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INTRODUCTION


You know that woman who isn’t speaking in the meeting you’re at? She’s the only person who hasn’t shared her thoughts on the presentation you’ve just watched (and you’re kind of glad: you’ve been in the room for ninety minutes now and definitely have better things to do with your day). But her silence is in contrast to the rest of the room, and you can’t work out if it’s because she’s intimidated (there’s a lot of big personalities here), bored, disinterested, or she just doesn’t have anything to say because she isn’t that bright.


What you can’t see is that while everyone else in the room is ‘engaging in a robust exchange of views’, she’s making notes and thinking things through. While they’re getting sucked into a pointless argument, she’s trying to solve the problem. And, to save time, she’ll probably email her thoughts after the meeting to the person who presented. She realises she may not get credit for solving the problem like that, but it’s the easiest way to do it.


She’s the Beta woman and she’s getting stuff done all over your office and you probably hadn’t noticed. In a world that champions shouting loudest, both IRL and online, we’re told that female success in the workplace is allowed to look only a certain way: big, brash and Alpha. The reality is that any individual woman is far more complex than that, so why be so reductive?


Let’s rewind. It’s seven years ago. I’m in the pub on a Friday night with my new team. Two weeks before, I became their boss when I landed a job editing a women’s website that had been wildly successful and was now in sharp decline. It would have taken a Herculean effort to turn it around, and as I was a relatively inexperienced, very timid editor, no one was sure if I was up to the job. Least of all me.


Apparently this was the first thing we’d all agreed on. ‘They think you won’t last, that you’ll be out in six months,’ one of my new team conspiratorially told me, in an ill-judged, booze-fuelled attempt at bonding. I stared at him aghast, my mouth hanging open. ‘But I think they’re wrong. There’s a lot more going on there,’ he added quickly, when he realised his attempt to be named Employee of the Month had backfired. ‘Still waters run deep, and all that.’ As he rambled on, my face felt hot and I flushed. What if they were right? If they all thought that, surely they must be right.


If it hadn’t been Friday night I would have resigned immediately. Instead I got annihilated and did some pretty horrific snot-crying on the night bus home, accompanied by a dark cloud of self-doubt that lasted far beyond my hangover.


Two years later, it’s about 11 a.m. on a Tuesday morning in November. I’m in the back of a taxi and I’m struggling to breathe. Twenty minutes earlier I was in the office, having just taken some new medication for the migraines that had been plaguing me for months. Almost instantly my chest and the back of my throat had tightened in an allergic reaction.


I’m attempting to call my doctor while trying to work out whether to get the driver to take me home or to the hospital. But my overriding thought is, I’ve got to get back to my desk or to my laptop before anyone notices I’ve gone. Any anxiety I feel over the allergic reaction, or any concern at having had three migraines every week for the last eight, is overridden by the fear that I’ll be found out for what I am: not passionate enough, not committed enough, not anything enough for my job. That I don’t deserve it.


A migraine isn’t a good enough reason not to reply immediately to an email, and a trip to A and E no excuse for missing a deadline. Therefore I’m failing.


Last year I worked something out. I realised that, although I have very few of the obvious qualities one imagines an editor will possess – at least in the Meryl Streep, Devil Wears Prada vein (sharp suit, icy stare) – I’m okay at my job. Scratch that: I’m good at my job. But I only got okay, then good at it, when I worked out that embracing who I was and what I was good at, rather than pretending to be someone else, was the only thing that was going to work. The minute I stopped questioning whether I was the right person for the role and focused on doing the job, everything fell into place. Basically, I embraced my inner Beta.


But you don’t have to do it my way – spending the best part of a decade sweaty-palmed in meetings, panicking every Sunday night and penning imaginary resignation letters twice weekly …


As it happens, I’d never seen myself as an editor. I’d always known I wanted to write, and as I studied journalism and applied diligently for work experience, I pictured myself as a staff writer somewhere – researching stories, doing interviews, and filing my copy to a shadowy editor figure, who didn’t really feature in my fantasies of what adult life would look like. Because, as we’re told, there’s only one type of person who becomes the boss, and I certainly wasn’t it.


