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INTRODUCTION



To anyone on the outside, it seemed like I had it all. I’d started, scaled, and sold a business by age thirty-three. I was well-known in the business community, gave keynotes to business leaders twice my age, and was invited to events with high-profile CEOs. By any measure, I was “successful.” However, behind the scenes, I was struggling. Burnout, constant stress, depression. I’d contended with these issues for much of my journey. I felt like I was doing everything right, though. I went to yoga, read self-help books, tried to meditate, and worked with a coach. I power posed, put affirmations on my desk, and had a vision board. Yet, in the rare moments when I stopped the relentless busyness of my life, something just didn’t feel… right.


In 2014, my co-founder and I crowdfunded the launch of Conscious Company magazine. We were the first nationally distributed print publication in the United States dedicated to businesses that positively impact the world. Our first issue was picked up for distribution at Whole Foods Markets worldwide. We leveraged this success to close an investment round and build a media organization with a massive online presence, events, podcasts, and a membership community of thousands of progressive business leaders. It seemed like the business was thriving, but, similar to my situation, appearances were deceiving.


In early 2017, I reviewed our company’s financial projections and found that, barring a miracle, we would run out of money by the end of the year. I’d given my all to the company and done everything I was “supposed” to do to succeed. I was gutted. I couldn’t stop thinking about our first employee, Cia. Her family’s health insurance, including coverage for her sons, Oliver and Isaac, depended on our company. I thought about Laurie, one of our twenty-one investors, who’d invested $125,000 because she believed in the vision I’d painted for her. I felt like I was failing female business leaders everywhere. It would be another data point for investors to justify why women hold less than 10 percent of CEO roles worldwide.


The pressure was too much. Overwhelmed by a rising sense of panic, I started feeling chest pains and shortness of breath. I was forced to lie down on the hardwood floor, where I screamed into a pillow and felt like my world was crumbling around me. I wasn’t okay. Through sobs, I yelled for my husband, Scott, and heard him taking the stairs two at a time. He threw the door open and wrapped himself around me. I will never forget the look in his eyes when he found me on that floor. Later, when I’d calmed down, Scott said, “I can’t watch you suffer like this anymore. Nothing is worth this.”


I’d allowed things to deteriorate to this point because it just felt normal to suffer. Every successful businesswoman I knew was struggling in some way. Between the events I hosted, industry conferences I spoke at, and interviews I did for our magazine, I’d heard similar stories from CEOs, founders, executives, partners, managers, consultants, associates, and others.


Fellow CEO Emily Lutyens had an undiagnosable medical issue triggered by stress that sporadically paralyzed both of her legs. Deepa Purushothaman, one of the youngest partners ever at Deloitte, had an undiagnosable illness caused by extreme stress that forced her to take eight months of medical leave. Sheryl O’Loughlin, former CEO of Clif Bar, co-founder of Plum Organics, and then CEO of REBBL, had to walk away from her career after years of stress-related anorexia and depression.


These brilliant, ambitious, high-achieving women were “successful” yet barely holding it together. Maybe some of this resonates with you. You’re driven. You aspire to lead. You excel. You achieve. Yet what you’ve worked so hard for isn’t what you expected. The career you once strove for has become a source of anxiety, stress, and depletion. Something doesn’t feel right, but you can’t quite put your finger on it. You read books on leadership, mindfulness, stress reduction, personal development, and anything that might provide an answer. You exercise, take an occasional spa day, and try to be proactive about your well-being. But nothing sticks. You wonder if you’re missing something. Maybe you’re the exception—the only one who constantly questions whether you’re doing it right and is spread too thin? Because everyone around you seems just fine.


I felt the same way but slapped on the shiny, confident veneer and pretended all was well. I had to, right? I couldn’t show any cracks in my armor, especially after we sold our business in December 2017 and the new parent company asked me to remain as CEO. I felt that admitting I was struggling meant I wasn’t cut out for the role. My silence perpetuated a lie.


June 6, 2018, was the first day of our Conscious Company Leaders Forum. We had more than two hundred business leaders flying in from all over the world. I’d share the stage with business titans like Justin Rosenstein of Asana, CNN Hero Chad Houser, and best-selling author Lynne Twist. However, I woke up that morning to the news that Kate Spade had lost her life to suicide the night before. To outsiders, it made little sense. Spade was living the dream of businesswomen worldwide. She founded her namesake brand in 1993, became a household name, and sold her company to Neiman Marcus for nearly $100 million. Even though it seemed like she had it all—intelligence, talent, wealth, acclaim, fame—I wondered how many people knew she was struggling. Or, like me, had she put on a brave face, hiding her struggles behind her success?


While reflecting on Spade’s death, I decided to drop my facade. I opened our event by speaking about my mental health struggles, including the panic attack I’d experienced the previous year. I spoke of the immense pressure I felt, how I’d tied my identity to my work and prioritized my work over all else to the detriment of my well-being. Over the next two days, attendee after attendee—primarily women—sought me out to share similar stories. Burnout, exhaustion, depression, stress, mental health issues, medical challenges—the stories just kept coming.


