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To E&O, my strong female leads










Prologue


Do you know how expensive sperm is? My bank balance does. Perhaps this is Too Much Information, but in early 2020 I went on a sperm-buying spree. My female partner and I started trying for a baby and sperm is something of a key ingredient in the process. Trying to choose a donor is a weird experience. You leaf through reams of intimate information about each anonymous dude: you go through their childhood photos, their medical history, and an essay where they answer questions about their favourite food, their interests and role models.


Want to guess who the overwhelming majority of guys picked as their role model? Elon Musk.


Want to guess how many guys named a woman as their role model? Almost none. And when they did it was usually their mum or grandma.


The plural of anecdote is not data; a hundred or so sperm donors is obviously not a representative sample of men in general. Nevertheless, my very unscientific observations are hardly unique: when you ask men who their role models or heroes are, women are rarely mentioned.1 When they are mentioned, they tend to be women they are related or married to. While there are certainly exceptions to this rule, men aren’t routinely encouraged to look up to or emulate women. When Jodie Whittaker was cast as the first female Doctor Who, for example, there were men who lamented the ‘loss of a role model for boys’.2 Powerful women are often framed as being role models for girls and other women rather than being viewed as an inspiration for everyone. You can see this in some of the reactions to US Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s death in September 2020. ‘Justice Ginsburg was an inspiration to countless young women and girls across our nation and around the globe,’ the (male) Governor of New Jersey tweeted at the time.3 Obviously, it was unthinkable to him that young men and boys might have also been inspired by a woman.


Why do so many men see Elon Musk as a role model? It’s because we associate heroism and leadership with a very specific set of stereotypically male qualities. Musk has these qualities in spaces: confidence verging on arrogance, competitiveness, aggressiveness, risk-taking, charisma. There’s nothing wrong with these things per se – what’s problematic is the extent to which they define our idea of leadership. For decades women have been told that if we want to get ahead in politics or business we need to develop those sorts of qualities. We’re sent to management training courses where we’re told we need to raise our voices, be more assertive, and never say ‘sorry’. We’re told that stereotypically ‘feminine’ qualities like collaboration and empathy are weaknesses and ‘masculine’ traits are strengths. We’re told that, in order to succeed, we need to act more like men.


For a long time there was nothing subtle about this messaging. Margaret King, who was Margaret Thatcher’s stylist, for example, said that the prime minister primarily wore suits because ‘she was in a man’s world, and she had to look the part’.4 It was accepted that women had to look and act like men to succeed. Then, in the early 2010s, Corporate Feminism™ took off and the messaging around female leadership became a little more insidious. ‘I want every little girl who was told she is bossy to be told that she has leadership skills,’ Sheryl Sandberg wrote in her 2013 bestseller Lean In.5 The conversation around leadership became focused on how women shouldn’t need to apologize for being assertive; how we should reclaim words like ‘bossy’ and ‘bitch’. There was no substantive redefinition of leadership, just a rebranding. Women should continue to act like men, the message was, just more unapologetically and with ‘The Future is Female’ stickers on their laptop. A generation of #Girlbosses used feminism as a marketing tool while leaning into the same old leadership styles.


And it’s not just women who have been leaning in; men have been trying to emulate a fixed idea of what a ‘leader’ is, too. Leadership has a conformity problem: while the people at the top love to tell everyone that we live in a meritocracy where only the ‘best’ get ahead, there’s a very rigid idea of what ‘best’ looks like. The ‘best’ all seem to have gone to the same schools and come from the same backgrounds. The ‘best’ all have the same interests and characteristics. The ‘best’ even look the same. The archetype of a Silicon Valley tycoon, for example, is a nerdy white guy in a hoodie or turtleneck. In the advertising industry, creative directors and head strategists generally walk around in the ‘creative genius’ uniform of black T-shirts, stubble, and unkempt hair. (But only if they are a man, of course.) In politics, a leader looks like an old white guy in a suit.


Actually, ‘old white guy in a suit’ underplays just how eerily similar many politicians look. In 2015, Argentinian photographer Alejandro Almaraz6 layered photos of world leaders on top of each other in a series called Portraits of Power. The finished product? A composite that shows how leaders around the world all look the same. Each country adopts its own aesthetic of power, of course, and it changes over time. Twentieth-century United States presidents, for example, have all been clean-shaven. Mexican presidents traditionally sit back from the camera in official portraits and like to pose in front of bookshelves. Leaders only started to smile more in recent years; in the twentieth century, official portraits showed them looking stern.


Homogeneity in leadership would be one thing if it resulted in effective leadership and the people at the top really were the best. But, very often, they’re not. The bar is set very low for privileged white guys; everyone else is held to far higher standards. Not only do women have to work harder to get to the top, they have to work harder to stay there: a 2016 study,7 for example, found that women receive far harsher punishments than men for ethical violations at work. And a study8 commissioned by the Rockefeller Foundation found 80% of news reports about female CEOs involved in a crisis cited the CEO as the source of the problem. When a man was CEO, however, only 31% of stories blamed him for the company’s issues.