After I graduated, I started working for a publishing agency in south London. We had a small team, and worked across lots of different projects. I was a decent writer, worked hard and was happy to muck in, so eventually I was made editor of my own little title (I was also the deputy editor, staff writer and editorial assistant). Then I worked on a bigger magazine, and eventually I was made editor again, with my own small team to manage.


And then the recession hit. We lost the contract for our magazine, I lost my job and, aged twenty-six, I had to work out how to be a writer, editor, and maybe even a boss outside the confines of the safe little space I’d worked in for the last four years.


With each new freelance gig, or job, I took on, I was convinced that this would be the one where I’d find my feet, where I’d feel from the outset that I was being taken seriously. But, of course, the world doesn’t work like that. How highly you rate your own ability has nothing to do with the job you’re in, and everything to do with your own sense of self. What I didn’t realise was that, although I’d start each job disappointed that I hadn’t morphed into the professional Wunderkind I wanted to be, I was gradually learning what success meant to me.


But I didn’t understand that at the time. Instead I spent the rest of my twenties and my early thirties feeling like a bad editor and a bad boss. So, what changed? In part, I got a bit older and stopped worrying. No one was trying to have me fired so I couldn’t have been doing that bad a job, right? (Classic Beta self-deprecation, right there …)


And I got more experienced – I learnt more stuff. On the day I joined the place I work now, someone asked me a technical question to which I knew the answer. More than that, I was the only person around who did know the answer. Somehow, I’d gone from always feeling like the youngest and least experienced member of the team to the most experienced. Or, to put it another way, it took me until I was thirty-one to grasp that there were occasions when I was the most experienced person in the room.


But experience isn’t really about knowing the answers. It’s about being okay with not knowing the answers. And the real breakthrough for me came when I stopped reacting to what I thought other people were thinking (which is a ridiculous and pointless guessing game) and started focusing on what I wanted to achieve. Easier said than done, but if you nail that, it’s truly liberating.


A huge part of this was about my embracing the Beta. Feeling okay about admitting when I didn’t know something (which is easier when you realise that no one else has a clue either), or when I was making a decision based on gut instinct (because gut instinct is part of the reason they hired me) and embracing the fact that I’d probably get it wrong sometimes (there’s nothing more Beta than being able to own your mistakes with good grace).


But that’s all useful stuff for life in general, so why are we focusing on the workplace here?


It’s only in the last sixty years or so that women have entered the workplace in any sort of meaningful way. My mother was probably one of the first generation of women who went to work as a matter of course. For her, Alpha or Beta didn’t come into it. She worked in a male-dominated environment and rarely with other women. Finding her place at the office had its own challenges, but the idea that she could be more than one ‘type’ of woman never occurred to her. The fact that she was there, and thriving, was enough.


Almost forty years after she first joined the workplace, we’re still struggling to find more than two blueprints for how a woman should be. For example, we’re endlessly told that our job needs to be the centre of our universe; it has to be our passion. Clocking off at 5 p.m. isn’t an option (unless you’re clocking off at five to pursue your secretpassion project, which one day you intend to make your full-time career). Success at work only looks one way. And a successful woman? She’s shouting louder than everyone else in the room. She’s bloody-minded and argumentative because these are all signs that she’s passionate about the project at hand and cares about its success above all else. Ergo, she’s good at her job.


And where does that leave the rest of us? Those of us who ask questions before making decisions, for whom compromise isn’t a dirty word but a way to make things work and drive things forward? Is wanting evenings and weekends to be about something more than a screen and work a sign of laziness? Are we by default bad at our jobs? Do we not care enough? Because that’s kind of how the narrative goes right now.


But there’s a good reason why women’s roles in the workplace lack so much nuance – and it’s why this book is about Beta women and work, not about Beta people. Men don’t need to figure out where they fit in the workplace to the same extent: the workplace was created to fit around them. Men have had centuries to fine-tune how their individual personality types can survive and thrive in an office environment. Women have had just sixty years to get it right, and when we’re still fighting to be paid the same amount as our male counterparts, it’s no wonder that when we do smash through the glass ceiling, or even attempt to get near it, our roles become one-dimensional.