I continued opening up about my mental health over the next two years and experienced similar responses everywhere I went. So many high-achieving businesspeople were struggling—people of all gender identities. These experiences tracked with statistics I’d seen, like the fact that more than 75 percent of workers have experienced burnout at their current work or that three out of five workers experience negative mental or physical health issues as a result of work-related stress.1 But as more and more people connected with me about their suffering, I noticed that a disproportionate number of them were women. I looked into this dynamic further and found that research supported my observations.


Women consistently report much higher levels of stress than men. Working women’s well-being is declining faster than men’s, regardless of whether they have children.2 An estimated 43 percent of women report feeling burned out, compared to 31 percent of men at the same level.3 Additionally, women’s symptoms of depression significantly increase as their authority increases, while symptoms of depression in men tend to decrease.4


Unfortunately, these statistics hit a little too close to home. In 2019, when I returned from maternity leave after having my first child, Jack, the stress, burnout, and depression were just too much. In February 2020, I resigned as CEO from the company I’d co-founded and loved. My last day was March 13. Four days later, we were in a statewide lockdown due to COVID-19. Instead of launching my next venture—an in-person events company for women—I unexpectedly became a full-time mom to our nine-month-old son. Over the next eighteen months, between social isolation, no longer working full-time, and having complications during my second pregnancy requiring weeks of bed rest, I had a lot of time to think. I knew I wanted to work again, but no part of me wanted to return to the world where I felt that I had to destroy myself in the name of success.


I desperately wanted to understand why working women were disproportionately struggling and if there was a better way. I read about the history of business and systems change. I pored over articles, podcasts, and books by other successful businesswomen and reviewed interviews I’d done throughout my career. I captured anything relevant I found. Ultimately, I discovered clear issues that explained why we’re struggling. As we’ll explore in Chapter 1, contemporary business sets women up for failure. The game is not just rigged; it’s actively harming us. Yet, with no clear alternative, we keep trying to force ourselves to succeed in the status quo, and it’s destroying us. Once I uncovered these dynamics, I felt deeply validated, like I’d been struggling to swim my whole life, only to realize that someone had tied a weight to my ankle that I’d never noticed. I hope as you explore these issues, you’ll feel something similar.


After identifying the fundamental problems, I sought solutions. The best place to begin was studying the business leaders I knew who seemed to be successful and thriving. They do exist. I’d met them. Co-founder and co-CEO of EO Products Susan Griffin-Black; founder of her namesake brand and fashion icon Eileen Fisher; co-founder and CEO of Rising Tide Capital Alfa Demmellash; co-founder and chief visionary of Dermalogica skincare Jane Wurwand; thought leader and author Akaya Windwood. It wasn’t like these women didn’t face challenges or work hard; the difference was, they somehow remained grounded, healthy, and deeply content amidst it all. Moreover, the people who worked at their organizations seemed to feel the same way.


These leaders appeared to have realized that the status quo business playbook wasn’t working and found the courage to write their own playbook instead. That courage had paid off. Not only were they thriving as people, but their careers were hugely successful by any measure. They weren’t succeeding despite forging their own path; they were succeeding because they’d done so. They showed me that you don’t have to compromise your health, values, or life in the name of success—you can succeed by bringing the best of yourself to the table, prioritizing the most essential things in life, and building a career that truly matters. Each woman felt like she’d unlocked something that could transform everything and had paved a path for the rest of us to follow.


As I investigated each woman’s essential practices, I noticed trends. They shared common leadership approaches, workplace practices, and beliefs about success and the role of business in society. The deeper I went, the more I found, ultimately revealing an entirely new playbook that transforms work, improves lives, and begins repairing the entire system for good. This is the playbook I’ve detailed in this book. And while this book details issues specifically impacting women—meaning women and girls in all their intersecting identities—and addresses that audience, it’s intended for everyone because contemporary business harms us all. Regardless of gender identity, you’ll benefit from understanding these issues and incorporating the book’s practices into your life.


In Part I, you’ll untangle your limiting beliefs about leadership by highlighting what extraordinary leaders do to flourish at work and in life. You’ll reimagine leadership through four essential practices: being holistic, authentic, optimized, and sustained. In Part II, you’ll examine the most harmful workplace practices that hold us back and uncover the power of beneficial, dignified, and unified workplaces that make work better for everyone (including you). In Part III, you’ll explore how your definition of success may be standing in the way of leading the life you genuinely love and causing more harm than you realize.


In each section, you’ll be presented with concrete solutions to extricate yourself from the harmful status quo and begin transforming your work and life for good. With these new practices, you’ll move from feeling overwhelmed, depressed, and burned out to feeling supported, energized, and fulfilled. What’s more, your workplace can transform from a place of stress and depletion to a place of healing and joy.


Now, if you read all that and feel incapable of such change—I promise you, you can do this. The women who’ve led the way come from all backgrounds and experiences, are of different ages, went to different schools, and work in various industries. Many of them felt trapped in previous roles and doubted themselves. However, at some point in every woman’s story, she decided to stop settling. One of these women, Hannah Drain Taylor, says, “I always wondered if I was an idealist. I felt like I had my head in the clouds, believing a company like ours could exist or that I could feel so good at work. But I had to try. I kept at it, and it finally materialized.”