When you make leadership less homogenous, you raise the bar, you don’t lower it. Look at Sweden, for example. In 1993, Sweden’s Social Democratic party introduced a strict gender quota for its candidates. Immediately a subset of men started complaining that this was unfair and would end up lowering the bar. A study looking at Swedish politics published in 2017 by researchers at LSE found quite opposite. ‘Gender quotas increase the competence of the political class in general, and among men in particular,’ the researchers concluded.9 On average, a higher female representation by 10 percentage points raised the proportion of competent men by 3 percentage points (the researchers developed a model which looked at a number of social variables to measure competence10). Rather than reducing meritocracy, quotas force out mediocre men – which is why Sweden’s quota system was informally dubbed ‘the crisis of the mediocre man’.


Because the pathway to power is often more about who you know than what you know, style often seems to trump substance in leadership. Which is all very well when things are going well, but doesn’t cut it when shit hits the fan. You know what happens in both business and government during periods of crisis? Mediocre men hastily turn the reins over to women; it’s a well-studied phenomenon called ‘the glass cliff’. One reason for the phenomenon is pure self-interest; men don’t want to be put in charge of a situation with a high likelihood of failure, so a senior woman is finally given a go at the top job. Another reason, however, is that women are simply better at leading during times of crisis. While this has long been noted by academics, it started getting mainstream attention during the pandemic. The coronavirus crisis put an unflattering spotlight on the deficiencies of strongmen; meanwhile people started noticing that many of the countries that responded the best to the crisis were those led by strong women. And that’s not just anecdotal: a 2020 study11 by economists from the University of Liverpool and the University of Reading ‘matched’ female-led countries with their closest ‘neighbour’ based on socio-demographic and economic characteristics considered important in the transmission of coronavirus and found female-led countries did better. Similarly, a separate study that looked only at the US found that states with female governors had lower fatality rates.


It wasn’t just female politicians who excelled during the pandemic; business leaders did, too. A 2019 study that examined the performance assessments of over 60,000 leaders (22,603 women and 40,187 men) found that women rate higher than men on 17 out of 19 leadership competencies that differentiate excellent leaders from average or poor ones. In light of the pandemic,12 Zenger Folkman, the (male-led) consultancy behind that study, looked at similar data gathered during the first phase of the Covid-19 crisis to see if these ratings had changed. It turns out women were rated even higher than men. The study found that, during the pandemic, people put greater importance on interpersonal skills, such as ‘inspires and motivates’, ‘communicates powerfully’, ‘collaboration/teamwork’, and ‘relationship building’, all of which women rated higher on.


I hope to god that by the time this book is published the pandemic is over. However, even if lockdowns are a distant memory, make no mistake that we are still very much in a crisis. Let’s just review the last few years, shall we? An infestation of ‘murder hornets’. A global pandemic. Unprecedented wildfires in America. Unprecedented wildfires in Australia. Unprecedented wildfires in the Arctic. Brexit. Huge chunks of Greenland’s ice cap toppling into the sea. The worst economic downturn since the great recession. The worst swarms of locusts in many decades. A massive mouse plague in Australia. Record flooding in Sudan. Devastating floods in Indonesia. Civil unrest in America. A devastating explosion in Beirut, that was a direct result of government corruption. Did I mention ‘murder hornets’?


The past few years have been rough but, without drastic change, the next will be even worse. Climate change is accelerating and many climate scientists13 believe that we’re going to look back on the decade after the financial crash and marvel at how good we had it. (Horrifying, I know.) The word ‘unprecedented’ will lose all meaning. There will be more unprecedented fires, more unprecedented floods, more unprecedented heatwaves; a 2020 study postulated14 that the earth could see a greater temperature increase in the next fifty years than it did in the last 6,000 years. By 2100, temperatures could rise so much in certain areas that going outside for a few hours will result in certain death. Heat could kill as many people as infectious diseases. It’s not just temperatures that are rising, inequality is too. The pandemic triggered the most unequal recession in modern history. Billionaires saw their wealth balloon; meanwhile, millions of people around the world were pushed into extreme poverty.


Thanks to the changing climate, millions of people are also going to be pushed out of their homes. The World Bank estimates that three regions (Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia) will generate 143 million more climate migrants by 2050.15 But where will those migrants go? Nationalism and nativism are on the rise, often wrapped up in populism. Between 1990 and 2018 the number of populist leaders around the world increased from four to twenty: many of those were elected into power on the basis of anti-immigrant messaging. Populism has moved from the fringes to the mainstream: research from 2018 found that one in four Europeans vote for populist candidates and more than 170 million Europeans16 are governed by a cabinet that has a populist member. And while Donald Trump may have lost the 2020 election, he still got nearly half of US voters to vote for him.


From climate change to massive inequality to the decline of trust, the world is facing a number of interconnected crises. Above all else, however, it’s facing a crisis of leadership. One of the reasons the world is in this mess is that we have confused confidence with competence and elevated charlatans into the highest positions of power. We have developed a rigid and very masculine model of leadership that is ill-suited to handle the problems the world faces.


