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For my family, Team P.A.J.A.M.A.


Thanks for making life a “Party.”









likeable badass:


[lī-kə-bəl bAd-as] noun


A person who gets credit for their greatness, consistently perceived by others as Assertive and Warm.


“Her superpower was being a likeable badass.”









Part I
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Understand the Game









CHAPTER 1


Ladies, We Have a Status Problem


“We want it to be solution-focused.”


Until I heard those six words, I was only half listening. This was pre-Zoom, back when all meetings were in person. I couldn’t multitask by internet shopping, so I was taking a mental inventory of the dinner options in my refrigerator. My business school colleagues were talking with representatives of a national bank about a leadership program for the bank’s up-and-comers. I was one of the faculty scheduled to teach in the program, and my role in this meeting was limited: I introduced myself, cracked a joke to reassure the client that I had the stage presence to handle their hard-charging, type-A, take-no-prisoners audience, nodded as my colleagues spoke, and waited to see if anyone had questions about my session. I’ve taken this type of meeting countless times over the years: Sit, nod, joke, repeat.


Then came the sentence that snapped me back to attention. Solution-focused? It was a line I had never heard cross a client’s lips. In most ways, this leadership program was the same as many others that had come before it. But in one very important way, it was a first—this leadership program was solely for women. Until that point in my career, I would occasionally work with a corporate audience that was 50 percent women, but just as often I was the only woman in the room. Rare was the client that had enough women to fill a room and was invested enough in their development to create a program just for them.


“Solution” struck me because it implied that these women had a problem. I was equally struck that I immediately understood what they meant. They didn’t want me to gather these top-performing women so they could complain about how difficult it was working in the “old boys’ club” of financial services. Rather, they wanted me to offer specific, practical advice about “succeeding while female.” Still, their tone was defeatist, as if they were asking for solutions they didn’t think existed. Surely, women’s problems were so numerous, so enduring, and so rooted in systemic bias, they seemed to be saying, there was little I could do to solve them in three hours. Despite investing significant time and money developing this program, I got the sense they didn’t think it could deliver results.


At this point, I spoke up. Yes, women play an unfair game, I said, and they probably always will. But that doesn’t mean they can’t win. They can, and I was just the person to show them how.


IT’S TIME TO CHANGE THE GAME


I love nothing more than translating the science of my field—organizational psychology—into actionable advice that helps people, especially women, live and work better. Although it feels like women face a million sources of disadvantage relative to men, they face only two: a lack of power and a lack of status. These are big challenges, no doubt. But, having studied power and status for over twenty years, I assure you that women can triumph in the face of these problems—if we focus on the right one. Spoiler alert: It’s not the one you think it is.


Your power is your control over resources—like money, authority, and a seat at the table where decisions are made. Despite decades of attention to closing the gaps, women continue to lag men on all these dimensions. I could cite depressing power statistics for days, but here are a few of my favorites:




[image: ] At the current rate of progress, the global gender pay gap will persist for 169 more years, even though women in many countries are more educated than their male peers* and are consistently rated as equal or better leaders.


[image: ] When transgender people transition from male to female, their pay drops about one-third. In contrast, those who transition from female to male continue to earn as much or more after transition as they did before.


[image: ] Women are significantly less likely than men to be promoted from entry-level to first-time manager, a finding known as the “broken rung.” For every 100 men promoted to manager in 2023, only 87 women were promoted. For Black women, that number dropped to 54 promotions per 100 male counterparts.





Your status, on the other hand, is the way others see you—specifically, how much you’re respected, admired, and valued.† Women are disadvantaged here, too. We are disproportionately denied opportunities to have our ideas and contributions presented, acknowledged, and rewarded. Take interruptions, as just one example. When you’re interrupted, you’re literally silenced. Interruptions deny the speaker an opportunity for influence and are a subtle, important way that we communicate how much we value others’ contributions. When Tonja Jacobi and Dylan Schweers studied eleven years of conversations in a nine-person workgroup, they found that the women were disproportionately silenced. A quarter of the group members were women, and they did 25 percent of the talking, but accounted for a third of the interruptions. Only three individuals in the group were interrupted more than a hundred times, and all three were women. What makes these findings particularly noteworthy is the prestige of the specific workgroup in question: the United States Supreme Court. Despite their credentials and objective success, Justices Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Sonia Sotomayor, and Elena Kagan were all interrupted significantly more than their male colleagues.* As the brilliant Stanford sociologist Cecilia Ridgeway eloquently stated, even “powerful women are disadvantaged by gender status beliefs compared to their . . . powerful male peers.” And women’s status woes aren’t limited to losing the mic. When we’re not fending off microaggressions, we’re hepeated,† mansplained, undervalued, and overlooked: all ways the status problem rears its ugly head.