You have everything you need to follow in the footsteps of women like Hannah. That said, it will require change, and change can be uncomfortable. But haven’t we already established that what you’re doing right now is also uncomfortable? The difference is that any discomfort you feel while trying the practices in this book is temporary and will lead to lasting solutions. The discomfort of the status quo has no clear end in sight.


Doing what’s needed to improve business is mission-critical because work has become one of the most significant influences on our lives. A full 60 percent of workers claim their job has a larger impact on their mental health than anything else in their life.5 Can you even imagine if we could begin to shift business for good? If work wasn’t soul-sucking and stressful but became a place where we found care, did fulfilling work, and were supported in becoming the highest version of ourselves? My deepest hope is to show you that this world is possible. We can start making this change. Together. The choice is yours. You can either maintain the status quo or help business become one of the most impactful vehicles we have to solve the societal issues of our time. I don’t know about you, but I’m sick to death of watching extraordinary women suffer. I’m done watching contemporary business dim the light of people I love—of constantly hearing about extraordinary, hardworking people barely surviving or seeing brilliant women doubt their greatness, their worth, and what they’re capable of. It’s time for change. Shall we?
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Chapter 1



IT’S NOT YOU. IT’S THE SYSTEM.


As CEO of Conscious Company Media, I was part of a women’s mastermind group with six fellow CEOs. We met monthly to talk shop and support each other. One woman in our group was struggling with a debilitating medical issue triggered by stress. At her doctor’s request, she planned to step down as CEO to address her health. She told us, “I feel like such a failure, like I’m letting everyone down. I guess I don’t have what it takes.” As this woman—a graduate of Brown with an MBA from Berkeley who’d co-founded and run a successful international company—blamed herself for this situation, I knew something was wrong but couldn’t articulate the problem.


What I know now that I wish I could’ve told my friend then is that there was nothing wrong with her. Instead, she was struggling because there are hugely problematic issues in the business world that hold all women back.


To understand the fundamental issues that women are contending with, we must begin by exploring patriarchy. Now, if the dreaded “p” word just made you worry that this book is about to get all sorts of political/philosophical/polarizing and are questioning whether it’s for you, I ask you to stay with me a little longer. I’ve been there. I resisted this word for a good chunk of my life. It felt too controversial. I didn’t want to be seen as one of “those women” who made others uncomfortable by talking about it.


I was raised to believe I could be anything I wanted. I saw women reaching the highest levels: Oprah, Sandra Day O’Connor, Condoleezza Rice, Madeleine Albright. I could sing every word of Carly Simon’s “Let the River Run” after watching Working Girl for the hundredth time. I felt I’d had the same opportunities as men for much of my life because I was successful at the same things boys were. I excelled in school and was often at the top of my class. I played sports with boys and could keep up, if not dominate. In college, I did as well as or better than the men in my classes and took on the same roles as the guys at the restaurant where I worked. I equated the fact that I could succeed alongside men with the idea that I was having the same experience as them.


So when I first started hearing words like “patriarchy” and “feminism,” I felt like we’d made enough progress to claim men and women were equal and questioned whether patriarchy was even still a thing. Maybe the “radical” women who used these words weren’t trying hard enough?


Yet, as my career progressed, I noticed things that didn’t quite fit my “we’re all equal now” script: being on a leadership team and seeing that junior men were being paid more than I was; my male business partner telling me he should take the investor meeting so he could talk to the investor “man to man”; a competitor launched by men raising $2.4 million in a matter of months before they had a product on shelves, while it took us eighteen months to raise $700,000 as two female founders with a successful product on shelves (by the way, the competitor went out of business in nine months). With experiences like these added to the stories I’d heard from other women in business who’d contended with similar issues, I was finally ready to admit that maybe, just maybe, things weren’t quite as equal as I’d once believed. Even so, I was uncomfortable discussing the concept of patriarchy.


So in 2017, at my company’s large annual event, the Conscious Company Leaders Forum, when one of my co-hosts—the extraordinary Jocelyn Macdougall—casually mentioned “smashing the patriarchy” onstage in front of a co-ed audience of 150 impact-driven business leaders, I was… uncomfortable. I felt like Jocelyn had crossed some invisible line and worried about the potential backlash.


As our event wrapped up, we asked the audience about their most meaningful moments from our three-day gathering. Surprising no one, one of the men stood up and referenced the “smashing the patriarchy” comment. He said he felt attacked but couldn’t articulate why. I assumed we were about to end our event on a sour note, but then this man said he didn’t know what Jocelyn meant by “Smash the patriarchy” and asked her to explain her comment. Wait, what? Did that man admit to not knowing something? Did he ask to talk about it as a group? We weren’t just going to sweep our discomfort under the rug because we were all scared to have an uncomfortable conversation? Was this seriously about to happen? Yes, yes, it was.


