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PREFACE

Here’s to strong women: may we know them, may we be them, may we raise them.

The subject of women and the culture we work in exploded into the public consciousness as I was writing this book. Sexual harassment, the gender pay gap: skeletons have come tumbling out of the closet during 2017 and 2018.

It’s clear that work is working against women, even the most successful.

It’s not outright discrimination any more. (Usually.) In fact, we’ve got enough of a stake in the workforce today for many of us to believe that women are doing okay. We’re given jobs, earn about the same as men, until we have children, and some of us get to the top.

But the subtle barriers facing us range from our often doing jobs that are financially undervalued, to workplaces that don’t truly accommodate our roles as carers, or a ceiling that is all too often not made of glass but concrete.

And fifty years after we entered the paid workforce in large numbers, we are finally beginning to feel less grateful about the progress we’ve made – and are starting to get angrier about how much further we have to go before we achieve parity with men.

I welcome this. We need to be angry.

We are as strong, capable and talented as men, and need to start pushing for a faster pace of change to allow us to realize our true potential. Who knows where that will take us individually?

But this issue is about more than each one of us. It’s about something far bigger collectively. It’s about power. And the leaders who make the decisions that intimately affect our day-to-day lives.

Where power once lay in the hands of kings and bishops, today it’s with the leaders of politics, business, technology and finance. These are the people whose decisions dictate whose pocket will be worse hit by budget cuts, the pensions and prospects of millions of workers, and which war we will fight in.

And women aren’t making these decisions because we aren’t at the top in anything like equal numbers to men.

Just two out of sixty-one British prime ministers have been women. There’s never been a female governor of the Bank of England since it was set up in 1694. Just one of the nine members of its current committee is a woman. A mere six of our 100 biggest companies are headed by a woman.1

This top-line data alone tells us we haven’t got a foothold in the door of power. It’s more a toe over the threshold.

It means we’re working – and living – in a system that doesn’t reflect the things we often want, or our priorities.

Meanwhile self-serving competition, arrogance and focus on individual wins over the collective good are sadly too prevalent in the behaviour of many of our leaders today. This is why we have to make work more equal, allowing women to rise and take their equal place at the top of power structures. Creating a better balance between men and women will help us to start to shape a future that truly reflects all our needs, thoughts and considerations together.

Instead of suppressing women’s talents, values and expertise, putting essentially feminine qualities like empathy, collaboration and flexibility, strength, courage and resilience at the heart of the system will create a radical shift in how we work – and live.

That’s not to say all women and men necessarily have – or don’t have – these qualities. Each one of us embodies a million different aspects of the complicated kaleidoscope that is personality. But, like it or not, certain qualities have traditionally been pigeonholed as ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ so that’s my starting point.

And I believe all of us would benefit from seeing more of what’s considered feminine valued at work because women may be at the sharper end of this, but many men are affected too.

Simply tweaking how things stand with a leadership scheme here or a pay rise there will not create the kind of change we need. Neither will paying public lip service while keeping a tight private grip on the status quo.

There must be a radical re-evaluation of how we work – and a cultural shift at the heart of it.

That’s why we’ve got to work together.

Work is central to all our lives but only half of us are making the most of it – and we’re all losing out because of that. It’s time to find a new way to work that will help us create a better future for all of us – and our children.

It is time for change.

[image: ]


1

Is Work Working Against Us?

‘The secret of change is to focus all of your energy, not on fighting the old, but on building the new.’ Socrates

I’m sitting in the Arco Café in Knightsbridge and don’t know which is more overpowering: the smell of fat or the reek of fag smoke.

It’s 1981; I’m twenty-one and work as a window dresser at Harrods.

‘I can’t believe Elaine didn’t get the job,’ Fiona says. ‘We’ve got to do something.’

Fiona, who works with me on the back windows, is outraged. Our colleagues Elaine and Roger both went for a promotion and he got it. They’re equally talented but we thought Elaine would get the job because she’s been at Harrods far longer than Roger and that’s usually how things work.

‘We’ve got to go on strike or something,’ Fiona hisses. ‘Demonstrate. Contact our union.’

I stare at her. The only women I know who demonstrate are the ones at Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp, who chain themselves to fences in protest against nuclear arms. It doesn’t look very comfortable.

‘Don’t you see, Mary?’ Fiona says, with a withering look. ‘If we don’t do something then none of us stand a chance. The men will always get the jobs.’

I don’t really think too much about this kind of stuff. Isn’t that just how things are? The only woman I’ve known who was in charge of something was my head teacher. And that’s because it was a convent school run by nuns.