We need to solve both problems, of course. Power and status are two of only a few “fundamental human needs.” Like our needs for social interaction and intellectual challenge, our desires to “have control” and “be respected” are universal motivators that drive us and define our quality of life. When our aspirations for power and status are thwarted, the negative consequences are far-reaching, impacting everything from our mental health to our reproductive success. Both physically and psychologically, lacking control and feeling disrespected are just as damaging as living a life without friends.


Despite their equal importance to our life satisfaction, however, there’s one glaring difference between them. Both as individuals and as a society, we have primarily focused—perhaps overfocused—on increasing women’s power, while neglecting their status.


In their groundbreaking book The Power Code, acclaimed journalists Katty Kay and Claire Shipman acknowledge the importance of status for women, but astutely label it one of “power’s underrated cousins.” We see evidence of this everywhere we turn. I chuckled when this post from digital health strategist Lauren Howard crossed my LinkedIn feed:


Women really only want three things:




1. Equal pay.


2. Respect.


3. Pockets.





I agreed with the general sentiment but found the order telling. Although they both make the cut, power is #1 and status is #2.*


I get the logic: Respect and regard are nice to have, but they don’t pay the bills. Like mine, I’m sure your daily to-do list is never-ending and when you know you can’t accomplish everything, you triage your efforts to achieve your top priorities. We’ve traditionally made the same calculation with power and status. Forget respect, just pay me (and promote me while you’re at it).


Consider the advice published by two of the most influential sources for personal and professional wisdom today: Harvard Business Review and TED. I searched both for power and status content related to women or gender and the results were stark. In every format, we devote significantly more attention to power than status:


[image: Chart showing results of search terms for Women/Gender and Power, or Woman/Gender and Respect/Status in Harvard Business Review and TED.]




Description

For the search term Women/Gender and Power in the Harvard Business Review there are 43 books, 158 Case Studies, 118 Digital Articles, 41 Magazine Articles, 12 Magazine Issues. In TED there are 608 Talks, 14 Playlists, 397 Blog Posts and 144 TEDx Events. For the search term Women/Gender and Respect/Status in the Harvard Business Review there are 3 Books, 44 Case Studies, 66 Digital Articles, 6 Magazine Articles, and 0 Magazine Issues. In TED there are 388 Talks, 3 Playlists, 226 Blog Posts and 55 TEDx Events.




We keep the focus on power in other ways as well, such as acknowledging annual milestones like “equal pay day,” the day into the current calendar year that the average woman must work to earn what the average man earned the year before.* And many organizations have been created to increase women’s power in the workforce. For example, 81cents, a nonprofit founded by Jordan Sale, matches women with expert volunteer coaches to help them negotiate their job offers, and First Women’s Bank in Chicago was created to address the gender disparity in business funding, with a mission to get more capital into the hands of female entrepreneurs. Many volunteers lend their time and talent to supporting these organizations, including me; I sit on the advisory board of First Women’s Bank. In contrast, I know of no organizations created with the mission of helping women get more respect, and no holidays to bring global awareness to the issue.


The problem with this “power first, status second” mentality is that it contradicts the science. Research shows that power is awarded based on status. Technically, you can obtain power by force, but few among us are dictators. If a person has power, it’s almost always because someone else has given it to them—the title, the authority, the budget, the autonomy, the paycheck. If you were going to grant someone control over you, perhaps by accepting a job as their subordinate or electing them to be the captain of your sports team or the president of your neighborhood association, what kind of person would you pick? You would pick someone you respected, someone you admired, someone you thought would use their power responsibly and for good. That is, you would pick someone you judged to have high status. When we look at the research, we see evidence that this is what everyone does. In short, resources follow respect.


When we bring status into the equation, women’s long-standing struggles to achieve the power they deserve, while still infuriating, start to make sense.




Power is based on status + Women have lower status = Women have less power





I see this dynamic play out all the time in my work. For years, I’ve taught and coached people—either in my MBA classes at the University of North Carolina or in corporate leadership programs—to improve their negotiation skills. Although negotiation skills can be used to solve any type of problem, women are most often interested in negotiating more effectively to increase their power—their pay, promotions, and perks. However, women often don’t find as much success with these strategies as men. A 2018 study of 4,600 employees across 840 Australian companies found that men and women were equally likely to ask for a pay raise, and a survey of students from a top United States MBA program between 2015 and 2019 found that significantly more women (54 percent) reported negotiating job offers than men (44 percent). Unfortunately, both studies found that, despite asking, women are still less likely to get the raise—women in the Australian study were 25 percent less likely to be successful in their negotiations than their male colleagues, and the female MBA alumnae reported 22 percent lower salaries than the male alumni. These findings mirror countless conversations I’ve had with women over the years. Invariably, after every class, people approach me at the podium to ask advice on a failed negotiation—most commonly about pay or promotion—that they felt too vulnerable to discuss in front of the entire room. These struggles almost always stem from status problems; women fail in their attempts to acquire more power not because they lack negotiation skills or qualifications, but because the person they’re negotiating with doesn’t recognize or value their contributions. How do I negotiate successfully, the women wonder, with someone who doesn’t hold me in very high regard?