Jocelyn acknowledged the discomfort in the room with ease and humor. Then, she clarified a common misconception: patriarchy isn’t about judgment. It doesn’t imply that men are wrong or inherently evil. Patriarchy describes the factual state of societies where men have disproportionate power, influence, and authority, which is true of nearly all present-day societies and has been true for millennia. Jocelyn clarified that “Smash the patriarchy” didn’t mean “Down with all men!” Instead, her comment was about desiring a future where people of all genders have an equitable power distribution.


Given that this was an audience of leaders striving to positively impact the world through business, the audience shared Jocelyn’s hope for a more equitable world. Many of us just didn’t know how “smashing the patriarchy” fit in with that. We had an incredible discussion, ending the event on a beautiful note.


The Influence of Patriarchy


For clarity’s sake, let’s build on Jocelyn’s explanation and get on the same page about the definition of patriarchy. Renowned cultural critic bell hooks defines patriarchy as a “political-social system that insists that males are inherently dominating, superior to everything and everyone deemed weak, especially females, and endowed with the right to dominate and rule over the weak and to maintain that dominance through various forms of psychological terrorism and violence.”1


When people hear the definition of patriarchy, someone almost always asks, “Haven’t men always dominated women? Isn’t it just the natural order of things?” Nope. Out of the more than two million years humans have existed, patriarchal societies became the norm only in the last ten thousand years or so. Before that, research has found that smaller, nomadic societies varied in structure, with women and men often equitably sharing power. As a result of all sorts of factors like agriculture, currency, and the adoption of monotheistic religions, women’s societal roles changed around 8000 BCE. Since then, most women have lived in patriarchal societies.2


Patriarchy’s foundational belief is that men are superior to women. On that foundation, patriarchal societies put pressure on women to focus their lives around serving, pleasing, and obeying men. Women are expected to be physically attractive, take on all domestic labor, provide and care for children, and care for others. Marriages are expected to be between a man and a woman, and women are expected to obey their husbands or any other men in their families. To this end, women are conditioned to be gentle, nurturing, agreeable, docile, and subservient. Men are viewed as natural leaders who have full autonomy to do as they please, including feeling justified in controlling women, being violent, and feeling entitled to women’s bodies. Women are seen as weak, overly emotional, and not suited for specific roles or serious work and are frequently reminded that they’re secondary to and worth less than men.


Excluding some rare gender-equitable or matriarchal societies like the Mosuo of China or the Minangkabau of Indonesia, nearly all present-day societies are considered patriarchal. Depending on where you live, the severity of patriarchal beliefs and practices varies, but that doesn’t change the fact that nearly all of us live under patriarchy.


In patriarchal societies, many men feel pressured to adopt certain behaviors to prove their “manliness,” known as toxic masculinity. The Anxiety and Depression Association of America defines toxic masculinity’s three core tenets as toughness (showing strength by dominating others, not showing emotions, and not asking for help), antifemininity (being hostile to or objectifying women, viewing anything “feminine” as weak), and power (viewing the world as a competition, winning at all costs, and equating money and influence with success).3 These beliefs shape many men’s sense of self-worth, ideas of success, and overall character, harming both men and the people around them.


The Trauma of Patriarchy


It’s a struggle to live with the realities of being a woman in a patriarchal society and not internalize the beliefs in some way. Common expressions of internalized patriarchal beliefs that you might relate to include feeling guilty when you take care of yourself, unnecessarily apologizing, feeling shame about your body, feeling embarrassed if your home isn’t spotless, letting men speak first, avoiding causing anyone discomfort, quieting yourself when you’re in a group of men, and never feeling good enough. Any of this sound familiar?


Whether you realize it or not, internalized patriarchy informs what you believe you’re capable of as well as your judgment, sense of self-worth, safety, freedom, and sense of control over your life. Given how pervasive and deeply rooted patriarchy is in cultures worldwide, it’s nearly impossible to go through life without somehow experiencing its impact.


The influence of patriarchy and toxic masculinity is all around us. Of course, your exposure to and acceptance of patriarchy vary depending on factors such as where you live and your religious tradition, upbringing, family, media consumption, and peers, but that doesn’t change the fact that patriarchy and toxically masculine beliefs influence your life: the fear of realizing that you’re alone with a man you don’t know in an elevator or parking garage or that a man is following you down the street; the extreme discomfort of having a man stare at you too long, demand your attention, or try to touch you without permission; the terror of realizing that a man is about to become violent or overly aggressive toward you; the feeling of being diminished by men at the table not making eye contact with you, talking over you, patronizing you, or ignoring you; the anger of having a man interrupt you, take credit for your idea, or doubt your work. It’s not that all men do these things; rather, it’s that all women have experienced them.


At one of our women-only business events, someone asked why we hosted events exclusively for women. I asked everyone to raise their hand if they had ever not been diminished, threatened, harmed, taken advantage of, dominated, harassed, or assaulted by a man. Not one woman raised her hand. Dr. Valerie Rein describes this dynamic as “collective trauma,” defining trauma as “any experience that made you feel unsafe in your fullest expression and led to developing trauma adaptations to keep you safe.”4 Every woman has had individual traumatic experiences where she has been made to feel unsafe in her fullest expression of herself based on her gender identity, and women collectively share an understanding of what it feels like to be marginalized as a group.