We all knew who ruled the roost at home when I was growing up: my mother, Theresa. She looked after me, my sister, brothers and dad. No car, part-time evening work as a cleaner, cooking, washing and cleaning for six and still Dad’s dinner was on the table the moment he got through the door. She was never not working.

But Dad was the one who came home from work clutching the staff newspaper with his photo on the front page. Dad was the person who put money on the collection plate when we went to St Helen’s every Sunday.

In the eyes of the outside world, he was the one in charge.

But as I sit in the café with Fiona, I think of my brothers – Michael, Joe and Lawrence – and realize how unfair it would be if my sister Tish or I missed out on a job in favour of one of them just because they’re men.

And then I think about Elaine. It’s true what Fiona is saying. There are a lot of men in charge at Harrods: in fact, it’s all men who run the display department where we work.

Berge is head of front windows, Keith looks after side while Peter heads home and interior display. Then there is David, head of ground-floor display, Andrew on the first floor, Alan on the second, Antonio on the third and Paul on the fourth. Lou is the deputy display manager (his name isn’t short for Louise) and above us all is the big boss, John.

(To be fair, there is a woman in the management offices: a secretary called Jane.)

Fiona is right. Floor after floor of men are managing women, who rarely get the chance to manage them back. Elaine has been sidelined just because she’s a woman.

And that is so not on.

‘What are we going to do?’ I say.

Within days, a few of us are stamping up and down the pavement outside Harrods’ windows but we aren’t exactly a force to be reckoned with. Most of our women colleagues don’t want to stick their head above the parapet, however much they agree with us. We try to mobilize the union but soon realize that our protestations are falling on deaf ears. Not long after, we melt into the background again.

Soon, Fiona will leave Harrods and in time I will also resign to start a freelance career in window display. Because although I’m not sure where I want to go, I know one thing after my first glimpse of sex discrimination in the workplace: I want to create opportunities that, back then as a woman, Harrods will never give me.

If you’re aged forty or above, this story might seem familiar. The world of work was a very different place even as recently as twenty years ago – and men were largely in charge. But if you’re younger, maybe you’re wondering what it’s got to do with you. There are lots of women managers in your office, after all.

Humour me. Read on. Be we Baby Boomers, Generation Xers or Millennials, I’m afraid we’re all in this together, because the world we work in is often working against us.

Take retail, my area of expertise: 60 per cent of its employees are women, and women also make or influence 85 per cent of all purchasing decisions. That means we’re usually responsible for buying everything from our old man’s pants to big-ticket items like holidays. Retail is a world that women drive both financially and practically. And yet, we’ve only got 10 per cent of the positions on retail executive boards.2

That’s kind of perverse, isn’t it? A business made up of women, sustained by women, but hardly any of us make it to the top?

It’s the same in many industries. We know about the male domination of politics, banking and engineering. But they’re also at the top of industries that, like retail, are very female-dominated. Teaching, say, or medicine.

Even in hairdressing – and if that isn’t a female-driven industry then I don’t know what is – all the famous names are male: from Vidal Sassoon, Trevor Sorbie and Toni & Guy through to John Frieda, Nicky Clarke and Sam McKnight. But can you name a single famous female hair stylist?

Thought not.

The reality is that most industries have more women at the bottom and more men at the top.

So why is this? Do women lack stamina? Or ambition? Are we too difficult to work with? Or are we just really average at our jobs?

Some people say we lack ambition, that women don’t reach for the top because we get so far and then life, family and work clash too often for many of us to devote the attention to a career that success demands.

(You know the kind of people who say that: it’s usually the ones with someone at home doing everything from childcare to picking up the dry cleaning so there’s nothing else for them to worry about except working eighty hours a week.)

Then there are those who believe the way women work means we’re not equipped to rise to the top. We might be too passive, unambitious or focused on children. You know the kind of thing.

Yeah, yeah. Enough of the excuses.

There is a reason why women don’t get to the top in the same numbers as men and it has zero to do with our shortcomings. Systemic barriers are what stop us.

Systemic barriers at work affect the whole culture and everyone working within it – particularly women. Why? Because they’re part of a working code that was created by men for men.

Even more specifically: a code created by men who were powerful in terms of their class and ethnicity, as well as their gender: white, wealthy alpha males, to be exact.

They’re the people who have pretty much had a monopoly on getting to the top for a very long time – and the way we work today is still rooted in the alpha culture they created long ago.

If you want to succeed, you need to fit the mould. So alpha men do well and so do some alpha women, myself included. For a start I’m white, and, although I came from a working-class background, I had enough talent and drive – and a few lucky breaks – to get to the top.