My answer has always been the same: If you change the way the person on the other side of the conversation sees you, you’ll have a much easier time getting what you want. When people don’t respect and value your contributions, it’s easy to justify (often unconsciously) not paying you more or promoting you, no matter how well you negotiate or what accolades are listed on your résumé. It’s hard to solve your power problem without solving your status problem first.


If you think for a minute, you can undoubtedly come up with a time when you experienced something similar. When I explained “resources follow respect” to one of my friends, she immediately said, “Oh, like the time I was a forty-one-year-old graduate student and none of the other [younger] students wanted me on their project teams.” Since many assignments were completed collectively, team members had the power to impact others’ grades. Initially, her classmates treated her like she had little to contribute—until the day that she was randomly placed in a group for a class competition, and she discovered the key piece of information that led her team to win. That earned her status and then everyone wanted her on their team.


This is why I’m evangelical about managing status first, rather than focusing only on power. When we get others to respect our value—which we can all do, regardless of our gender or any other characteristic—we have a much easier time getting what we want, including power. Even if you don’t want to be promoted or paid more, you still benefit from power. Maybe you want to work from anywhere or set your own work hours, maybe you want to spend your budget or make hiring decisions without approval, maybe you want to have your ideas be the ones implemented, maybe you want to control the distribution of information. These are all different forms of power, giving you control over how you use your resources. And your power doesn’t just benefit you. The resources you control can help others, too—you can use your authority to hire the woman returning to the workforce after caring for her family, your money to pay the babysitter what she’s worth, and your flexible work schedule to make time to volunteer for a cause that matters. There are countless ways to use your power for good—once you have the status.


As Mark Twain allegedly quipped, “If it’s your job to eat a frog, it’s best to do it first thing in the morning. And if it’s your job to eat two frogs, it’s best to eat the biggest one first.” Well, ladies, we’ve been handed two frogs. And status is the biggest one.


LET’S PLAY TO WIN


Deep down, women understand the importance of status. In a clever series of experiments, organizational psychologist Nicholas Hays showed that when men and women were given hypothetical choices about work groups they could join that differed in both power (authority to delegate work, make decisions, and evaluate others) and status (respect and admiration from others, deference to your opinions), women prioritized joining groups with high status, whereas men gravitated to high-power groups. When given a choice, women choose—smartly—to improve their status first.


But how should they go about it? As a professor immersed in this research, with a Rolodex* of fellow experts who are colleagues and friends, I can see the path we need to walk. But so far, too little of our academic knowledge is widely shared. Take “mansplaining,” for example. If you search the internet to find advice on how to deal with this common frustration, you’ll find countless articles defining the issue. I got lost for over an hour reading hundreds of hilarious and cringeworthy examples (men regularly explain childbirth to women, I learned). There were also several articles offering advice, but the few tips I found all focused on how to address mansplaining after it had already happened (use humor, point out the transgression, etc.). Notably absent was any explanation about why it occurs in the first place, or any advice about what to do to prevent it. When it comes to women’s status, we’ve been coached to play defense when it would be easier and more effective to mount a strong offense. It’s time to change that.


The good news, even great news, is that everyone’s status is malleable. You can change yours. The key to managing your status—and reaping all the benefits that come with it—is showing up as a likeable badass, getting others to see you as both Assertive and Warm. While that may sound like an impossible task—it’s hard to find a woman who hasn’t walked the tightrope between competence and likeability—I assure you that it’s not.


The proof is all around us. We all know women, lots of them, whom we consider likeable badasses, highly respected by us and everyone else who knows them. And, after interviewing hundreds, if not thousands, of women in my work, I know what sets these high-status women apart. It isn’t intellect or achievements or charisma—on paper, the likeable badasses look just like everyone else. They aren’t better people. They are simply better salespeople.


What you need to remember about status is that it exists only in others’ minds, so you only get as much as they are willing to give. In this sense, managing your status isn’t much different than selling vacuum cleaners. You can’t force another person to respect you any more than you can force a customer to buy a vacuum. If selling vacuum cleaners was your job, you wouldn’t assume the customer knew why yours was best; you would show them. And, even then, you would expect that some customers wouldn’t be convinced right away. You’d understand that overcoming resistance is part of the process. You’d try different sales tactics until you found one that worked, which might be different than the one that worked with yesterday’s customer. There’s no way to sugarcoat it: Women will always encounter customers who “just don’t get it.” But if we have enough strategies at our disposal, we can always find a way to make the sale.


Likeable badasses are simply women who have found effective, authentic strategies to shape how their “customers” see them. Sometimes, they don’t even realize what they’re doing or why it works. That’s where I can help. I’m trained to see the world through a status lens—to think about my own status and how I can influence it, and to look at another person’s behavior and explain the science of why it’s effective (or not).