Who’s got time to blaze a trail on their own terms when we’ve got all of this to contend with? It’s exhausting.


So that’s where we are: 47 per cent of the workforce reduced to being the secretary or the shoulder-pad-wearing bitch-boss. But that’s not my reality and I’m guessing it’s not yours either.


How do you know if you’re an Alpha or a Beta woman? It’s tricky, because almost every careers coach, psychologist or, indeed, woman I spoke to had a different answer when I asked them if they could explain what Alpha and Beta were, and which camp they fell into. And the fact is, we’re all on a spectrum of Alpha and Betaness, but we need to start somewhere.


When I’m talking about Alpha and Beta women, this is always what I think of: you have two women in your office, both great at their jobs, but with very different personalities. One is Alpha Woman, and she possesses many of the traits we readily associate with success. She is impeccably dressed, perfectly groomed and highly organised. She is always on time and is always prepared for every meeting or presentation. She is decisive and will be the first to share her opinion in a meeting (the rest of the room will often defer to that opinion, such is her authority). She has no apparent fear of confrontation. She is highly competitive, whether she’s running a marathon or working her way through the Booker Prize shortlist before anyone else. She has boundless levels of energy and enthusiasm, her social-media output is perfectly curated – in fact, she is excellent at promoting her own work and achievements via every available medium. She’s focused, single-minded and will push things through even when other people don’t agree with her (which means she can also be dogmatic, and will kick up a fuss when she doesn’t get her own way). She’s the woman in the office whom men will describe as ‘scary’ or ‘a bitch’ when they don’t get their own way with her. She may be inspiring, she may be intimidating, but she’s certainly Alpha. She starts the conversation, she sets the agenda. Others follow.


Got it? Right.


What about Beta? She may appear (but not always) to be less organised than her Alpha peer, but this is mainly because if she is less than prepared for a meeting, she’ll certainly ’fess up to it rather than styling it out, as Alpha would. (Alpha Woman would never show weakness; Beta Woman is constantly revealing hers.) Beta Woman is an excellent team player and collaborator, and her team love her, but she’s also extremely self-deprecating. When she speaks up in a meeting (the idea that a Beta Woman will sit in silence and never share her opinion is a myth: she just considers what she says beforehand), she’ll qualify everything as ‘opinion’ rather than ‘fact’. She’s laid-back and feels she hasn’t enough energy to be ‘on’ all the time, unlike her Alpha colleague. She’s a hard worker – diligent – but when she’s finished work for the day, she’s finished. When she makes decisions they are considered and thought-out, and she tries to be as accommodating and flexible as she can, to ensure that the needs – and agendas – of as many people as possible are met. Men in the office who don’t get what she’s about might describe her as a ‘pushover’ or a ‘lightweight’.


None of us will be all of either Alpha or Beta: for example, I’ve written what is basically the Beta description about myself, but I know I share some traits with Alpha. And plenty of classic Alpha women will, I’m sure, identify with some aspects of a Beta personality. But which of these women looks like success? Is it the quieter, considered Beta, or the decisive, make-things-happen Alpha?


It’s the Alpha every time, but that’s wrong. Not because the Alpha isn’t doing a great job, but because we should all be able to succeed on our own terms – however loudly we shout.


I’m only just working this out, which is part of the point of this book: it’s my way of finding out if I can be truly successful on my own terms, without emulating other people’s model for success. But also, and more importantly, I want to champion the aforementioned Beta girl, because she’s doing a great job, and no one tells her so often enough. I want to sing her praises from the rooftops, and remind us all that success can look however you want it to.


And we’re going to need Beta Woman more than ever because the world is changing, fast. We need people who can lead with emotional intelligence, be flexible to new ideas and adapt their plans when required, leaving their ego at the door. Beta Woman’s time is now.