It’s time to change the narrative around leadership. It’s time we stopped pathologizing femininity and recognized that the traits we associate with women – things like empathy and collaboration – are strengths, not weaknesses. It’s time we stopped telling women to act like men and started telling men to lead like women. Not for politically correct reasons, but for existential ones. While this book may have ‘women’ and ‘female’ in the title, it is absolutely not a ‘woman’s book’. Rather, it is a reassessment of the sort of leadership qualities that we should value; the sort of qualities that we desperately need in a world grappling with populism, pandemics and the climate crisis. Our current authoritarian model of leadership has got us into this mess; we need a different, more empathetic, more feminine style of leadership to get us out of it. Because one thing is clear: bluster and bravado will not help us navigate the challenges ahead. Now more than ever (to invoke the cliché of our times), we need to elevate different role models and embrace a different, more feminine, style of leadership.


Am I trying to say that the world would be a better place if it were run by women? Barack Obama suggested as much during a 2019 conference on leadership.17 ‘Now women, I just want you to know; you are not perfect, but what I can say pretty indisputably is that you’re better than [men],’ he declared. ‘I’m absolutely confident that for two years if every nation on earth was run by women, you would see a significant improvement across the board on just about everything.’


Thanks, Obama, but I disagree. I want to make very clear that the point of this book is not to argue that we should put women in charge of everything – although since only nineteen countries in the world are run by women and there are the same number of men called Peter running FTSE 100 companies18 as there are female CEOs, it’s high time we put women in charge of more things. The idea that women are hardwired to be more cooperative and compassionate than men is sexist and unscientific; there are only negligible differences between men and women’s brains. There is a big difference, however, in how we are socialized. Women are taught to be people pleasers; we’re taught to listen and cooperate. We’re socialized to have many of the qualities that have been found to result in effective leadership. It’s no good putting women in charge of everything if those women simply replicate toxic leadership styles; what we need are more leaders (of every gender) that lean into these traditionally female qualities.


The women profiled in this book aren’t necessarily the most powerful or famous women in the world, although a few of them are certainly up there. Nor are they necessarily a Who’s Who of Women Arwa Thinks are Cool; I almost certainly don’t entirely agree with everything they’ve ever said or done. (Not to mention, Sod’s Law practically dictates that one of them is going to do something embarrassing as soon as this book is published.) Again, this isn’t a book about individuals so much as it’s a book about the characteristics that define effective leaders. The women profiled demonstrate (to varying the degrees) the qualities inherent in a new model of leadership. While I have looked at leaders from around the world, this book is skewed Anglo-American because those are the areas I’m most qualified to write about. The book combines research with interviews and original data. And don’t worry, the data is not all collected from sperm banks!


There are, it should be said, men who embody ‘feminine’ qualities. In every chapter of this book I could probably have found an example from a male leader. I focused purely on women, however, for two reasons. First, there is already plenty of writing praising male leadership. In Harvard Business School’s 2019 MBA program, for example, just 16%19 of case studies featured a female protagonist. Second, the qualities this book argues are needed in a new model of leadership are very much coded female.


Unlike some books on leadership, I’m not going to make any promises about how the lessons here will empower you. Reading this book will not make you rich and successful, I’m afraid. But I hope it changes the way you think about leadership. Every single crisis the world faces right now – from the climate to inequality – is also a crisis of leadership. Meaningful change is impossible if we don’t change the sort of people who are in charge.
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Lean Out


Nero fiddled while Rome burned; Elizabeth Holmes bought a dog.


It was September 2017 and Theranos, the blood-testing company Holmes had founded in 2003 when she was just nineteen, was in crisis. Holmes had launched Theranos with a tantalizing promise: it was going to revolutionize the medical industry through a cheap finger-prick test that would let you screen for multiple diseases with a single drop of blood. People bought into that vision in droves: at one point the company was valued at $9 billion and Holmes was a media darling. But things started to go downhill in 2015, after a series of damning exposés were published by the Wall Street Journal’s John Carreyrou. An important deal with Safeway folded. One of the company’s labs had been found to be a threat to patient health, leading to Theranos agreeing to stay out of the blood-testing business for two years; which was kind of a big deal since that was their business. The company was under investigation by pretty much every government agency you could name, from the SEC to the FDA to the FBI. Holmes had once topped Forbes’s list of America’s richest self-made women with an estimated net worth of $4.5 billion; in 2016 the magazine lowered that estimate to zero.


In short: things were bad. But Holmes took it all in her unblinking stride. She was an entrepreneur, a hustler, a disruptor. She’d been on the covers of Forbes and Fortune; she’d made Time’s ‘100 Most Influential People’ list; she’d doled out inspirational advice to the masses from prestigious stages around the world. ‘You’ll get knocked down over and over and over again, and you get back up,’ Holmes told the Forbes Under 30 Summit1 in 2015, inadvertently echoing Chumbawamba. So Theranos had suffered a setback? It was no biggie, she knew exactly how she was going to get back up again. Holmes hopped in a plane (first class, of course) to see a man about a dog. She picked up a Siberian husky puppy, who she named Balto, and flew him (first class, of course) back to her company’s Palo Alto headquarters to execute her cunning comeback plan.