Take Stacy Brown-Philpot. After graduating from both the University of Pennsylvania and Stanford University Graduate School of Business, Stacy climbed the ranks at Google for close to a decade, ultimately serving as the head of Google’s Hyderabad, India, office, before she served as the CEO of TaskRabbit from 2016 to 2020.* In 2015 she ranked on Fortune’s influential “40 Under 40” list, and in 2016 the Financial Times recognized her as a “rare example of a Black, female chief executive in the tech industry.” Stacy now sits on the boards of StockX, Noom, HP Inc., and Nordstrom. Even with that résumé, Stacy recalled being taken aback the first time she was called an “OG” (short for Original Gangster), a “term of affection for someone who is well respected in the Black community.” “I don’t want to be the OG,” she remembers thinking. “I’m not that old!” She knew she was highly accomplished, but also knew that this didn’t necessarily equate with status: “You can’t demand somebody to call you an OG. You can’t fill out an application, you can’t complete a checklist.” As more people used the term to describe her, she warmed to it, but was still a bit puzzled: “It feels good to have it, but how did I get chosen versus somebody else? It feels so amorphous and hard to control.”


As Stacy astutely recognized, status is based on perception, not achievement. No amount of objective power or success—no degree, title, award, or paycheck—will necessarily raise your status unless it also affects how much other people respect and regard you. The challenge is we never know for sure what others are thinking, so when we look only at our own experience it can be very hard to know what we did right or wrong to manage their impressions of us. When we look across lots of women, though, as I have, clear patterns emerge.


As I told Stacy, the people who respected her didn’t come to that decision randomly. Stacy influenced her status. She may not have done it intentionally or known what she was doing, but the way she showed up and interacted with people contributed to their impression of her. And her status was not only built through big gestures; more often it was built in small moments—moments that may not have been that significant to her but made an impact on her audience. When I pushed Stacy to identify some of those moments, it didn’t take her long. “I’ve never forgotten to help people.” She recalled her relationship with a former subordinate at Google, one of the people who always calls Stacy an OG. She realized she earned his respect through her kind and direct mentorship. “I told him, ‘I want you to have my job one day, but it’s not going to happen unless you do the following things right.’ I don’t think anyone in his career had ever had that conversation with him. But I didn’t walk away after that conversation and say ‘Good luck, go do it.’ I continued to support him, through the personal things in his life as well as the professional.” And thanks in part to Stacy’s mentorship, he eventually did get her job! As I reflected her actions back to her in my own words, Stacy acknowledged that she had done a lot of things to deserve the OG moniker, including mentoring others. She had always been showing up as a likeable badass, she just hadn’t tried to articulate it before.


By coupling stories like Stacy’s with decades of status research, my goal is to help you see the connections between how you show up and what others perceive, so that you can take ownership of your value. Only then can you repeat what’s working, ditch what isn’t, and teach others to follow in your footsteps. And because status is based on perception, you don’t need to work harder or achieve more. You just need to act intentionally to get maximum credit for the greatness you’ve already achieved.


Together, we will get “solution-focused” on the status problem. While we didn’t cause it and we don’t deserve it, the best solutions are, happily, within our individual control. In the words of famed Peloton head instructor and vice president of fitness programming Robin Arzón, a queen doesn’t wait for anyone to save her. “The queen saves herself.”


MASTERING THE PLAYS


This is a playbook for winning the status game—taking ownership of how others see you, respect you, and value you from the get-go. Like any good playbook, there are many plays to choose from. The objective of the game is always the same, but no two games are identical, and no two games use exactly the same plays. My goal is to present more strategies than you need, so you always have one to use when an obstacle arises.


The strategies I offer are based on a combination of science and stories. The science comes from my research, and the work of many others in my field. The stories recount the triumphs of countless likeable badasses I’ve been privileged to meet and coach throughout my career. Some names you’ll recognize, but most you won’t. The world is full of nonfamous women, of all backgrounds, who are just as likeable and badass as your favorite celebrity. If they can do it, we can do it. Our playbook hinges on the wisdom of the everyday women all around us.


My reference to status as a game is deliberate and important. I don’t mean that pursuing status is frivolous, or for entertainment value only. A game is simply a “problem-solving activity approached with a playful attitude.” By this definition, Monopoly is a game, but so is getting into college, asking someone out on a date, and managing your status. Although the status challenges that women have long endured are stressful, frustrating, and sometimes outright painful, the solutions don’t need to be. Games are meant to be fun, and I truly believe that showing up as a likeable badass is fun. I navigate my own status with a “playful attitude”—full of enjoyment and authenticity—and I can help you do the same.


I also think that the game label is apt here because games aren’t always fair. Sometimes referees make bad calls. Sometimes other players cheat or knock you down. Sometimes you just end up with a bad outcome through no fault of your own, twisting an ankle or losing a turn in Candyland. There’s no doubt that women have been asked to play games with unfair rules since the dawn of time, and the rules for women who aren’t white, cisgender, or heterosexual are ridiculously unreasonable. The rules of the game need to be changed. You know it and I know it. Unfortunately, when you’re in the middle of a game, rewriting the rules can’t happen fast enough to level the playing field. Instead, I recommend playing the best game you can, given the rules as they stand right now. But just because I coach you on how to play an unfair game doesn’t mean I’m endorsing the rules. I’m not.