Women are constantly reminded that we’re unsafe, undervalued, and secondary. We see Brock Turner being caught in the act of sexually assaulting a woman, convicted of three counts of felony sexual assault, and sentenced by a male judge to six months in jail. We watch a presidential nominee be found liable for sexual abuse and brag about sexually assaulting women by “grabbing them by the pussy” and then go on to win the US presidency… twice. We see women banned from schools in Afghanistan, arrested by morality police for not wearing headscarves in Iran, and being raped by soldiers in war zones. Everywhere we look, we’re reminded that women are considered worth less than men. And we just learn to live with it. We adapt. We get small. We hold back. We question ourselves. We appease. We sacrifice. We do what we need to do to survive in a culture that constantly tells us we’re not as valuable as the dominant group.


While we may normalize the constant reminders of women’s oppression, it’s causing untold damage to our health. Per Dr. Emily Nagoski and Amelia Nagoski, external stressors, like cultural norms and experiences of discrimination, and internal stressors, like self-criticism, body image, and identity, can all be perceived in your body as threats. Stress is “the neurological and physiological shift that happens in your body when you encounter one of these threats.” In response to stress, your blood pressure rises, your immune and digestive systems slow down, and your ability to grow and repair tissue decreases.5 In short, stress degrades your mental and physical health. And living in a patriarchal society is stressful.


Women are pressured to constantly worry about social acceptability: our behavior, our appearance, our identity, our children, and our accomplishments. Researchers Dr. Gabor Maté and Daniel Maté found that excessive concern about social acceptability was one of the three traits that predispose us to disease more than any other, in addition to repressing anger and compulsive self-sacrificing behavior, which are also common behaviors of women living under patriarchy. It follows that women suffer disproportionately from chronic disease. We’re at higher risk of chronic pain, fibromyalgia, irritable bowel syndrome, and autoimmune disorders like lupus and rheumatoid arthritis; have higher incidences of non-smoking-related malignancies than men; and have anxiety, depression, and PTSD at double the rates of men.6 None of these statistics point to women being weaker than or inferior to men. Instead, they demonstrate the impact of living in cultures where we’re constantly stressed because we’re treated as though we’re inferior to men.


Now that we have the context of patriarchy and how it manifests in everyday life, let’s explore its influence on business.


Business + Patriarchy + Toxic Masculinity = <3


The first known currency was invented an estimated five thousand years ago, resulting in the advent of business—selling something for a profit—and the first known organizations that could enter into contracts emerged roughly three thousand years ago.7 As business proliferated worldwide, most societies had already fully adopted patriarchal beliefs. As a result, from generation to generation, from the creation of contracts and the first issuance of stock to the invention of machines and workers’ rights, one thing remained constant over thousands of years: business was—and still is—almost exclusively defined and led by men. Nearly all of these men were influenced by patriarchal and toxically masculine beliefs, which they then brought into the business world.


Yes, there were exceptions, and women have recently made significant strides in business. However, we’re still excluded from most leadership roles that influence the contemporary business world. As of this writing, a whopping 95 percent of CEOs worldwide are men, while men lead 448 companies in the Fortune 500.8 Men lead the ten largest private equity firms in the world—KKR, Blackstone, EQT, CVC Capital Partners, Thomas Bravo, Carlyle Group, General Atlantic, Clearlake Capital Group, Hellman and Friedman, and Insight Partners—as well as the ten largest companies in the world—Apple, Saudi Aramco, Microsoft, Alphabet, Amazon, Tesla, Berkshire Hathaway, NVIDIA Corporation, Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing, and Meta Platforms.9


It’s fair to say that men have defined almost every aspect of business since its inception and typically still do. As a result, the design of the system is fundamentally flawed. This is not because men are inherently flawed, deficient, or “bad” in any way. I’ll say that again for those in the back: the problem with contemporary business design is not men. The problem is that men who’ve been steeped in patriarchal and toxically masculine beliefs (and colonialism, white supremacy, ableism, and heteronormativity—all critical topics that would require additional books to unpack) have designed business through those lenses, resulting in seven issues that work directly against women.


1. Gender Discrimination


Patriarchy’s foundational belief that women are inferior to men is baked into the business world. This belief results in women being discriminated against, held to higher standards, and valued less than men. The United Nations found that nine out of ten people worldwide still hold fundamental biases against women.10 These biases are translated to the workplace, where more than 40 percent of women report experiencing gender-based discrimination. Both men and women are twice as likely to hire a male candidate as a female one.11 In the tech world, 94 percent of people feel that women are held to higher standards than men.12


Perhaps the most glaring example of continued gender discrimination is the simple fact that women are still paid less than men for the same work. In the United States, on average, white women earn 16 percent less than men, earning 84 cents for every dollar a man makes. For women with additional marginalized identities, it’s even worse: Latinas earn 55 percent of what non-Hispanic white men are paid; Black women are paid 64 percent of what non-Hispanic white men are paid; and Native American women earn 59 cents for every dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic men.13 And it’s not because we don’t advocate for ourselves. Men and women ask for pay raises at the same rate, but women receive them 7 percent less often than men.14