So, here’s to the collaborators, the pragmatists and the people who believe that being nice works, and that getting your own way isn’t always the most important thing. Here’s to the unsung workforce of Beta women who are being great bosses, great leaders, and are still sometimes at the front of the charge to the pub at 5.01 p.m. Because I’m sure being a superwoman is great, but it doesn’t always look like the most fun.




1.


BETA WOMAN WHO?


‘So who is the Beta woman? How is she different from the Alpha woman? Why are you so determined to force all working women into two unhelpful and reductive boxes?’ I hear you ask.


Let’s start with the latter, because it’s the simplest to answer. I want to talk about Beta women not because I think all women either are or aren’t one – as I’ve already said, it’s a spectrum, with some women displaying more Alpha or Beta tendencies than others – but because I want to speak up for every woman who isn’t professing to be the shout-the-loudest, dogmatic, in-the-gym-at-the-crack-of-dawn, working-all-the-hours-she-can-possibly-manage-on-very-little-sleep boss-lady. Even if she isn’t your boss yet, she soon will be because she’s the Alpha female, and that is how it works. And in an age of Instagram #goals and constant one-upmanship, Alpha has become shorthand for hardcore. Six-kids-and-CEO-of-a-medium-sized-multinational hardcore. Silencing-an-entire-room-of-subordinates-with-one-glance hardcore. The early-morning-spinning-class-badge-of-honour hardcore.


I should probably have gone to interview a bunch of women at a terrifying dawn gym class for this book but, suffice to say, I only ever get up before dawn if it’s to catch a cheap flight somewhere hot.


Let’s be clear. Some (plenty?) of women operate in that way and are perfectly happy. The problem is that operating on full pelt has become the goal we should all be aspiring to, and that’s where I take issue. Why else would there be reams of articles on the internet dedicated to the morning routines, exercise regimes, travel beauty tips and wardrobe hacks of preternaturally successful women? Yes, there are plenty of meme-friendly mantras about being yourself and finding what makes you happy, but we don’t live in a world where ‘being content’ is a marker of success. A marker of success is zipping across town in an Uber to three different networking events before heading home to finish work and grab a refreshing four hours’ sleep before it all begins again. It’s exhausting and unsustainable for most mere mortals, yet anything less, and we haven’t quite nailed life.


So by Beta, I mean the rest of us – the non-Alphas.


We all know who the apparent Alpha women in our lives and newsfeeds are, but who are the non-Alphas? We’re the women for whom no promotion is worth getting out of bed before seven-thirty on a Monday morning. We’re the women who may or may not love our jobs (although I have to confess to adoring mine) but want the opportunity to succeed and do well, so we work hard. It’s women like me, who fear that they’re not hardcore enough but that the time and energy they’d waste on pretending to be hardcore could be better used elsewhere … like on their actual job.


Just found out you’ve got to run a team and you’re concerned that the only management style that works is the Shouting and Fear Method™? Been told you’re too passive in that shouty weekly meeting where nothing ever gets decided? Can’t be bothered to hang around in the office till 8 p.m. because that’s what everyone else does, or Instagram your Sunday-afternoon ‘mini brainstorm for next week!’ session (because you’re in the pub on a Sunday afternoon, where you belong, and you got all of your work finished on Friday anyway)? Then, my friend, you might just be a non-Alpha. Welcome to the club.


In this 24/7, Instagram-filtered, heavily curated world, we’re told to go hard or go home – but why do we assume that going hardcore is always the best way? What are the differences between Alpha and Beta traits, and does it stand that Alpha characteristics make one more successful?


When I asked all the women I interviewed for this book if they were an Alpha or a Beta, almost no one had a straight answer for me. No one said they were an outright Alpha. Most felt they were Alpha in some aspects of their lives and Beta in others. And, equally, someone with emotional intelligence can be an excellent leader whether they’re an Alpha or a Beta, but they certainly generate very different management and working styles.


At the extreme end of the spectrum, the portrayal of the Alpha woman we’re used to in popular culture is not positive: it’s the classic bitch or manipulator, from Cruella de Vil to Sigourney Weaver’s Katharine Parker in Working Girl.


