neck and the ground beneath us shifts, how to self-present, especially at work,
               can actually seem more confusing. Are we playing by the old rules or the new rules? The old rules didn’t apply to all of us; do the new rules? Who
               is writing the new rules and how do we get a seat at the drafting table? Speaking up and out has brought many women reconciliation,
               but for many it has also come at a price. Often the public narrative is different from what is whispered behind closed doors.
               A woman who speaks out against injustice can be seen as both a hero in the world and a problem in her industry. How does this
               change really take hold? Many of us walk into a workplace every day where it is hard to know if the higher-ups are busy rewriting
               the organization’s sexual harassment policy to cover their ass, or if they are really grappling with the underlying assumptions about who is worthy of agency and power.
            

            
            When it comes to women and work, there are issues that may feel more urgent than likeability, including a gender wage gap
               (one that is particularly dramatic for women of color), and the culture of sexual harassment that #MeToo is exposing in every
               industry from entertainment and politics to farm work and domestic services. Although women continue to reach higher levels
               of educational and professional attainment, we’re continually reminded that there is still a big power gap waiting to be filled.
            

            
            That gap is most stark at the leadership tier. Women constitute slightly more than half of the U.S. population, yet we make
               up less than 25 percent of the U.S. Congress, and hold less than 23 percent of the seats on corporate boards for Fortune 500
               companies.1 Among the directors of the 100 top-grossing movies of 2017, fewer were women than were men named James and Michael.2 For women of color, that gap is even wider. Minority women account for about 18 percent of the entire U.S. population, yet
               fewer than 1 percent of Fortune 500 companies have those women at the helm.3 Notably, the 116th Congress boasts a record number of women of color but, at 11 percent, it is still short of proportional
               representation.
            

            
            Research affirms that the leading obstacles to women’s leadership are stereotypes and bias. The thing that feels the most
               amorphous and the least correctable is also the most pernicious.4 Among the biases women face: the double bind between likeability and success, and the paradoxical calls for gender-correcting
               performance and authenticity in a woman leader.
            

            
            The constant trade-offs between competence and likeability have real consequences.5 These perceptions can affect hiring, negotiations, and career advancement. Some women, those nearing the top, may take on
               the terrifying glass cliff, assuming that a high-risk, high-reward situation is their only shot at clearing the likeability-competence
               hurdle. And plenty of women, sensing that they cannot win in a male-dominated industry, opt out and pursue careers in industries
               that are gender-diverse or mostly women.6 That can be necessary and rewarding for the individual, but if women keep opting out of the game because the game is rigged,
               are we forever conceding the realms of math, science, tech, business, politics, and so much more to men? And beyond the consequences
               at work, there are consequences for the women themselves. In trying to be everything all at once, women are straight-up exhausted.
            

            
         
         
            Likeability Is in the Eye of the Beholder

            So, what is likeability exactly? Is likeability about being pleasant? Friendly? Agreeable? Charming? There are friendly people who aren’t
               likeable. There are agreeable people who are frustrating in their lack of conviction. There are charming people whom you just
               can’t trust.
            

            
            One’s personality is composed, at its core, of five basic traits. Experts in psychology call them the “Big Five,” easily remembered
               for dinner-party reference by the acronym OCEAN: Openness to experience, Conscientiousness, Extroversion, Agreeableness, and
               Neuroticism. In the context of the Big Five, “Openness to experience” can take various forms: intellectual curiosity, creativity,
               and a belief that variety, not sriracha, is the spice of life. Conscientiousness is an ability to control one’s impulses,
               and to channel one’s energy toward a goal. Extroversion is about how much energy a person derives from social situations.
               Are you recharged after a big party? Or do you slink away, needing a nap? Agreeableness is defined by how well you get along
               with others. Neuroticism is about confidence and comfort (or discomfort) with one’s self.7

            
            All of these traits exist on a sliding scale. My mother would say she’s “open to experience” and, by many measures, she is.
               She went to college out of state, married someone outside of her own ethnic group at a time when that was a progressive thing
               to do, and she loves to travel. On the other hand, when you ask her what she’d like to order for dinner, she’ll say, “You
               know me. I’m easy. Anything except sushi, Mexican, Indian, Thai, or Vietnamese. Actually, why don’t we just get pizza?” I
               am an undercover introvert—I have the capacity to be chatty and sociable, but I’m happiest when someone I have plans with
               cancels them (preferably via text), leaving me to put on a nice pair of sweatpants and fall asleep on the couch.
            