Balto wasn’t just a dog. He was a symbol; a beacon of hope. Balto’s namesake, Holmes explained in a speech to her exhausted employees, was a heroic husky who galloped into history after transporting life-saving medicine to Nome, a city in Alaska. A popular version of the story goes like this: it was 1925, and a number of children in Nome were sick with diphtheria; the nearest medicine was in Anchorage, 800 brutal miles away. Balto fearlessly led a team of sled dogs to their destination; thanks to the dog’s courage and gritty determination, the kids survived. The husky inspired a Disney movie and a statue in Central Park.


So what was this latter-day Balto going to do, you ask? Was he going to drag a sled to the FBI’s headquarters and bark at them until they stopped investigating? No, as it turns out, he was just going to wander the halls of Theranos, defecating in conference rooms, and reminding employees to be resilient. He was a walking, pooping, barking, motivational poster. He was also, Holmes later decided, actually part wolf. ‘He’s a wolf,’ Holmes reportedly told anyone who would listen. ‘He’s a wolf.’2


Wolf or not, Balto couldn’t save Theranos. Things continued to unravel and, in June 2018, Holmes stepped down as CEO and was charged with wire fraud by the Department of Justice. In September, Theranos shut down.3 It turned out that the Edison, the printer-sized blood analysis machine that was the heart of the company, had never worked; Theranos had been running its tests through third-party machines. Holmes went from being a fêted figure to a figure of fun; Theranos became the subject of incredulous podcasts and documentaries. Hollywood signed on to adapt Bad Blood, John Carreyrou’s book about the company, into a movie; Jennifer Lawrence would play Holmes. People couldn’t get enough of the story. How on earth had Holmes pulled this off? Why had she done it? Had things simply gotten out of hand? Was she a sociopath? ‘I’ll leave it to the psychologists to decide whether Holmes fits the clinical profile,’ Carreyrou wrote. ‘But there’s no question that her moral compass was badly askew.’4 


But it’s not just Holmes’s moral compass that was badly askew: her rise to fame shows how warped society’s preconceptions about leadership are. The real question we should be asking when it comes to Holmes isn’t what’s wrong with her?, but rather what’s wrong with the way we think about leadership? How did a nineteen-year-old build a company valued at $9 billion with nothing more than an enticing vision and a lot of chutzpah? How did Holmes get powerful men like Henry Kissinger to sit on the board of a company built on lies? How did she create a mirage so effective that the likes of Joe Biden, then vice president of the United States, waxed lyrical about how ‘inspirational’ Holmes was after a tour of the company? How did she get inducted into Harvard Medical School’s Board of Fellows? Scientists had been trying to develop affordable, accurate finger-prick blood tests for decades: how did Holmes, a college drop-out, convince so many powerful people that she’d achieved what people far more qualified than her had found impossible?


The reason I’m starting a book about women and leadership with the story of a woman who was a fraud is because I think answering those questions tells us a lot what’s wrong with the current model of leadership. While Holmes is often described as a con artist, it might be more accurate to call her a performance artist. She was able to hoodwink the media for so long because she turned herself into a reflection of what they wanted to see. From her clothes to her cadence, Holmes fashioned every inch of herself to fit the mold of what we think a certain sort of leader is like. Which encompasses the following five pillars:


1. Individual brilliance


Our current model of leadership is highly individualistic; it fetishizes the extraordinary individual and diminishes collective action. Even Balto is an example of that: no offence to the poor dog: like Holmes, he wasn’t so much a brilliant leader as he was a carefully constructed brand. It seems that Balto didn’t actually do most of the work he was lauded for; it was very much a team effort. If any dog deserved more of the glory it was probably Togo, who, it has now been established, ran more than the other dogs. Balto just swooped in at the end and got all the glory.


Truly great leaders are not demi-gods. Rather, they’re fallible people who know their limits. They know how to collaborate; don’t let their ego get in the way; and recognize they don’t have all the answers. Alas, we seem to want to see our leaders as heroes. And so we reward people who act like they’re special. Holmes, recognizing this, very clearly modelled her image on Steve Jobs. She dressed the same way every day, adopting a uniform of black turtlenecks and black slacks; she had a very strict diet and subsisted mainly on green juice. The message she was sending with all this was that she was a perfectionist completely dedicated to her work. She wasn’t distracted by the mundanities and frivolities the rest of us are; she was special.


2. Authoritarian control


When you think of leaders as extraordinary individuals, then a hierarchical style of leadership naturally follows. If they know it all, then it stands to reason they should control it all. And Holmes, who reportedly demanded absolute loyalty from her employees, was incredibly controlling. A former employee, for example, told ABC5 Holmes would fire anyone who disagreed with her. Her staff would also reportedly ‘friend’ Theranos employees on Facebook and report back on what they were posting. This kind of control was a necessary part of ensuring that nobody realized Theranos wasn’t exactly what it seemed, but it also played into the image of a visionary leader.