The reality is obviously more nuanced. Eddie Erlandson, co-author of Alpha Male Syndrome, characterises the Alpha woman as ‘the velvet hammer … they maybe have a little higher EQ (Emotional Quotient, or Emotional Intelligence) [than Alpha males] … but they can be equally as urgent, assertive and aggressive as men are’. So, the Alpha female could be less obviously identifiable than her male counterpart, because she will be more inclined to wind in her Alpha-ness when the situation requires, but still possesses the same drive and assertiveness.


And, of course, there are many examples of the classic Alpha woman in popular culture and current affairs – it makes sense that Alpha women will, by definition, be the ones we all know about. Think Beyoncé, Hillary Clinton and Madonna.


So what’s the difference between an Alpha and a Beta woman? A Beta woman is ‘more likely to be the one who isn’t taking accolades,’ explains Nicole Williams, careers expert at Works. ‘Instead she’s saying, “Look at what my colleagues did …” The Beta is more receptive. They aren’t dogmatic.’ Or as The Urban Dictionary puts it: ‘The Beta female will be called upon to voice her opinions, and her evaluations will most times be valued by the Alpha female. She also knows when to keep silent and when to talk. She is second in command.’


It’s harder to find IRL examples of Beta women in popular culture – Beta women’s tendency to work for the group rather than personal glory will put paid to that. (Jennifer Aniston’s name is often bandied around as the celebrity example of choice, pitted against Angelina Jolie’s Alpha, but I’m not buying it.) Then there are the faux-Betas, whose #relatable ‘real’ persona no doubt hides an Alpha-worthy hide of steel (Taylor Swift, I’m looking at you). But more on faux-Betas later.


Even when it comes to fictional female characters, the Beta is rarely at the forefront. One exception that springs to mind is Helen Fielding’s Bridget Jones. The nineties poster girl for ‘normal women’ is about as Beta as they come, but maybe that’s because her life is presented to us in diary format – we get to read every thought she has. Every insecurity, moment of self-doubt, loneliness or fear is laid out in full for us. Maybe we’re all a Beta in the pages of our diaries.


We’re told – in a nutshell – that being Beta is all about being a professional sidekick. The perpetual Robin to an Alpha’s Batman. Betas are often perceived as weak, embodying the female traits we don’t consider to be powerful or valuable in the workplace: empathy, collaboration, the ability to listen. But does being a woman mean that you’re statistically more likely to be Beta? Sort of. Ish.


Research by Erlandson and his wife and co-author, Kate Ludeman, found that men are more socially conditioned to embody Alpha traits than women, and Alpha women are likely to possess fewer ‘Alpha risk factors’ than men. HR consultant Tanya Hummel agrees: ‘We’re talking about Alpha versus Beta but it could just as well be men versus women, because as much as you do get the Queen Bee who pulls the rungs up behind her, you also find that [women leaders] tend to be good coaches and that everyone wants to work with them because they’re collaborative, they’re accommodating. They allow creativity because they’re less aggressively competitive than if you were in an all-male environment.’


Hummel also explained that about two-thirds of those identified in personality tests as being people-focused and -oriented (a classic Beta trait I have in spades) will be women. Meanwhile, two-thirds of those who are much more outcome-focused (a more classic Alpha trait) tend to be men. Not all men or women fall into either category, but there is a gender bias.


And although Alpha women like to win, most experts agree that they tend (on the whole) to be less belligerent and authoritarian than their male counterparts. And if you believe that Alpha or Beta is about learned behaviour as much as about genetics, then few would argue against the premise that women are still taught to embody more classically Beta behaviour than men.


Dr Marianne Cooper, sociologist at the Clayman Institute for Gender Research and lead researcher for Lean In by Sheryl Sandberg, prefers to think about personality types in terms of agentic versus communal (‘agentic’ being direct, ambitious, self-starter, forceful, and ‘communal’ as, her words, ‘nice and warm and friendly’). ‘With these two different sets of behaviours, the agentic are strongly associated with men, and what culturally we think men are like, and the communal are the same but in women, so this is the root of stereotypes about men and women. And as there’s so much belief and understanding that you really have to be type A in order to be a leader, that’s where we arrive at this place where leadership is seen as a better match for men.