            
            By forming the basis of our personalities, these traits also contribute to our likeability. Studies have found a correlation
               between people who are extroverted and agreeable, and measures of likeability.8 Neuroticism is the one trait of the Big Five that brings with it a pretty consistent likeability demerit. (People who are
               uncomfortable with themselves have a tendency to make others feel the same in their presence.) But even the Big Five don’t
               totally land on any one truth about likeability.
            

            
            Likeability is often confused with popularity, but that’s not exactly right, either. You can be well liked and not be popular.
               You can be popular and not be well liked. Popularity is about status; likeability is about how people actually feel about
               you.9

            
            As nebulous as it is, likeability can make or break a brand’s reputation or an individual’s performance review. It is critical
               to building relationships that allow you to rely on others for introductions and favors. In a group, likeability is key to
               establishing influence. In politics, voters overwhelmingly say it is important that they like a candidate they support. In
               daily life, the degree to which we’re liked can impact our appeal as a friend and a mate.
            

            
            Or, if you’re like me, you just enjoy the validation that comes from knowing that other people like you, that your Instagram
               posts get likes, and that you have a five-star Lyft rating. You see, beyond the utility of likeability, there is a certain
               validation that comes from being well liked, especially when you are well liked for being you.
            

            
            To be seen, and known, and then liked for being that person, creates psychological safety and comfort. In those environments
               where others can say, “We see you, and we get you,” we feel empowered to thrive. We trust ourselves to be more creative, and
               to take bigger risks. Where it is absent, we are more likely to doubt ourselves.
            

            
            Given the stakes, there is limitless content dedicated to helping you become a more likeable version of yourself. First published
               in 1936, Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People cemented his place as the father of self-help. His principles of human interaction are straightforward and widely applicable.
               Don’t criticize or condemn others. Don’t complain. Express appreciation. Consider others’ motivations. One part of his book,
               “Six Ways to Make People Like You,” includes principles such as cultivating a genuine interest in other people. Smiling. Using
               people’s names. Encouraging others to talk about themselves. Listening. Talking in terms of others’ interests. Making other
               people feel important.10 You’d think that only sociopaths need this type of advice, but it turns out we all do. (Side note: a few years ago I tweeted
               that one of my peers, a manager, needed to read Carnegie’s book, and the Dale Carnegie Institute sent me two free copies!
               Consider this the seventh way to make people like you: send them free stuff.)
            

            
            Carnegie’s book has sold 30 million copies worldwide, because if you can execute these skills with sincerity, it’s all decent
               advice. Most people love to talk about themselves! Most people love to hear their own names! Most people love to be treated
               like people! These are all great ways to improve one’s likeability and become a more thoughtful person. Carnegie’s book and
               many of the books that followed in his footsteps are useful. Feel free to casually drop one on the desk of whomever in your
               office doesn’t practice the basic rules of kindness and civility, or who keeps calling you Karen even though your name is
               Kim.
            

            
            My issue with guides to likeability is not the guides themselves; it is the misinterpretation of them. If you’re like me,
               you might have walked away from those well-intended books thinking that it meant you could control whether or not other people
               like you. You can’t. You can’t make people like you, because that’s just not how people or likeability works.
            

            
            There are elements of how you interact with others that you can control. You can be kind, curious, and friendly. But how someone
               will interpret those qualities is out of your control.
            

            
            It’s hard to answer the question “What is likeability?” because behind how agreeable we find someone or how much we are drawn
               to them, what it is about them that creates our perception of them is wildly subjective. Research on the Big Five suggests
               that neuroticism makes people less likeable, but I for one enjoy a person who has just enough neurotic tendencies! (Someone
               who overapologizes, returns compliments and well-wishes even when they don’t make sense [telling a flight attendant you hope
               they have a great trip], or starts to sweat anytime a text ellipse lasts a beat too long: I love you all!). You can execute all
               the likeability advice, sincerely, and still have others find you unlikeable. Because let’s be honest, Reader: if likeability
               were as simple as using people’s names, Reader, wouldn’t we all just train ourselves to be likeable, Reader?
            