3. Unwavering self-belief


One of the biggest problems with our current model of leadership is that it confuses confidence with competence. Forget actually being good at your job: bluster, lofty promises and unwavering self-belief will get you anywhere! Self-help culture has contributed to our fetishization of confidence. It’s entrenched the idea that if you just believe deeply enough and hustle hard enough, you can do anything. Even something you’re completely unqualified for. Holmes had perfectly internalized this sort of empowerment culture; when she spoke, she often sounded like a kind of inspirational quote generator. ‘I think the minute you have a backup plan, you’ve admitted you’re not going to succeed,’ Holmes told the Stanford Business School in 2015, for example. ‘Our approach is to take the most swings at the bat. We’ll get the most home runs, we’ll also get the most strikeouts, and we’re just not going to make the same mistake twice.’6 Completely meaningless, right? And yet so perfectly in tune with today’s leadership advice that Stanford Business School, which costs $118,000 a year to attend, happily printed it an ‘Insights’ article7 about Holmes’s leadership.


4. The right background and credentials


Not everyone could have pulled off Holmes’s con. Crucially, she was starting from the right foundation: she was white, conventionally attractive and well-connected. She didn’t drop out of community college, she dropped out of Stanford. After which, her dad used his connections to introduce Holmes to a prominent venture capitalist. Her great-great-grandfather had married the heir to the Fleischmann’s Yeast empire; a fact she brought up frequently to bolster the idea that business was in her blood. She had the right background for the job. While the right background isn’t always essential, it helps immensely.


5. Masculinity


Our model of leadership is still very much coded male. Indeed, studies show that leadership is so gendered that tools like Google Translate assume leaders are male. In one study,8 Google Translate changed ‘Die Präsidentin’ (German for female president) to ‘il presidente’ in Italian, although the correct translation is ‘la presidente’. Meanwhile ‘Der Krankenpfleger’ (the male nurse in German) became ‘l’infirmière’ (the female nurse) in French. While Holmes used the fact that she was a woman in a heavily male industry as a marketing tool, she also shed herself of anything that might seem feminine. She told the New Yorker she didn’t date, even though she was dating Sunny Balwani, the company’s COO. She cultivated an air of authority by staring intensely at people when she spoke; an intimidating, wide-eyed, unblinking gaze. And then there was her voice: Holmes spoke in what many people believe to be a fabricated baritone, designed to make her sound more powerful. Sometimes she slipped and her real, more high-pitched, more feminine, voice would come out, but she’d revert to character quickly.


 


The ironic thing about our current model of leadership is that while we have this image of leaders as extraordinary individuals who stand out from the crowd, we have a very rigid idea of what a leader looks like. That image varies according to industry and geography, as discussed in the introduction, but the pillars above are pretty much consistent. Because our current model of leadership prizes conformity, the quickest route to success is often just shaping yourself to fit that model. A lot of us do this every single day, to some degree, without even realizing it. While Holmes’s fake voice has attracted a lot of ridicule, for example, she’s far from the only woman who has changed her voice to conform to expectations about leadership. Studies9 show that, in Western cultures, people with lower voices are generally seen as stronger and more electable; women, in response, have been lowering their voices in order to sound more authoritative. Sometimes this is conscious and deliberate: the former British prime minister Margaret Thatcher, for example, used a professional speech coach and reportedly dropped the pitch of her voice by 60 Hz. (To put this in context: adult women tend to speak in a range from 165 to 255 Hz, while a man’s range is 85 to 155 Hz.) Most people don’t have voice coaches; instead, we alter our voices subconsciously depending on our environment. A study10 conducted by researchers out of the University of South Australia in the 1990s found that as more women have entered the workplace, female voices appear to have lowered. The researchers compared the voices of two groups of Australian women aged eighteen to twenty-five: the first group of voices were recordings taken in 1945, the second group were recordings taken in the early 1990s. The researchers found that the ‘fundamental frequency’ of the voices had dropped by 23 Hz over the five-decade period – from an average of 229 Hz to 206 Hz. If you’re musical, that’s the equivalent of an A# below middle C changing to a G#. I’m not musical (as a kid I was asked to lip sync the recorder during a school concert because I was so out of tune), so I have no idea what that means. But I have it on good authority that it’s an audible difference. So while Holmes’s voice was exaggerated, what she was doing wasn’t unusual. She was doing what many of us have been told to do in order to be successful, she was leaning in.


A large part of the conversation around women and leadership in recent years has been dominated by Sheryl Sandberg’s 2013 bestseller, Lean In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead. While Sandberg’s book addressed some of the structural issues holding women back, the key message many people took from it was that if you play the guys’ game, if you act like a man, then you can have it all. Sandberg’s book has been thoroughly bashed in recent years, and there’s no need for me to provide yet another takedown. But it’s worth reiterating that telling women to lean into male-centred power structures simply isn’t productive. As Michelle Obama noted during a 2018 book tour: ‘It’s not always enough to lean in, because that shit doesn’t work all the time.’11 Lowering your voice may make you sound more authoritative, but guess what? It also makes you more unlikeable: research12 shows that women with lower voices are considered less agreeable than women with higher voices. This sort of catch-22 is everywhere when you’re a woman. You have to speak up and prove you’re assertive, but you can’t be too assertive because otherwise you’ll be a Nasty Woman, a bitch. Studies13 show that wearing a ‘professional’ amount of make-up in the office makes you seem more competent, capable, reliable and amiable than your colleague without make-up – but if you accidentally slap on a little too much warpaint then both men and women are likely to rate you less human, less warm and less moral. It’s a tricky tightrope to walk and, as Holmes demonstrated, eventually you’re bound to fall off.