‘So the problem for women is, if they engage in these sort of alpha or agentic behaviours, they’re violating expectations about how women are supposed to behave and they get pushed back for it. And then women who exhibit the marking in all characteristics – the ones we expect and associate with women – they’re often not taken seriously and they’re seen to be less competent.’


It’s a double bind.


And here’s why this book is about Beta women and not Beta men. Those same traits that women are taught and conditioned to embody, from being accommodating and flexible, to being nurturing and pragmatic, are often the same traits that are dismissed in the workplace as a sign that one is not ‘serious’ or ‘competitive’ enough or ‘doesn’t have the edge’.


‘There’s a very narrow framework through which we allow people to be leaders and display their sense of leadership, and I think it narrows even more for women and people of colour,’ says Dr Cooper.


The traits that are found more often in women than in men (and before a squillion Alpha women write to me in outrage, I appreciate that this won’t apply to everyone) aren’t those that are considered traditional makers of success.


There’s a simple reason why our view of success is so bizarrely narrow. Men have always dominated the workplace – and still do. Of course we automatically – wrongly – use traditionally male traits as markers for professional success and rarely question it. That’s how it’s always been.


But it’s plain wrong. The markers of success, of a good boss, of a productive employee or a successful entrepreneur, are far more complex than how Alpha you are. Otherwise this would be a very short book indeed.


For starters, according to Nicole Williams, being a Beta can make you a better leader than an Alpha. ‘As a manager, it’s your role to make other people shine,’ she explains. ‘And one of the great boss-like characteristics of Betas is that they bring out the best in others.’


I asked dozens of women of different ages, working in different industries, to tell me about the characteristics they most admired in their past bosses and managers and to describe some of their key traits. Their responses were strikingly similar. Almost everyone talked of people who gave them clear objectives and tracked their progress, but didn’t micromanage them. And almost everyone mentioned a boss who was smart and inspiring. The more important traits were almost always empathy and the ability to be inspired by their team; the great boss didn’t harbour unrealistic expectations or make hardcore demands.


People remember the bosses who gave them the direction and freedom to do the best job they could and encouraged their personal development. You know, the team players, the nurturers. The Betas.


At the moment we’re seeing, more than ever, how dynamic Alpha leadership doesn’t always translate into a good management style. In early 2017, Uber’s CEO Travis Kalanick was forced to apologise after he was caught on camera having a heated exchange with a driver during a night out. The driver complains about the company’s pay rates and business model, to which Kalanick can be heard saying, ‘Some people don’t like to take responsibility for their own shit. They blame everything in their life on somebody else. Good luck!’


The company has since been plagued with numerous claims of sexual harassment and dodgy HR practices, so this incident is potentially a drop in an ocean of toxic behaviour. Kalanick comes across as the worst type of Silicon Valley bro, but when the video came out he was contrite: ‘By now I’m sure you’ve seen the video where I treated an Uber driver disrespectfully. To say that I am ashamed is an extreme understatement. My job as your leader is to lead, and that starts with behaving in a way that makes us all proud. That is not what I did, and it cannot be explained away.’


Kalanick went on to say that he’d realised he needed to change as a leader and receive help. We have no way of knowing how sincere he was in his apology, but it’s interesting that he knew he needed to make it, that his brash, arrogant (and extreme Alpha) leadership model wasn’t impressing anyone even if it worked for him (and his investors) in Uber’s fast-moving, fast-growing early years.


Similarly, Miki Agrawal, the dynamic female founder of Thinx, an online female-hygiene company, faced accusations of sexual harassment from staff in early 2017. Aside from the allegations, it was noted that as the company quickly grew Agrawal failed to employ any HR staff or implement HR policy. She later stood down as CEO, to focus on promoting the brand, saying, ‘I’m not the best suited for the operational CEO duties, nor was it my passion to be so.’