            
            Likeability is more complex than any one agreed-upon set of qualities or learned behaviors. I like sensitive, high self-disclosers
               who are discerning about other people, slightly neurotic, and tell great stories. Extra points for those who constantly contradict
               themselves by doing things like talking about living a gluten-free life while eating a bread basket or saving the environment
               while ordering off Amazon Prime. They delight me! Those are my people; they may not be for everyone.
            

            
         
         
            Likeability as Socially Acceptable Bias

            In addition to being challenging to define, the biases that underlie likeability are hard to call out. Our notions of what
               makes a likeable person are riddled with deeply ingrained cultural biases, often based on gender, race, and ethnicity. Some
               of this bias may be explicit attitudes, positive and negative, we consciously hold about others. But most of this bias is subconscious, and even those of us who pride ourselves on being objective rely
               on some basic beliefs about individuals and groups to form quick assessments.
            

            
            Women are expected to be warm and communal. Many people may not consciously hold that belief about women, yet when women violate that expectation of warmth and communality, others instinctively find
               them less likeable. For women who strive to lead, we need to be well liked in order to succeed, but we also become less likeable
               the more we succeed. For women of color, this comes with an extra degree of complexity—because we are supposed to comply with
               what is expected of us not only based on gender, but also based on our race and ethnicity. For Latinas like myself, we’re
               either humble or we’re hot-blooded. Asian-American women are actually penalized for the perception of being “unfairly competent.”
               For black women, being assertive is read as being aggressive. Add additional markers of identity—queerness, a disability,
               motherhood—and the invisible scorecard on which you are measured adjusts yet again.
            

            
            If bias is one of the biggest barriers to women’s advancement, and likeability is critical to that advancement, but influenced
               by bias, is it possible that likeability is sometimes used as a cover to express bias? How often is saying “I just don’t like
               her” or “He’s not a good fit” one of the last socially acceptable ways to say, “I’d rather vote for a man,” “I’d prefer to
               hire someone white,” or “I’m uncomfortable with gay people”? Are employers allowed to hide behind the subjective cloak of
               who they like and who they don’t, who “fits” and who does not, as a not-so-subtle expression of bias?
            

            
            Hiding behind likeability as a way of expressing bias isn’t new. In the 1980s, Fran Rodgers built a multimillion-dollar consulting
               business helping companies adjust to a changing workforce. At the time, she says, there was often an imperative to have a
               woman in the hiring pool. But regardless of how many qualified women candidates were in the mix, companies would almost always
               pick the male candidates. When Fran would ask why the man was chosen over the woman, the answer was often vague and subjective.
               “In the end, it was likeability,” Fran tells me, shrugging.
            

            
            However pervasive likeability has been throughout history, in this moment it feels particularly in focus. It is emphasized
               in the workplace, where many companies encourage employees to bring their “whole selves to work” and simultaneously evaluate
               those employees based on their coworkers’ perceptions of them. “There’s such pressure to be liked by the people I manage because
               it’s such a big part of how I’m evaluated as a manager,” Maggie, a midlevel manager at a tech company, told me. “Does your
               team like you? Do your peers like you? It’s all so data-driven but at the end of the day you’re measuring people. Your personal
               stuff and presentation, and wanting to do extra off-sites is how you’re measured, which isn’t about the actual results. What
               if you’re a dry, regular person who’s hitting your numbers? In the past you’d just be promoted based on that. Now you have
               to sparkle.”
            

            
            Then this workplace pressure to be shiny is reinforced in a larger culture in which we express ourselves through social curation
               and are then rewarded with actual likes for our glamour, our humor, and our candor. With the rise of social media—platforms whose usership is dominated by women—our
               likeability can feel quantifiable. How many followers do you have? How many of them liked your post? How many times was your
               brilliant analysis of Wakanda retweeted? Thousands of followers? Hundreds of likes? Ryan Coogler, the director of Black Panther, actually retweeted you? It can feel so validating. Conversely, slim followers? Few likes? Tweets that feel more like screaming
               into a void than being in a conversation? It can feel as if no one wants you to sit with them at lunch. It’s as though the
               challenges of adolescence have found a way to haunt us into adulthood and threaten not just whom we go with to prom, but how
               much money we bring home each year.
            