Women also experience microaggressions—statements or actions that demean someone based on their identity. Women are more likely than men to have their work questioned or have someone else take credit for their ideas. Additionally, women are twice as likely as men to be mistaken for someone more junior or have someone comment on their emotional state and are two and a half times more likely than men to have someone comment on their appearance. Women with additional marginalized identities are disproportionately on the receiving end of microaggressions like these and more.15


2. Exclusion from Leadership


Continuing with the impact of women’s assumed inferiority on business, women often aren’t considered leadership material. Globally, roughly 40 percent of people feel that men make better business executives than women based solely on gender identity.16 Research has shown that female candidates for leadership roles are consistently judged as having less leadership potential than men, making them 14 percent less likely to be promoted.17


The aversion to women in leadership runs so deep that research has found that even the experience of reporting to a female supervisor makes some men feel that their masculinity is being questioned. These men then attempt to reassert control “by engaging in harmful behaviors like lying, cheating, stealing, breaking rules, undermining colleagues, and withholding help.”18 Another study found that the mere idea of a female president made more than a quarter of the respondents feel angry or upset.19 Such biases help to explain why women hold less than 30 percent of C-suite roles worldwide—with 22 percent of those roles held by white women and only 7 percent held by women of color—and less than 30 percent of senior management roles.20


Beyond the patriarchal belief that women don’t belong in leadership, toxic masculinity also influences how we think about leadership. Antifeminine beliefs have resulted in “feminine” traits—compassion, vulnerability, listening, intuition, flexibility, etc.—being seen as a sign of weakness that don’t belong in business or as “soft skills” that are still inferior to “masculine” traits. Toxically masculine beliefs about toughness also influence leadership norms. Business leaders feel that showing emotions or asking for help are signs of weakness and feel pressured to be stoic, self-sufficient, and unflappable. Anyone who shows emotions at work is labeled “volatile,” “dramatic,” or “unstable.”


3. Expected Gender Roles and Double Standards


The patriarchal belief that women should take care of home life and behave according to patriarchal ideals shows up in the business world as well. Patriarchy pressures women to be demure, agreeable, pleasant, gentle, and submissive. However, the business world values “masculine” traits, like aggression, dominance, confidence, and strength, because the business world was designed solely by men who were pressured to embody these characteristics. Women are told to behave “like men” at work and are then penalized for violating gender norms when they do. The result? A lose-lose situation.


When we assert ourselves or speak up, we’re criticized for being too loud or abrasive. When we’re competitive, we’re called a bitch. When we’re focused, we’re told to smile more. When we prove a man wrong, we’re a pretentious know-it-all. The traits viewed as desirable for men and expected in business are questioned, judged, or shunned when expressed by a woman. This may help explain why more than 75 percent of high-performing women receive negative feedback from their superiors compared to the 2 percent of high-performing men who do. Or why almost 90 percent of high-performing women receive feedback about their personalities compared to 12 percent of high-performing men.21 These dynamics are even more intense for women of color. Social psychologist Cydney Hurston Dupree’s research showed that when women use powerful and dominant language, others view them as cold and less likable. While these findings applied to all women, Dupree found that the effects were strongest for Black and Latina women.22


In addition to being judged based on behavioral double standards, we’re often subjected to judgmental comments about not being at home. “Who’s taking care of your kids right now?” “How do you juggle being a mom and working?” “Is your husband ‘babysitting’ your kids?” No one asks working men about family life, but it’s a common experience for working women. The subtle (or not-so-subtle) message is clear: you’re supposed to be at home. And these judgments aren’t just in our heads. Research has shown that when women achieve success at work, we’re liked less and penalized for violating traditional gender roles.23


Adding to this, Eve Rodsky, author of Fair Play, found that even in what would be considered the most equitable heterosexual households, women still take on more household responsibilities and emotional labor than their male partners. Working women often undertake what Rodsky deems “the second shift,” meaning taking on extra work like caring for aging parents, packing school lunches, making family health appointments, keeping track of social calendars, and additional responsibilities of home and social life.24


4. Male-Centered Workplaces


Patriarchal beliefs have also resulted in workplaces and professional spaces being designed for men. For example, even though most women feel more comfortable in warmer temperatures than men, the formula for the standard temperature for office spaces is based on the metabolic rate of a forty-year-old man, established in the 1960s. While the debate over the office thermostat might seem petty, one study found that reducing the temperature from 77°F to 72°F in a room of women cut their productivity in half and doubled their mistakes.25


Women contend with additional workplace challenges, like not having safe places to pump breast milk in privacy or comfort or on-site workplaces that don’t take women’s bodily needs into account. Each time you’re forced to put on your coat at work, feel your feet dangle from a chair that’s too tall for you, hide from coworkers to address your body’s needs, or are forced to navigate challenges that your male colleagues don’t deal with, some part of you remembers that this world wasn’t made for you. You’re the exception here. You don’t belong.


5. Barriers for Working Parents


Another patriarchal influence on business is the assumption that everyone is in a heteronormative partnership where the man works and the woman stays home to take care of the children. As a result, business norms don’t account for parents’ needs even though, in many homes, both parents now work at least part-time.