I didn’t pick the phrase ‘lean out’ as the lesson for this chapter as a dig at Sandberg’s book. I picked it because it’s crucial that we – both men and women – start challenging these archetypes about leadership. We need to take a step back and really interrogate the sort of qualities we associate with leaders. And rather than trying to lean into an out-of-date model of leadership we need, to start redefining what a leader looks like.


 


I want to introduce you to someone I think is doing an exemplary job of very consciously leaning out of the traditional leadership model: Nadia Whittome. If you’re British, or pay attention to British politics, you’ll already be very familiar with Whittome. She became the UK’s youngest sitting Member of Parliament (MP) when she was elected MP for Nottingham East in the 2019 election, aged twenty-three. Whittome wasn’t groomed for Westminster through the usual channels; rather, she entered politics through left-wing activism. She certainly hadn’t expected to become a MP so quickly. Whittome won an internal vote to be selected as Labour’s parliamentary candidate for the inner-city safe seat of Nottingham East in October 2019. Less than twenty-four hours after that, a snap general election was announced for December: the UK’s third general election in less than five years. Whittome found herself thrust into the limelight at lightning speed. She was living with her mum at the time; she’d never lived away from home before. All of a sudden, she was being interviewed on the news and was heading to London to represent her constituency. She wasn’t sure what to expect but she was very clear about what she wanted to achieve and what kind of leader she wanted to be. ‘I will be a new kind of MP, inspired by radical women of colour across the world,’ Whittome tweeted after winning her seat.14


Because the election had been such a whirlwind, Whittome hadn’t had any time to prepare for her new life. In the US there are a few months in between being elected as a new congressmember (roughly the equivalent of an MP) and starting the job and you attend a week of orientation where you meet your colleagues and learn the ropes. In the UK you start your new job almost immediately with very little preparation; you get given an envelope congratulating you on becoming an MP with a few cursory instructions on where to show up for your first day and how to get your laptop. That’s about it.


Even extensive training courses, however, couldn’t have prepared Whittome for the culture shock of Westminster, she tells me when I call her up for an interview in late 2020. It’s the middle of the pandemic and Whittome is working from home; she’s rattling around in her kitchen getting a cup of coffee, she explains apologetically, which is why she’s not on video. (This is great news for me and my quarantine hair and I immediately turn my own video off.) Being a young, working-class, mixed-race, female politician felt alienating, Whittome says. The place wasn’t designed for people like her and there were constant reminders of that. She quotes one of her colleagues, the Labour politician Kate Green, who’d once counted the number of women in the paintings on Parliament walls – ‘there aren’t many,’ Green had said, ‘we’re easily outnumbered by paintings of horses.’15


Young women of colour are particularly outnumbered. There were quite a few women of colour in the 2019 intake of Labour MPs and they were constantly getting mistaken for each other or for the staff. On one occasion a Tory MP gave her colleague Abena Oppong-Asare (Labour MP for Erith and Thamesmead) his bag to hold, thinking she was the help. Getting the keys to her office was also an ordeal. She was sharing with her friend and colleague Olivia Blake, the MP for Sheffield Hallam, (who’s ‘pretty awesome’, Whittome says) and people kept calling it ‘Olivia’s office’ and asking why she wanted the key.


There were moments where Whittome would have conversations with some of her colleagues and it would feel like they were just from different planets. She was sitting in one of the Parliament bars, for example, when a Conservative MP plopped himself down next to her and started a conversation.


‘Nadia,’ he said gravely, ‘do you own your own home?’


‘No,’ she replied.


‘Well, you will one day,’ he said confidently. ‘And, you know, Nadia, new homeowners are some of the most marginalized people in this country.’ The MP then proceeded to speak in great detail about the conveyancing process. Which, as it happened, Whittome already knew a thing or two about; she’d studied law at Nottingham University for two years before dropping out for financial reasons. She’d been taught conveyancing law, she’d just never realized new homeowners were so oppressed. You live and learn!


Whittome was twenty-three at the time of the conversation, which is half the age of the average MP: most are between fifty and fifty-nine; it’s been that way since 1979.16 She was also a decade younger than the average first-time buyer in the UK. The idea that she’d be able to buy a house was laughable – although obviously not as laughable as the idea that new homeowners are some of the most marginalized people in the UK.