            
            As Mitch Prinstein writes in his book Popular, “Networked society offers the possibility of an interminable adolescence where, as never before, we can shine a light on
               those who are popular, create ways to emulate and interact with these individuals, and even raise our own level of popularity
               through new creative platforms that allow any average person a chance to become the most popular, if only briefly.”11 While “an interminable adolescence” sounds like my own personal hell, Prinstein is right: social media has (to some extent)
               democratized popularity. Far from the days when celebrity was saved for actors, models, and musicians, now a parent who loves
               to eat paleo and work out can be an influencer. That democratization has also created the sense that if anybody can be a public person, then everyone who has professional ambition should be one.
            

            
            Working in concert, it can feel as though we’re supposed to do our jobs while being Miss Congeniality, all the while understanding
               that our colleagues, peers, and perfect strangers are judging us not only on how friendly we were during the company off-site,
               but on how witty we were in our Insta-story rendering of the group trust-falls.
            

            
            Now, let’s be real: you probably will not like everyone you work with and everyone you work with will not like you. That is
               okay. While some of your coworkers may become your friends, you spend forty or more hours a week with them because you are
               all paid to do so. People don’t always like working for people. It’s not necessarily fun to be told what to do. Plus, people
               are different, and our differences at work, as in life, challenge us. This will sometimes have to do with your difference
               in age or gender or race, but sometimes it will just be because you are different people with different and seemingly incompatible
               styles.
            

            
            I’m not asking everyone to like everyone else. That is an impossibility. I am asking everyone to consider why they are (platonically)
               attracted to some colleagues and turned off by others, to question how much of that is impacted by bias, and to ask which
               opportunities they’re giving to whom are predicated not on substance but on style.
            

            
         
         
            Why You’re Here

            Most books on likeability are about becoming more likeable. This is not that book. There are plenty of other books on that,
               and, besides, I’m sure you are great (or at least there are a bunch of people who think you are great and as we’ll discuss
               later, that’s good enough).
            

            
            When I began writing this book, I wanted to deliver a message that ran counter to all of the existing books on likeability:
               rather than teach you to care more, I wanted to teach you to care less. I thought that prioritizing likeability was a personal
               choice, one that was holding women like me back. If we could care less, we would be free to create more, to do more, to be
               more.
            

            
            What I came to realize is that encouraging women to “just care less” is an overly simplistic solution to a complicated problem.
               Rather than liberating women, framing likeability as a question of individual choice shifts the responsibility back to women.
               Learning to “just care less” becomes yet another “to do” on the seemingly endless list of female self-improvement.
            

            
            Likeability—and, more specifically, likeability as a woman who aspires to lead—isn’t just a self-imposed burden; it is a cultural
               mandate that has to be reckoned with. Maybe you as an individual can learn not to care about being likeable, but that does
               not mean that the world will stop demanding it of you, and penalizing you when you are not compliant. While caring less and
               returning to your authentic self might be great advice as it relates to lovers and friends, it’s untenable for a lot of workers.
               Getting out from under this false choice between likeability and success won’t happen just by teaching ourselves to care less.
            

            
            This book is informed by research, my own experience of caring a lot and learning what that care has cost me, and interviews
               with other professional women who have lived these questions of likeability, authenticity, and leadership. I interviewed women
               at every stage of their careers—women who are fresh out of college, women who are navigating the leap from middle management
               to senior roles, and women who appear on Forbes’s list of the Most Powerful Women in the World. I interviewed women in business, politics, nonprofits, publishing, technology,
               entertainment, education, law, and medicine. I spoke with women who are navigating long-standing corporate cultures, and women
               who are opting out to become entrepreneurs, and in doing so, creating their own workplace norms. These women span generations—from
               the youngest millennials who reminded me that I am a senior millennial who will never understand some basic functions of Snapchat,
               to baby boomers who have borne witness to how cultural and social change manifests in change at work. I focused largely on
               ambitious, professional, mostly college-educated women, since upward career mobility is what so frequently sounds the workplace
               likeability alarm.12

            
            Likeability provided a very narrow jumping-off point for much broader conversations about how we as individuals perceive how
               others perceive us. Even as someone who prides herself on being self-aware and empathetic, I was often surprised by the things
               other women were contending with. I’m almost five feet eight and, being relatively tall for a woman, I had not realized how
               often women who are more petite are treated with less seriousness and less respect. As a fair-skinned Latina with educational
               and economic privilege, a person who can shape-shift between cultures and contexts, I was woefully unaware of some of the
               less obvious ways in which black women in the workplace struggle to be seen and heard, much less liked and respected.
            