Importantly, “winning” the status game is different than winning at chess or pickleball. With status, we’re not trying to beat other people (most certainly not other women), and our wins don’t need to come at others’ expense. In our context, to win means to overcome. Gender can be a source of status disadvantage, but it doesn’t have to be. When we know the science and use it to enact strategies that remove gender as a barrier, we’ve won. And while we’re winning, the women around us can win, too.


I’ve written this playbook for women. But it’s not exclusively for women. One of the most flattering questions I was asked by men who read this book early on was “Why didn’t you write this book for me? I could benefit by following these strategies, too.” I wrote this book for women because it’s an audience I know, and care about deeply. I know that viewing women’s age-old struggles through the new lens of status provides an actionable path forward, and I want other women to feel optimistic, fierce, and inspired in that knowledge. And, in writing for women, I hope to use my expertise to help them score every ounce of advantage they can get. We sure as hell deserve it.


That said, the advice in this book is science-based best practice for everyone. Although gender is a determinant of one’s status, it’s not the only determinant—far from it. Some status characteristics are “ascribed,” which means they’re usually determined by birth or lineage—such as race, age, caste, appearance (e.g., height and weight), ethnicity, religion, and sexual orientation, to name just a few. Other status characteristics are classified as “achieved”—such as credentials, awards, occupations, and educational degrees. Because so many variables influence status, everyone experiences higher status in some situations and lower status in others. Managing status is a fact of life for everyone.


I also hope that many people will come to this book as allies. Although it doesn’t always feel this way, women aren’t the only people who care about women. Several years ago, I developed a new MBA course focused on gender and negotiation to create a safe space for women to discuss negotiation challenges that I thought only they worried about. The first time I taught it, I was surprised that half of the students in the class were men. I didn’t dare ask why they were there because I was convinced they would just get up and leave. However, at the end of the semester, one of the men emailed me that he enrolled in the class because he had daughters. He wanted to see the world “through their eyes,” and help them enter a workforce where their gender wouldn’t hold them back. I was so touched I almost cried. I soon realized he wasn’t alone. Once I got up the nerve to ask them, I found that almost all the men in my class told a similar story—they cared about women’s experiences, were committed to their advancement, and wanted to do their part. Like my courses, this book is designed for all who enter—women, their allies, and anyone else who’s curious enough to invest the time.


And, while I often compare women’s status challenges to men’s, based on the research that has been done so far, I recognize that this binary comparison fails to capture the full spectrum of gender and identity. When I refer to men and women, I’m really making a distinction between people who typically have more status and those who have less. Despite using gender terms that are sometimes inaccurate and insufficient, my intent—and most sincere hope—is to create a community of inclusion and belonging for everyone in these pages.


[image: ]


Our playbook is organized in three parts: (1) understand the game, (2) master the plays, and (3) coach others. As you read, you’ll likely identify ways that you’re already managing your status very well, and others that you’d like to improve. For your growth areas, I encourage you to embrace the idea of practice. Ask any athlete, from novice to elite, how they improve their skills, and they’ll give you the same answer: practice, practice, practice. Professional golfers, for example, have played hundreds, if not thousands, of rounds of golf, but that’s not all they do. To get to that level, they’ve spent untold hours on the driving range, in sand traps, and on the putting green practicing the same shot over, and over, and over again. Managing status is as much a learned skill as playing golf—the more we practice, the better we become.


Options for practice are endless. To spark your thinking, I offer some suggestions at the end of each chapter, which range in “heat level” from [image: fire emoji] (very low risk) to [image: three fire emojis] (requires some courage). By no means do you need to limit yourself to these ideas. My intent is simply to inspire you to find a way to practice that feels fun. That doesn’t mean you’ll have instant success. Any worthwhile practice should challenge you at first; if it doesn’t, you’re wasting your time. But if it never gets easier or you despise it, you’re better off abandoning that effort and finding a new way to practice. No two people are likeable and badass in the exact same ways. Keep experimenting until you find ways to manage your status that you truly love. When you do, you’ll see that showing up as a likeable badass is doable, enjoyable, and the key to winning the status game.









CHAPTER 2


The Likeable Badass Solution


Often the women I find most brilliant at managing their status aren’t the most senior women in the room. Many experienced women in high-ranking positions have a lot of status, but there are lots of young women in lower-level positions who have just as much. This was the case with Kate, a woman I met when I spoke at her company’s annual women’s conference. As my guide for the day, Kate met me at the hotel, showed me to our meeting room, and helped me transition from meeting to meeting. As I walked alongside her, I noticed that all the senior (male) leaders knew who she was and would stop to talk as they passed her in the hallway, as though they were talking with an executive peer and not a mid-level employee twenty years their junior. What’s more, they weren’t just stopping to discuss the weather, they were asking her advice or giving her important updates. I could see they respected her.