Tinder, Airbnb, Snapchat – the small, agile tech start-ups of yore, where big ideas, even bigger vision and brash arrogance ruled the day – are now fully fledged businesses, with HR practices, shareholders and customer expectations to adhere to. And what we’re seeing is that some of the big Alpha bosses who got the businesses off the ground aren’t necessarily the right people to see them through the next ten, twenty, thirty years.


It’s not just about the tech industry either. I heard a story about a creative, dynamic, energetic and Alpha CEO, who had the vision, drive and energy to transform a large publishing house’s fortunes when they needed a total change of direction. Later, when the company was in ‘business as usual’ mode, she was let go, and replaced with a much more process-driven, quieter Beta leader. The reason? She was amazing when huge, disruptive changes had to happen, but couldn’t manage people properly or keep things ticking over on a day-to-day basis.


You want someone to steady the ship? Get a Beta in.


But Betas are timid, shy and introverted, right? How can they ever be leaders? After the publication of Susan Cain’s brilliant Quiet: The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, much was made of how overlooked the introvert has become in the workplace. But it’s wrong to say that an extrovert is always an Alpha and a Beta the opposite, although there are some big areas of crossover. Nicole Williams agrees: ‘What makes people extroverted doesn’t always make them a leader and vice versa, and charisma and magnetism can be taught and learned,’ she explains.


But there is a difference. While your Alpha or Beta-ness is to do with your position within a group, your work team or a friendship circle, your response to being around other people depends on your extroversion or introversion. Simply put, extroverts gain energy from being around other people, and introverts find it drains them.


Many of the characteristics found in introverts may also be found in Beta women, but equally they may not. As it happens, I’m an introvert, but a fairly outgoing one. I find it intensely draining to spend all my time around other people, and although being in a room full of people I don’t know isn’t my favourite thing, I can handle it. To some Alphas, though, a party where they know just one person is a source of extreme anxiety.


And, as I can’t emphasise enough, when it comes to personality types, few of us sit on either extreme end of the scale and most of the women I know who are characteristically Alpha have the emotional intelligence to switch between the two as necessary: they can read a room. But none of this explains why we persist with the myth that Alpha is better.


It’s important because if – like me – you don’t fall into that tiny subset of people who are Alpha all the time, you’ll never feel you’re doing enough or good enough. We all have the persistent inner voice that tells us we’re not good enough – and when you’re constantly being told that your personality fundamentally doesn’t fit the job you’re doing, that voice can be impossible to ignore. Your self-worth at work becomes about who you are, not about what you’re doing.


I hate conflict, but for years my inner voice would tell me that I wasn’t passionate enough because I didn’t get into screaming rows with my editorial team over every feature. Striving for consensus meant I was putting people-pleasing above doing my job, and being nice meant I was a pushover. For ages I couldn’t get past the idea that to be a good leader – someone people look up to and trust – you have to be at the front, shouting the loudest, and possibly throwing a desk lamp out of the window when things don’t go your way.


This has always been rubbish, but never more so than now. Times are changing: we live in a world where the hard skills we learnt just ten or even five years ago at university or in training are fast becoming obsolete. In a world where the pace of technology makes the concept of a job for life laughable. Right now, I’m thirty-four, and Facebook didn’t exist when I was at university. Social media (or, indeed, digital content) didn’t feature when I did my journalism training. Now if a lecturer in journalism didn’t encourage their students to understand and be fully prepared for a digital world, it would be neglectful, never mind remiss.


Similarly, setting up your own business without a website, or without understanding social media as a vital tool in reaching your customers, is now unthinkable. Fifteen years ago, an online presence was an afterthought. Fifteen years is no time at all, when you consider that we’ll all be working until we’re seventy.


So, yes, being ‘really good at shouting’ is great, but to survive the twenty-first-century workplace you need to be flexible and you need to be able to face change head on. Which is why the so-called ‘soft skills’ found in women (specifically Beta women) – emotional intelligence, the ability to work with people, pragmatism – are becoming increasingly prized.


In fact, the World Economic Forum’s 2016 job report highlighted emotional intelligence as one of the top ten skills required in the workplace by 2020, alongside persuasion and teaching others – all strong Beta skills.
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