But I am more of an exception than the rule, and until we adapt our working culture, shifting its focus and values to reflect a more modern world and diverse society, we will still often funnel only one particular type of person to the top.

And, sadly, it ain’t usually a woman.

The effect of these systemic barriers is that although women certainly start off strong in the workplace (let’s not forget that we’ve already outperformed boys at school and are 35 per cent more likely than them to go to university), we end up lagging behind in our careers.3

We earn less: 81p for every £1 that a man makes.4 We’re also promoted less in our paid work and do far more of the junior-level jobs than the senior ones – making up nearly three-quarters of the entry workforce and holding just 32 per cent of director-level posts.5

Not exactly uplifting reading, is it?

But the world of work is like this because most businesses still have an alpha working culture. And it’s a culture that respects and over-rewards so-called ‘masculine’ qualities, like risk-taking, competition and single-minded, myopic focus. Meanwhile, more ‘feminine’ traits like collaboration, resilience, empathy and compassion are consistently devalued.

Alpha culture views most emotions with suspicion. Logic is king! Instinct: what’s that? It’s also heavily invested in dominance and the drive to ‘win’ – which often creates an office environment where people are pitting their skills against each other to compete for money or seniority.

Linear advancement up the ladder is prioritized over collaboration; single-minded focus is encouraged to the detriment of any life outside work – including family. Extreme risk-taking to prove ‘strength’, and the inability to show ‘weakness’ by admitting mistakes, become the norm.

We can all see the effect this is having. Look at the world around us. And, yet, nothing is really changing.

Of course lots of us – men and women – are ambitious, risk-taking and competitive. And not everyone, and every business, works like this. But to some degree, these dynamics are at play in every sphere of work. And they are driven by our alpha working culture. It means work often ends up resembling a battleground as we compete against each other, build strategic alliances and carefully keep track of the balance of power.

Put all this together – the structure of the way we work and the qualities that are rewarded – and most women, at best, are held back. At worst, we are excluded from the top.

But, as important as the issue of women leaders is, this isn’t just about those who want to aim high and are stopped in their tracks by a way of working that doesn’t work for them. It affects us all because the jobs we typically do are not as financially valued as those often done by men.

Take a look at the thirty lowest-paid jobs in the US. Women are far more likely to do twenty-three of them, including food server, housekeeper and childcare worker. Meanwhile men are far more likely to do twenty-six of the thirty highest-paying jobs, including chief executive, architect and computer engineer.6

Now, architects and computer engineers are important. But why are men mostly doing these jobs? And why aren’t vocational, caring jobs considered important, too, and paid better?

Even when we try to do better-paid jobs traditionally done by men, we’re stymied.

US researchers, who looked at fifty years of census data from 1950 to 2000, found that wages fell by 57 per cent when women took over jobs in summer camps and parks that had previously been done by men. When they became biologists, the wages dropped by 18 per cent.7

What happened, though, when men took over jobs that, traditionally, women had done?

You’ve got it. The pay went up.

In the 1940s, computer programming was considered ‘women’s work’ – a nice bit of typing code that was an exciting alternative to being a secretary. (Tell that to Rear Admiral Grace Hopper – one of the pioneers of programming.) And there we leave them for a few decades, quietly getting on with the job.

In the 1980s tech became the money-making future. Men moved into the industry and programming suddenly got way more complex.8 Supposedly. The nerd was born, recruitment started to favour men and pay increased.9, 10 Today women hold just one in four jobs in the industry.11

Even in occupations dominated by women, men earn more. The education workforce is two-thirds female but in the UK male teachers earn on average £2 more per hour than women.12

How on earth is all this still happening?

And if what you’ve read so far doesn’t make you thump the table with rage, I suggest you put down this book and check yourself for a pulse.

So how did we end up here? It’s simple, really: men were in charge of the formal workplace – and the way it works – for a very long time.

Women didn’t enter formal employment en masse until about fifty years ago, and today we’re almost half of the workforce.13 More than 70 per cent of UK women aged sixteen to sixty-four work.14 It’s a trend seen everywhere from Japan and Germany to the US.15

But we’re stuck in a Catch-22: we can’t get to the top because of the codes created by men, and we can’t change things if we don’t get to the top.

Some people think quotas are an answer to this – that things would improve if women were given half of all corporate board seats tomorrow – but I don’t think anything will really change until we question the culture of the way we work.

Alpha culture’s masterstroke has been to make it seem so ‘normal’ that, even as the demographics of the workplace have changed so radically, we haven’t questioned it. Isn’t this just how things are?

No.

It’s about our values, the things we attach importance to, and our behaviours. And this is expressed in even the most seemingly insignificant of ways.