Barriers for working parents include parental leave policies that extend only to women, don’t include same-sex couples or adoption, are contingent on company tenure, or don’t even exist; strict working hours that don’t align with school hours; being asked to work outside working hours; and not having the flexibility to leave the workplace during the day. Former Ellevate Network CEO Kristy Wallace detailed her struggle with this dynamic, saying, “I had a CEO of a company tell me, ‘We need you in the office at least until 10:00 p.m. one night a week.’ I told him, ‘I can’t be here at 10:00 p.m. I have a family.’ It was seen as like I was choosing between my family and my career when in reality, that should never have been a choice asked of me.”


The contemporary business landscape makes it nearly impossible for two working parents to succeed without help or someone being forced to make sacrifices.


6. Objectification and Victimization


Under patriarchy, many men feel entitled to women’s bodies. Unfortunately, this dynamic has infiltrated the business world, with men abusing positions of authority to coerce women into sexual situations and feeling confident in their ability to get away with it.


Between 54 and 81 percent of women report experiencing sexual harassment in the workplace. Three-quarters of those women report being harassed by someone in a more senior role, and nearly one-third said they were harassed directly by their boss. Unfortunately, more than half of women don’t report instances of sexual harassment, fearing the potential loss of their job, being labeled a troublemaker, or having their concerns not taken seriously.26 Roughly 50 percent of women report that sexual harassment has hurt their careers, causing them to quit their jobs, have lower job engagement and satisfaction rates, and suffer from increased financial stress.27


7. Toxic Definitions of Success


The toxically masculine beliefs about power—that everything is a competition, winning is everything, and success is defined by money—have had a profound impact on the business world. So much so that the entire contemporary premise about the purpose of business is the culmination of thousands of years of toxic masculinity, all climaxing in one completely messed-up theory: shareholder supremacy.


On September 13, 1970, Milton Friedman published his now infamous New York Times piece in which he proposed that “there is one and only one social responsibility of business—to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game.”28


Friedman’s article popularized the idea of shareholder theory, meaning business leaders have a responsibility to do everything in their power, as long as it’s not technically illegal, to make as much money as possible for company shareholders. Friedman took this so far as to vilify business leaders who attempted to make a positive societal impact or did anything to negate the harm caused by their company’s actions because to him, the sole purpose of business was to maximize profit at all costs.


When you compare shareholder theory to toxic masculinity’s core beliefs, it’s really something: the responsibility of business is to maximize individual wealth and power; individual leaders are pressured to win at all costs by doing anything necessary to maximize profit regardless of the impact on others; business leaders who demonstrate “feminine traits,” like compassion, empathy, or care for any stakeholders beyond shareholders, are “irresponsible”; business leaders should be cutthroat and strive to dominate competitors; the only measure of worth for a company is to make money and gain power—it’s a winner-take-all game.


Good ol’ Friedman successfully took toxic masculinity’s greatest hits, tied them up in a bow, called it economic theory, and (checks notes)… won the Nobel Prize six years later for his contributions to the field of economics.


When Friedman’s article came out, the men who were in power were gifted with the perfect justification for taking toxic masculinity and their perceived “manliness” to the extreme. Now they actually had a fiduciary responsibility to do so! Think of the 1980s and 1990s. Think hostile takeovers, leveraged buyouts, Gordon Gekko, and The Wolf of Wall Street. Pure, unfettered toxic masculinity parading as “success” in business. Shareholder theory was like a siren song to many business leaders worldwide, but the consequences couldn’t have been more severe.


If you tell a company leader that (1) their sole responsibility is to make money, (2) they can do whatever they need to do to accomplish that goal so as long as it’s legal(ish), (3) their job security depends on their ability to maximize revenue and perform better than their competitors, and (4) their performance will be analyzed and publicly tracked every three months (assuming they’re publicly traded), what in the fresh hell do you think is going to happen? Yeah, that leader’s going to make some pretty sketchy decisions. They’re going to reduce worker pay below poverty levels while the founders become one of the wealthiest families in history (Walmart);29 cut corners on employee safety measures, working employees to the bone, resulting in more than 40 percent of employees being injured on the job (Amazon);30 deny climate change and their company’s role in it despite internally acknowledging all of it since 1977 (Exxon);31 use aggressive and deceptive marketing to get doctors to prescribe company products they know are highly addictive and destroy people’s lives (Purdue Pharma);32 or suppress research that demonstrates that their products are literally killing people (Monsanto).33 Purely profit-driven business decisions like these have caused immeasurable harm to society.