As we talked, I learned that her status in the organization was helping her gain power faster than her peers. She had joined the company as an analyst after earning her undergraduate degree and had already been promoted twice in less than four years, which she acknowledged was unusual. She was later promoted again, this time to a vice president role, a two-level jump, to take on a new position created for her—chief of staff to the CEO. Three promotions, a senior title, and daily interaction with the CEO, all while Kate was still in her twenties.


Eventually, a few years into knowing Kate, I asked what she had done to achieve such success. Her answer was as simple as it was brilliant—a true likeable badass move. From her first day in the company, she said, she was intentional about adding value to as many people as possible, especially senior leaders. Or, as Kate puts it, “I made shit happen. I got shit done.”


On one of her first days at work her boss pulled her aside and said, “Your job is to make my life easier.” Although Kate thought his delivery was rough, she took the idea to heart. Without even knowing the term, her boss’s comment made her think about managing her status: How did other people view her? Did they think she was making their life easier? This mentality shaped the way she behaved at work. She was proactive at offering help, and whenever someone had a request, she would say yes. Some of the things she did were poor uses of her time—like the time her boss called to tell her that his hotel had bedbugs and asked her to research fumigators in New Jersey. “I learned a lot of weird facts about bedbugs,” Kate remembers. But she didn’t give up on the idea of being helpful. Instead, she kept experimenting with helping different people in different ways, and as she did, she got more savvy about what kinds of help to offer, and to whom. One day, when a senior leader mentioned that she needed to make a PowerPoint presentation, Kate jumped in to help without being asked. It wasn’t officially her job (the company had a graphics department), but Kate felt it was a skill she could contribute. The slide decks weren’t sexy (mainly compliance training documents), but they would end up on the desk of the deputy chief operations officer (her boss’s boss). Soon after, when the COO—three levels up from Kate—needed someone to help on a high-visibility presentation, the deputy COO suggested, “Kate’s good at making PowerPoints. Why don’t you ask her?”


Although she initially accepted these presentation requests just to make other people’s lives easier, Kate soon realized that she added unique value—she was very good at storytelling and understood how to make an argument compelling to someone in a different group. She had enough business knowledge to tell the story well and was also willing to do the mundane task of turning the story into charts and graphs. It didn’t take her long to realize that, unlike researching fumigators, this type of assistance was both noticed and valued by powerful people. “I started getting more and more exposure to senior leaders,” Kate said. Soon, every senior leader in the company knew Kate’s name, and most had asked her directly for assistance making executive-level presentations. Because of this, she developed a reputation as a problem solver, and earned widespread respect as a result.


Of course, humble and grounded, Kate told me the story with a shrug of her shoulders, as if to say, “No big deal, anyone could have done it.” That’s true. Anyone can do what she did, but not everyone does. As I heard her story, I could immediately pick out the critical, yet easily replicable, actions that led to Kate’s early rise in both status and power. She may not have known exactly why it worked, but I did. In short, status is the problem, and being a likeable badass is the solution.


LIKEABLE BADASS, DEFINED


When you hear the term likeable badass, you get it. It’s more than a catchy term of endearment, though. It has a specific meaning, rooted in psychology, that is central to our discussion of status.


To understand the definition, we need to begin with the science of how people judge other people. Every time you observe, or even hear a story about, another person, you draw conclusions about their underlying personality, abilities, and traits. Other people do the same to you. You might think that because no two people are the same, our judgments of them are likely to be just as varied. That’s not the case. Our perceptions of people are organized around two fundamental dimensions: Warm-Cold and Assertive-Submissive.



Warm-Cold (Likeable)



When we observe other people, one thing we try to figure out is how they’ll treat us—will they care about us, will they help us, will they be pleasant? This is the Warm-Cold dimension of person perception, and it captures our social functioning—how well we get along with others. A person at the Warm end of the continuum is one we perceive to be very concerned about others and who interacts well with them. There are a lot of different ways that a person could convey Warmth, such as being agreeable, charitable, respectful, or cooperative. A person at the Cold end of the spectrum would be perceived as the opposite: impolite, uncivil, quarrelsome, and uncooperative.


[image: Diagram with two lists of opposing words ranging from cold to uncharitable on the cold side, and from warm to forgiving on the warm side.]




Description

List of adjectives on cold side of diagram: cold, impolite, uncivil; uncooperative, unsympathetic, ruthless, disrespectful, ill-mannered, uncharitable. List of adjectives on warm side: warm, kind, courteous, agreeable, charitable, respectful, sympathetic, appreciative, accommodating, soft-hearted, cooperative, forgiving.