Fashion – my industry – is a brilliant case in point.

The BBC is a national, publicly funded broadcaster, which represents a nation pretty evenly split between men and women. But amid all the airtime and correspondents it devotes to football, and the Premier League in particular, there is no one dedicated to talking about fashion.

Football certainly has a huge social significance. But even though the fashion industry was worth almost ten times what the Premier League was to the UK economy in 2014, it obviously isn’t considered important by those divvying up the budgets at the BBC.16

Go figure.

It’s the same in business: certain focuses, behaviours and characteristics tell us a lot about the values held by organizations. They tell us that we’re still working along traditional masculine alpha lines.

I should know. I did it myself for years.

Until I couldn’t do it any more.
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Can We Be Part of the Tribe?

‘Know the rules so you can break them effectively.’ Dalai Lama

I’m tempted to take off my whole outfit and start again as I stand in front of the mirror, dithering. Do the flowery trousers work? Are the rings too much? Do I need to tone the whole thing down?

I really need to decide because I’m running late.

It could be 1978 all over again.

But I’m not a teenager about to go on a night out.

I am a fifty-something mother-of-three who has run her own business for years, and is now often asked to give business talks because I’m an expert on the retail sector.

I’m doing one today at a conference and will go on stage after Liam Fox MP. He’s sure to be wearing a grey suit and most of the audience will be too. Grey suits are the accepted uniform of working men in positions of power. The most daring it gets is a purple stripe in a tie, perhaps a flash of a coloured sock.

So what I’m wondering is this: what will they make of me when I appear on the podium in floral trousers and a cobalt-blue jacket? Will I fit into the tribe?

Then I find I don’t care.

It’s taken me a long time not to care, to come to understand who I am and feel confident enough to look the way I do. I leave the house knowing that what I’m wearing is a reflection of me: colourful, confident and slightly flamboyant. This is my kind of outfit and I’m good at what I do and sure of what I’m talking about. I don’t need a suit to impress people or feel part of their tribe.

But we all grapple with questions like these almost every day. Humans are tribal. Even if we’re not a complete fit for the group we’re part of, we like to create social groups whose rules we understand and can work to.

So, to start understanding the alpha tribe a little better (and we have to understand it in order to unpick it), we must look at it in its purest form: almost exclusively male institutions.

Let’s start by rewinding a couple of decades back to when Caitlin Zaloom, an American anthropologist, decided to study the very male world of financial trading floors in London and Chicago.

What she found was a stringent pecking order, men rising up the ranks, thanks to extreme financial risk-taking and such excessive shows of bravado that two paramedics were needed on standby at the Chicago Board of Trade in case physical fights broke out.17

No. You didn’t read that wrong.

God knows if the paramedics are still there today. But I see little change from that kind of competitive behaviour in the way that industry and others still work, and perhaps that’s reflected in the fact that women still make up only 15 per cent of the financial trading workforce.18

Similarly, when MPs examined what was holding women back in the intelligence services, they identified an immovable layer of middle management with a traditional male mindset. They also saw an alpha-male management culture that rewarded those who were loud or aggressive in pursuing their career, leaving others behind.19

But alpha culture is not always found in the most obvious places. It can hide itself well too. TV production or tech offices might be full of free-thinking creatives who enjoy the onsite yoga studio and napping pods, but don’t mistake a progressive top layer for real change.

Just ask Apple.

In 2017, the company unveiled its new California ‘campus’, for 12,000 employees, which had taken eight years to build. It was so carefully thought out that even the stone covering the gym walls in the 100,000-foot fitness and wellness centre was ‘from just the right quarry in Kansas, and has been carefully distressed, like a pair of jeans’.20

Fabulous attention to detail, Apple. Imagine how long it took to dream up that one.

Strange, then, that no one managed to think about putting any childcare facilities on site. The combined minds of 250 architects and countless Apple bosses didn’t think to build any.

And what they implicitly communicated to their employees by focusing so heavily on design and gym facilities was that beauty – be it the building’s or the staff’s – was important. The ability of their employees to integrate their working lives with those minor, messy responsibilities called children was not.

But let’s be clear here: women don’t get a free pass on all this. Alpha culture might have been put in place by men, but we’re also working alongside them and, in many cases, perpetuating the status quo.

Now if there weren’t many women working, I might be able to understand why the culture of how we work hasn’t really changed over the past few decades. If, say, there were just a few of us in the workforce and the rest of us were sitting around posting pictures of cushion covers on our Pinterest boards I could maybe grasp why adapting our working culture to better reflect and reward women’s strengths might not be considered a priority.