The Patron Saint of New Homeowners isn’t a bad person, Whittome stresses. He just had a completely different life experience and, subsequently, a completely different world-view. To a large extent, that’s generational. The average MP grew up in a Britain where university tuition was free and low-income students got a grant to study. When Whittome went to university, tuition fees were £9,000 a year and low-income kids had to take out large student loans to study. The average MP left university with no debt; the average student graduating from an English university now leaves with £40,000 in debt. When the average MP was in their twenties, buying a house in Britain cost around four times the average wage; now it’s eight times average earnings. ‘We’re the first generation since the 1800s that are set to be worse off than our parents,’ Whittome says. ‘We’re a generation defined by insecurity: insecure housing, insecure work, an insecure planet.’ That insecurity, Whittome thinks, has made her generation of young millennials look at leadership very differently. The system simply hasn’t worked for people her age. They’ve lived through two big global recessions and a pandemic that widened economic inequality further. Now that they’re slowly starting to take the reins of power, there’s a desire to do things differently. ‘We’re pushing back against the old, broken way of doing things,’ Whittome says.17


What does that mean? To begin with, it means acting differently rather than just looking different. The 2019 election resulted in Britain’s most diverse Parliament ever. For the first time, both the Liberal Democrats and Labour had more women MPs than men; one in ten of the 650 MPs elected were non-white compared to just one in forty MPs a decade before. While to some degree that represents progress, Whittome has very little interest in skin-deep diversity. What does it matter if there are more young brown women in politics if they just act like the old white guys they’re replacing?


‘The goal isn’t more diverse, oppressive structures. It’s changing those oppressive structures and achieving liberation, not diversity,’ Whittome stresses. She gives Priti Patel, Britain’s Home Secretary, as an example. A ten-year-old boy had recently written to Patel and begged her to stop his dad, a direct Windrush descendant, being deported to Jamaica. ‘I don’t think it mattered at all to that little boy that the person who ultimately was responsible for deporting his dad was a woman of colour,’ she says dryly.


Like Whittome, Patel doesn’t come from the private school–Oxbridge background many MPs do; she was educated at state schools and her parents were immigrants. That’s about where the comparison between Patel, who is highly social conservative, and Whittome, who is very left-wing, ends, though. Patel idolized Margaret Thatcher growing up and adopted Thatcher’s autocratic leadership style. ‘Collaborative’ and ‘kind’ are not words that tend to be associated with Patel; rather, she has been accused of bullying and having a bulldozer-like style. Patel has done very well for herself, becoming the first woman of colour to ever be Home Secretary. But she has leaned into the establishment rather than done anything to change it. Whittome doesn’t want to do that. It’s important, she says, ‘that you don’t just occupy space but that you transform it’. But that’s often easier said than done; there’s a lot of pressure to conform to the norms of Westminster. ‘You are expected to fit neatly into a box and be compliant.’


Instead of fitting in, Whittome began her job with a gesture that immediately differentiated her: she promised to take home only £35,000 of her £79,468 salary and donate the rest. She didn’t tell other MPs they should all do the same. She didn’t criticize others for taking their full salaries. She simply did what she thought was right for the community and activist movement she came from.


‘It’s not like an act of charity and it’s not saying that MPs don’t deserve a high salary,’ she explains.


 


It’s just that everyone deserves a high salary. I’m not going to take mine until the people who I was elected to represent, like firefighters, nurses, cleaners, teaching assistants, care workers – like my former colleagues – until they get theirs. It’s just a practical way of showing solidarity with the people I represent and being able to practically contribute to the material fight-back against austerity in my community.


 


She rattles off a few of the places she donated her salary to, speaking about the work these charities are doing with genuine admiration and enthusiasm. While my interview with her is supposed to be about the work she’s doing, she takes every available opportunity to name-check people she admires and amplify their achievements and voices. At one point in our interview she rummages around to find a quote by the Egyptian–American journalist Mona Eltahaway about challenging ‘patriarchy in the streets, in our homes and in our minds’.18 I’m in full agreement with the quote, but what strikes me the most is the very fact of Whittome going to the words of another woman, crediting her and giving her ideas space. I’m not sure any man I’ve interviewed has ever said ‘this guy says it better’.


Talking to Whittome doesn’t feel like having a conversation with a politician; it reminds me of being back at university and having passionate conversations at the pub about how we were all going to put the world to rights. And then, of course, you get a mortgage and you get jaded and you grow out of that idealism. Whittome hasn’t done that yet. She sounds young and earnest. I don’t mean that to sound condescending. On the contrary, it’s refreshing. Our current model of leadership is incredibly cynical; if you want to succeed, you’ve got to play by the rules. But a new cohort of leaders is making it clear they don’t want to play by those rules, they want to change them.


 


Perhaps the most high-profile example of this new style of leadership is the diverse group of progressive congresswomen known as the ‘Squad’ in the United States. The four original members of the ever-growing Squad (Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Ayanna Pressley, Rashida Tlaib, Ilhan Omar) all made history in various ways when they were elected to Congress. Pressley became Massachusetts’s first Black female congressperson in the state’s 7th district; Omar, who came to the US as a refugee, was the first ever Somali–American in Congress and, along with Tlaib, one of the first Muslim women in congress; Tlaib was the first Palestinian–American woman; Ocasio-Cortez became the youngest woman ever elected to Congress. Much has been made of this ‘diversity’ but, again, it’s not how they look that’s important, it’s how they behave. The Squad have refused to be tokens. They haven’t toned themselves down or tried to conform. They have been very clear that they want to change what leadership looks, acts and sounds like.