Assertive-Submissive (Badass)


The other thing we try to figure out about people is how capable they are—will they work hard, will they avoid mistakes, will they produce good work? This is the Assertive-Submissive dimension of person perception, and it captures our task functioning—how well we can complete tasks, achieve goals, and get things done. An Assertive person is one we perceive to be very capable of succeeding at whatever is asked of them. We would describe this person using adjectives like competent, organized, self-confident, ambitious, and persistent. A Submissive person, on the other hand, is perceived as incapable of accomplishing tasks successfully, characterized by descriptors like timid, self-doubting, meek, lazy, and unproductive.


[image: Diagram with two lists of opposing words showing assertive qualities or submissive qualities.]




Description

List of Assertive words in diagram are: assertive; dominant; competent; organised; industrious; firm; self-confident; ambitious; persistent; stable; deliberate; unselfconscious. List of Submissive words in diagram are: submissive; timid; weak; unproductive; disorganised; self-effacing; self-doubting; meek; unauthoritative; lazy; inconsistent; unaggressive.




As the illustrations suggest, each dimension is a continuum, so a person can fall anywhere along a given line. And each dimension comprises multiple traits (even more than I’ve listed here). To be perceived as very Warm, for example, you don’t necessarily need to check every box on the list. You just need to do something that leads people to conclude that you play well with others. Being agreeable is different than being charitable, but they’re both signals of Warmth. Similarly, persistence and self-confidence both signal Assertiveness, even though they are different qualities. This is an important point to remember as we explore the relevance of these dimensions for status—how you show up matters a lot, but there are lots of different ways to get there.


For simplicity, I’ll usually refer to these dimensions as Warm and Assertive (or Warmth and Assertiveness), while occasionally referring to the other endpoints (Cold and Submissive). And as you can see, I capitalize Warm and Assertive (or Cold and Submissive) when referring to the dimensions, to distinguish them from the specific characteristics of warmth and assertiveness. So when you see these words capitalized, remind yourself that I’m referring to groups of traits, not any one in particular.


When you put the two dimensions together and graph them, they form the axes of a 360-degree space known in psychology as the interpersonal circumplex. Perceptions of others can fall anywhere in this circle, reflecting different judgments of Assertiveness and Warmth.


[image: Circle diagram divided into quarters with vertical axis Assertive to Submissive, and horizontal axis Cold to Warm. Friendly Strength quarter is likeable badass territory.]




Description

Circle with vertical axis of Assertive to Submissive, and horizontal axis of cold to warm, divided into quarters called Hostile Strength; Hostile Weakness, Friendly Weakness and Friendly Strength. Only the last is likeable badass territory.




For our purposes, it’s helpful to think of this circle in four quadrants. Moving counterclockwise from the top left, we have the following:


Hostile Strength: A person perceived as Cold and Assertive. They can get things done, but no one enjoys them. If the person is a woman, they may be labeled “aggressive” or “a bitch” and told they are “too much.”


Hostile Weakness: A person perceived as Cold and Submissive. This person is both ineffective and uncaring.


Friendly Weakness: A person perceived as Warm and Submissive. This person is sweet and harmless, but not very capable. If the person is a woman, they may be told they lack “confidence” or “presence” and told they are “not enough.”


Friendly Strength: A person perceived as Assertive and Warm. This person can both get along and get things done. This is likeable badass territory.


WE ALL WANT TO BE LIKEABLE BADASSES


The interpersonal circumplex is foundational in psychology research, including my own, and is central to our understanding of status. Importantly, the interpersonal circumplex is essentially a reputational map. When we refer to people as having a “good reputation,” what does this mean? Looking at the circumplex, we see the answer. If you could choose how others perceived you, which quadrant would you want to be in? If you chose Friendly Strength, congratulations, you’re just like everyone else. Assertive is more positive than Submissive, and Warm is more positive than Cold. A “good reputation,” then, isn’t idiosyncratic: We all aspire to the Assertive-Warm quadrant of this reputational space. We all want to be seen as capable and caring.


As an academic, I’ve known this for a long time. Still, writing this book gave me a new opportunity to experience this truth through others’ eyes. No matter whom I spoke with, I found that simply sharing the title elicited a common, effusive reaction: “Likeable Badass. YES! That’s exactly what I’m going for.” Perhaps you experienced this yourself if the title of the book enticed you to pick it up. Most people have never heard of the interpersonal circumplex, but we spend our entire lives trying to navigate it—all hoping to end up in the exact same spot.


LIKEABLE BADASSES GAIN STATUS


Not only is a likeable badass reputation desirable in its own right, it’s also our path to status. We award status to those that we see as both Assertive and Warm.


Remember that a person’s status is the extent to which others respect and regard them. Our brains (usually nonconsciously) decide how much to respect someone by making inferences about how much value they contribute—past, present, and future—based on what we observe. The more we expect someone to have useful skills and knowledge to offer, the more respect and regard we have for them. This is why demographic characteristics, like gender, age, and race, affect status—they (unjustly) influence our perceptions of a person’s potential contributions based on cultural biases.