But we’re half the workforce and only a third of its managers, directors and senior officials.21 That’s rubbish by anyone’s standards.

The workplace is still working against us and, as much as I respect Sheryl Sandberg, who argues that women need to adapt their behaviour to better suit the status quo, I’m more of a Gloria Steinem fan. ‘It’s not about integrating into a not-so-good system,’ she has said. ‘It’s about transforming it and making it better. If women have to acquire all the characteristics of a corporate world, it’s probably not worth it.’22

Too right, Gloria. I don’t want to lean into a system that is entrenched in a working world that’s quite frankly dated, limited and controlling.

It’s bloody well time it changed.

Until women have true equality in the workplace across every discipline and pay scale, we will never be able to influence the way in which we, and future generations, work and live.

But that’s not to say men have got all this sewn up. Women bear the brunt of the shortcomings of how we work today but many men are disadvantaged too. Some are forced into choosing work as a priority over family in order to be seen as promotion material. Others are as hemmed in as many women by having to ape alpha behaviour that is not an easy fit for them. And most of the men who are doing well out of the status quo are perpetuating it because that’s what they’ve been taught to do. Just as women can accept their lot and believe this is just the way it is and always will be.

But it has to change if women are to have any chance of truly staking their claim in the world of work – and improving things for us all.

Inspirational and innovative change can be found in the most unexpected places. The world of offshore oil drilling is macho, tough and risky. But something fascinating happened when bosses at two rigs in the Gulf of Mexico decided to change how they worked.

The workforce on the rigs was 90 per cent male and they lived together offshore for two weeks at a time, doing twelve-hour shifts and on call twenty-four hours a day.

Bosses wanted to improve workplace safety and performance and, to do this, decided to shift the focus from individual performance to long-term goals. In essence, they wanted to change the culture of the rigs from having colleagues competing against each other to working together.

Changes were introduced to make that happen. Workers were asked to shut down the platform at first sight of a potentially dangerous situation – with no blame attached if they misjudged it, even though shutdowns were expensive. They were also encouraged to intervene when colleagues breached safety rules. By sharing information instead of hiding mistakes, they started to be open about them and to analyse them as a way to learn. Finally, the men stopped hiding their emotions – and the toll of their job on their family lives in particular – and started to talk about how they felt.

Slowly but surely the culture on the rigs changed. The ‘biggest, baddest roughnecks’ stopped rising to the top. Instead the men who cared about their fellow workers, were good listeners, and were willing to learn did. The link between macho behaviour and good performance was broken. The accident rate fell by 84 per cent. Productivity, efficiency and reliability improved.23

The world of symphony orchestras couldn’t be more different from that of oil rigs. But it was also traditionally male-dominated because, although contenders auditioned, they were usually male students hand-picked by teachers.

Then, in 1952, the Boston Symphony Orchestra decided to find out if there was a way to recruit more women, and started doing ‘blind’ auditions by asking musicians to play behind a screen to hide their identity.24 Other orchestras followed suit in the subsequent decades and some, in addition to screens, also placed thick carpet on the audition stage so that lighter footsteps didn’t give away the gender of the auditionee. Today more than half of the players in the top 250 US orchestras are women.25

Now, an oil rig and an orchestra are specific working environments. It’s not exactly stacking supermarket shelves or running a team of sales people. But, however exotic, these examples show that the way to create a new work environment and a better business model is to think carefully about what you want to change – the working culture, the demographic of the staff – and find ways to make that happen.

They prove that, by implementing new ideas, alpha working culture can change. Radically. And they show that men – as well as women – can benefit from that change.


Also by Mary Portas

HOW TO SHOP

SHOP GIRL

For more information on Mary Portas and her books,

see her website at www.maryportas.com


TRANSWORLD PUBLISHERS

61–63 Uxbridge Road, London W5 5SA

www.penguin.co.uk

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com


[image: Penguin logo]


First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Bantam Press

an imprint of Transworld Publishers

Copyright © M Portas LLP 2018

Illustrations here copyright © Ryan Hodge 2018

Cover design by Sarah Whittaker

Mary Portas has asserted her right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

‘Come to the Edge’ by Christopher Logue from New Numbers, reprinted by permission of Faber and Faber Ltd.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Version 1.0 Epub ISBN 9781473555648

ISBN 9780593079980

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

OPS/images/cover.jpg





OPS/images/pg_9.jpg





OPS/images/logo_prh.png
Penguin
a\ Random House
UK





OPS/images/pg_3.jpg
Mary
Portas
Work
Like a
Woman

A manifesto for change

WITH MEGAN LLOYD DAVIES