Business decisions to cut costs through wage stagnation, employee reduction, and outsourcing work to the lowest bidder while increasing executive pay to exorbitant levels have drastically increased income inequality. Since the introduction of shareholder supremacy, the bottom 90 percent of income earners in the United States have had annual earnings gains of just 24 percent, while the top 1 percent of income earners have seen their annual earnings more than double; the middle class has decreased from more than 60 percent to less than 50 percent of the US population;34 and the top 1 percent of American earners now have more wealth than the entire middle class combined.35


High-pressure, win-at-all-cost business cultures are destroying people’s well-being as well. More than 85 percent of workers report having experienced moderate, high, or extreme stress in the last year, with four out of five workers who experienced extreme stress saying their primary source of stress was work.36 And stress kills. Chronic stress increases people’s blood pressure, promotes artery-clogging deposits in the body, and changes the brain in ways that can lead to increased depression, anxiety, and addiction.37


The profit-at-all-cost mentality has also led to environmental destruction. Since the introduction of shareholder supremacy, the population sizes of mammals, fish, birds, reptiles, and amphibians have declined by almost 70 percent, while more than five hundred land animals are on the brink of extinction. The primary cause of species loss has been profit-driven land-use change, such as deforestation and the conversion of habitats into agricultural systems.38 Deforestation. Climate change. Pollution. These issues and many more have only worsened in the past fifty years at the hands of business.


Shareholder supremacy incentivizes business leaders to be as creative and ruthless as possible in taking advantage of others and exploiting resources. Leaders are pressured to look into the eyes of humans they’ve worked with for years and cut their pay or put them out of a job for profit’s sake. They’re asked to treat humans as numbers on a balance sheet rather than honor their humanity and to lie to people in their community about the safety of their products for the sake of the bottom line.


Business leaders are pressured to compromise their very humanity for “success,” either forced to become comfortable abandoning the best parts of themselves time and time again or becoming complete psychopaths. And no, I’m not exaggerating. While only 1 percent of the general population is classified as psychopathic—meaning they entirely lack a conscience, empathy, and remorse—research has shown that more than 20 percent of CEOs are.39 That’s one in five, my friend. And for those who aren’t psychopaths, the ramifications of being forced to behave this way are severe. CEOs are twice as likely to be depressed as the general population, while suicide is also more likely for those in the C-suite.40


Take a second to let that sink in. The system has become so toxic and demands such abhorrent behavior from those in positions of power that many of its leaders are contending with significant mental health issues or are succeeding because they lack a damn conscience. This is why it doesn’t matter how many women get into positions of power—the system is so harmful that it’s chewing up and spitting out anyone who makes it into a leadership role.


Taking all of this into account—chronic stress outside work, discrimination, exclusion, extra work, double standards, noninclusive workplaces, barriers for parents, objectification and victimization, and toxic ideas about success—can you start to see why maybe, just maybe, you’re not the problem here?


You’re not just attempting to succeed in a system that harms most of the people working within it regardless of gender identity; you’re trying to succeed in this system on top of all the additional barriers that hold women back as well! And these barriers aren’t insignificant—many of them correlate with the strongest known predictors of declining health and well-being.


When it comes to burnout, the six primary causes are (1) unfairness, (2) lack of community, (3) excessive workload, (4) perceived lack of control, (5) not being rewarded properly, and (6) feeling out of alignment with your values.41 When it comes to mental health issues—aside from biological factors, trauma, chronic medical conditions, and substance abuse—some of the key predictors are social isolation, discrimination, loneliness, long-term stress, and social expectations.42 All of these elements track with one or multiple of the barriers facing businesswomen. Take unfairness: how fair does it feel when you are discriminated against, excluded from leadership, paid less for the same work, objectified, or doubted for no reason? Or how about feeling a lack of community and social isolation? How isolating does it feel when you work in a male-centered workplace, are the only woman in the room, or can tell people don’t like you because of behavioral double standards? We take on excessive workloads to “prove” ourselves. We abandon our values to align with toxic ideas about success. We don’t have time for self-care because of additional work at home. Every barrier you face in the business world directly relates to increased physical and mental health concerns. And you’re expected to overperform in this system under increased scrutiny, suppress your true self, and somehow do it all with a smile on your face every working day of every month of every year.


Do I have that right? This has to be a joke. It’s no wonder we’re suffering! Frankly, I’m surprised the sheer force of one thousand black holes isn’t causing us to regularly implode with rage. Now do you understand why I said it’s not your fault? It has nothing to do with you. You’re not struggling because you’re deficient in any way. You’re friggin’ spectacular. Business is the problem. The fact that you’ve been succeeding despite all of this is astounding.


As I peeled back the layers of this situation, not only did I feel validated, but I started to feel… powerful. I mean, any woman who’s even a marginally productive member of society in the face of all this is a warrior. Those who’ve gone further and entered the business world, where the entire game is rigged against us, and had a modicum of success are bona fide queens. And those of you who’ve done this while holding multiple marginalized identities are, quite simply, miraculous.


Can you imagine what we could do if we began to fix this? If we worked toward building a better system that not only removed these barriers but also added to our health and well-being? If we helped build businesses that didn’t destroy society but made it better? Fortunately, I didn’t set out to write a book to highlight problems without providing concrete solutions. Repairing business is not just possible; it’s actively happening.


The trailblazing leaders who’ve pioneered better business practices have started to move the needle. It’s up to us to keep the momentum going: to adopt healthier practices and model them for others, to refuse to abide by the toxic status quo, to stand up for ourselves and future generations, to build on what has already been done and inspire an even greater change that will begin to repair business worldwide. This book will show you how.
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