            
            This book is divided into two parts. In the first, I point out the traps, the cultural shifts and trends that are making those
               traps additionally challenging in this moment, the larger cultural expectations of women, and the external and internal prices
               they pay for contending with those expectations. In the second part of this book, I propose new ways of thinking about these
               old questions, and offer strategies you can use to help yourself, to help others who face these biases, and to nudge institutions
               toward doing their part. There is no one-size-fits-all answer to the question of how important likeability should or shouldn’t
               be to you as an individual, nor any one path for navigating success on your terms.
            

            
            I am not an HR professional, a social scientist, or a management consultant. I’m intrigued by these questions because I am
               living it, grappling with what it all means, and wondering how we’re supposed to make choices about our careers when no matter
               what we choose we’re told we’re wrong. And of course I’m a journalist, and when a journalist has questions, we research, we
               interview, we probe. And we write.
            

            
            This book is about learning to understand the factors that influence likeability—those within our control, those outside of
                  it—and deciding, for ourselves, how much it matters based on what is most true to who we are and what we hope to achieve. I identify the ways that women are forced to choose between being likeable and being a leader, and the workplace scenarios
               that most often trigger these trade-offs. I explore the things women would gain if they were measured by something other than
               likeability. I contend that we can stop internalizing the idea that we aren’t likeable enough and focus instead on using our
               collective power to push on the structures holding us back. And I argue that in order to free ourselves from the tyranny of
               likeability, we have to shift away from talking about how women do their work and focus instead on the work itself. To fully empower women to lead, we have to stop asking women to
               reimagine themselves and, instead, encourage everyone to reimagine leadership.
            

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
The Goldilocks Conundrum

         
         Let’s start at the beginning. When you have a résumé that consists of proficient French and a familiarity with Excel, and
            a job that is mostly printing and collating, it can be hard to know how to make an impression. Yes, you have to show up on
            time, do your job, and do it well. Your boss doesn’t care that you have a fancy degree and see yourself as a strategist; she
            sees you as a one-person Kinko’s. Those first few years are challenging: you have to show rather than tell your boss that
            you’re capable of more than your job entails, but you never want to seem ungrateful for the opportunities you’re being offered.
            You want to make an impression but you know that meetings aren’t open-mic nights.
         

         
         As times goes on, as deadlines are adhered to, assignments meet or exceed standards, and dozens of coffees are procured, you
            can feel yourself gaining some standing in the office. You’re no longer the new kid. In meetings, you sit at the main table
            instead of the chairs by the wall. You offer your insights and feedback. Once you have workplace accomplishments, you tout
            them.
         

         
         If you are a woman, as you rise professionally, somewhere between the entry level and the middle, there is often a moment,
            or a series of moments, when you are made aware that something about the way you comport yourself is a problem. The actual
            word “problem” is rarely used, but when you cut through all the BS, that’s what it is. A problem.
         

         
         Laura is in her mid-thirties and has worked in politics for all of her professional life.1 She is beloved by every team she has ever led. Interns cry at their end-of-the-summer going-away parties because she has
            become their de facto family. She’s got a big smile and she’s quick to laugh at others’ jokes. She always makes sure that
            her colleagues feel brought in and included in her decision-making process. She minimizes conflict, including negotiating
            the situation around the office leftovers thief. She is earnest and sincere, and because of that, no one ever worries that
            she has a secret agenda.
         

         
         She’s also incredibly effective. She is consistently the most competent and highest-producing member of her team. To be honest,
            she basically runs the place; she just doesn’t have the title.
         

         
         But as much as everyone appreciates Laura, no one really thinks of her as a number one. When her manager leaves, opening up
            a senior position that she could step into, she is told that while everyone loves her, she lacks . . . something. Results?
            No, she delivers. The hours? She puts them in. It’s just that she’s not enough . . . of something.
         

         
         She doesn’t command enough respect. She doesn’t take up enough oxygen. She isn’t seen as authoritative. Part of this is about
            Laura’s self-presentation. She speaks as though she is simultaneously apologizing for

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            Contending with Bias That Is Subtle and Unconscious
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