Pressley’s hair is one example of this. In January 2020, Pressley revealed that she had been diagnosed with alopecia, an autoimmune disease that can cause hair loss, and announced that she was going to stop wearing wigs to disguise her hair loss and show the world her bald head. ‘I do believe going public will help,’ she said in a video published by The Root.19 ‘I’m ready now, because I want to be freed from the secret and the shame that secret carries with it. Because I’m not here just to occupy space – I’m here to create it.’


There might be some readers who think ‘that sounds dramatic, it’s just hair’. Believe me, it’s not. When I was fourteen I was anorexic and started losing my hair. I’d be washing my hair in the shower and would find myself suddenly holding a clump of hair in my hand. It was traumatic. You don’t really understand the significance of your hair until you start to lose it. Back in 2001, Hillary Clinton told the Yale College graduating class: ‘Your hair will send significant messages to those around you: what hopes and dreams you have for the world, but more, what hopes and dreams you have for your hair. Pay attention to your hair, because everyone else will.’20 Clinton was being sarcastic, of course, but there was a lot of truth to it. People pay attention to women’s hair. People judge you for it. Which is why a lot of women spend so much time and money on our hair. You don’t see a whole lot of bald female politicians.


Pressley rocking a bald new look, however, was about far more than her being unafraid to look different. Black hair is highly politicized. Pressley explained that one reason she’d chosen to speak up about her alopecia is because she’d become well known for her Senegalese twists. She’d walk into rooms and see little girls wearing T-shirts saying ‘My Congresswoman Wears Braids’, she got letters from Black women saying how her hair give them pride in their own. ‘The reality is that I’m Black, and I’m a Black woman, and I’m a Black woman in politics, and everything I do is political,’ the forty-five-year-old congresswoman said at the time. Pressley refused to let her hair simply be looked at as a woman making a fashion statement. She used it as an opportunity to talk about how her personal informs her political. ‘We don’t need any more Black faces that don’t want to be a Black voice,’21 Pressley said on a previous occasion. What does that mean? It means that ‘diversity at the table doesn’t matter if there’s not real diversity in policy’.


Pressley has been very clear about how her life experience has shaped her world-view and the policy she wants to enact. Pressley’s husband, for example, spent ten years in prison. Her father also spent time in prison. Pressley has been vocal about that and talked about how her personal experience with the criminal-justice system has influenced her work trying to change that system. She hasn’t pretended to be completely ‘objective’, she’s explained how her personal and political fit together. Some people dismiss this as ‘identity politics’ but here’s the thing: all politics is identity politics. Being a privileged white man is an identity too!


The Squad are often described as ‘outspoken’. Which, as we all know, is code for ‘irritating woman with an opinion’. While the Squad have a lot of fans, they’ve also ruffled a lot of feathers. Republicans can’t stand the new America they represent, and nor, to some degree, can some members of their own party. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, for example, has been less than complimentary about the congresswomen and has openly criticized the way they’ve occasionally spoken out about the Democratic party. In 2019, for example, the Squad were the only four Democrats to vote against the House’s border funding legislation because they thought it wasn’t progressive enough. Pelosi wasn’t impressed that they voiced their concerns with it. ‘All these people have their public whatever and their Twitter world,’ Pelosi said in a New York Times interview. ‘But they didn’t have any following. They’re four people, and that’s how many votes they got.’22


The Squad isn’t just ‘like, four people’, though. While it’s still too early to properly assess their legislative achievements, you can see their impact in the amount of media coverage they get and the influence of their endorsements; you can measure their popularity in the number of grassroots donations they get. They are the new face of politics and, as Whittome makes clear, they are recruiting an international army.


While Whittome and the Squad are still in the early days of their career, they are representative of a new generation of politicians who aren’t afraid to go against the establishment and stand up for their convictions. They refuse to quietly fit in and are unapologetically themselves. And not in an obnoxious way; being ‘unapologetically yourself’, after all, is often code for being entitled, but in a way that shows how they don’t want to just take up space, they want to change it. They’ve all gone into politics because the current style of leadership hasn’t worked for them, their communities, or the world. Why would they replicate a model of leadership that has resulted in massive inequality and a breakdown of institutional trust? They’ve made it very clear that they are not interested in repeating the mistakes of the past but in forging a more inclusive and effective style of leadership.
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Build Trust (by banishing bullshit)


Sometimes it starts with a fever. Sometimes it starts with a cough, a headache and a growing sense of confusion. Sometimes there are no symptoms at all to begin with, but that doesn’t mean you’re safe; the Nipah virus works quietly and efficiently, attacking your brain. Violent seizures are possible and death is highly probable: the bat-borne virus has an estimated case fatality rate of a massive 40 to 75%. While it was first identified in 1999, you may not have heard of Nipah before; there have only been a few known outbreaks in Asia. Although you’ve almost certainly heard of the 2011 Steven Soderbergh film Contagion which is partially inspired by the virus. (Matt Hancock, Britain’s Health Secretary, told the media that watching Contagion helped inspire his coronavirus vaccine strategy, which did not exactly inspire trust in the government!) There are no cures for Nipah, no established protocols for treating it. If you get it, there’s very little that can be done for you. If you survive, then you might suffer long-term effects such as shaking and personality changes. Nipah, in short, is terrifying. Even more terrifying? Some scientists are worried that it could be the next big pandemic.
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