However, demographics and group memberships aren’t the only observable signals of value. More generally, to be seen as a valuable contributor, people need to believe you have the conviction and ability to perform tasks effectively and efficiently, and you care enough about other people to use your talents to benefit them, not just yourself. In other words, the more you show up as Assertive and Warm, the more people assume you have value to offer. And fortunately for our purposes, conveying Assertiveness and Warmth through your behavior has been shown to have a greater effect on your status than your group memberships (e.g., occupation, gender). Showing up as a likeable badass is the most effective and controllable way to gain status.


Evidence for this comes from a robust line of research on task cues, which are behaviors that signal how good a person might be at a task.* Task cues indicate that a person is Assertive (e.g., confident, competent, knowledgeable, persuasive), Warm (e.g., likeable, pleasant, reasonable, and other-oriented), or both. Because task cues imply ability and competence, we award status to those who display them. To give you a flavor of the diverse types of task cues that have been linked to status, here are a few examples:


Speech Rate, Response Time, and Airtime


The faster we talk, the more status we get. A faster speech rate is associated with greater perceptions of confidence and competence, as is shorter response latency—the length of time that passes between when another person stops speaking and you begin. The quicker you enter a conversation and the faster you talk, the more confident and knowledgeable you’re perceived to be. Both fast talking and quick responding also enable you to get (more than) your share of airtime, and your overall level of verbal participation in a group (holding the content or value of that participation constant) positively affects your status. The more you talk, the more you’re seen as having the potential for meaningful contribution, and the more status you’re granted.*


Speech Style


Traditionally, people—particularly women—have been counseled against the use of “powerless speech”—a tentative style of speaking characterized by hedges (I think, it might), disclaimers (This might be a bad idea, but . . .), and tag questions (Let’s meet at noon, OK?). Instead, we have been advised to use “powerful speech”—the Assertive alternative that eliminates these signs of hesitation. In reality, some of my earliest research in this area demonstrated that both powerless and powerful speech are valuable task cues. Whereas powerful speech conveys Assertiveness, powerless speech conveys Warmth.


In general, status is granted to people who are both Assertive and Warm. If you can signal to others that you’re both capable and caring, then your potential value is beyond reproach. But there are some circumstances where one dimension is weighted more heavily than the other. Specifically, I found that when people expected to work closely with someone, they valued that person’s Warmth more than their Assertiveness, and awarded the person more status when they used powerless speech. However, when people didn’t expect a future interaction, powerful speech was more status-enhancing, as Assertiveness was valued more than Warmth. From this work we see that (a) speech styles influence status and (b) powerless speech isn’t universally inferior to powerful speech; they each have their own advantage.



Eye Contact



Making and sustaining eye contact conveys Assertiveness, whereas looking away conveys the opposite. Eye contact also boosts perceptions of Warmth—those who look at us are judged as more likeable, trustworthy, and relationship-building than those who avert their eyes. However, it’s awkward and uncomfortable to sustain eye contact for too long, so most people will break off eye contact at some point. The person who holds eye contact longer is considered to have “outglanced” the other person, and in a group of multiple people it’s possible to measure an eye-contact hierarchy: If A outglances B, and B outglances C, then A is at the top of the eye-contact hierarchy. In three-person groups of strangers, researchers found that one’s position in the eye-contact hierarchy in the first minute of interaction was predictive of the person’s ultimate status in the group after working together for thirty minutes. That one minute of eye contact was an even bigger predictor of status than a person’s overall participation rate in the group.


Choosing Your Seat


Have you ever walked into a conference room and debated where to sit—at the head of the table, along the side, or perhaps in those random chairs that are pushed up against the wall? In one study, researchers explored whether choosing to sit at the head of the table could help a person with a minority opinion influence the decision of a majority. They assembled small groups of strangers and varied whether individuals selected their own seat or were assigned seats. They found the person who held a minority opinion from the rest of the group was more influential when they were seated at the head of the table (rather than on the side), but only when that person was seen choosing their own seat! That is, it wasn’t the act of being seated in any one chair that mattered, but the act of selecting it. Choosing to sit at the head of the table conveyed more confidence and consistency, two elements of Assertiveness, compared to being assigned the head seat. And, as a result, the person’s ideas were held in higher regard.



Humor



There is a strong relationship between humor and status. People who have high status engage in more humor: Men use humor more than women, high participators and frequent interrupters use more successful humor in groups, and being the subject of frequent interruptions—a mark of low status—makes individuals less likely to attempt humor. Just as status leads to humor, humor also leads to status. Individuals who engage in successful humor are awarded more status, in both new and existing relationships, so long as the humor is seen as appropriate. Why? You can probably guess by now: The use of humor signals Assertiveness. And successful humor leads to positive emotions and interpersonal cohesion, boosting perceptions of the joke teller’s Warmth.


Offering Help


Status also comes from being a generous exchange partner—giving more help, advice, and support to others than you receive in turn. Offering wisdom demonstrates Assertiveness, and when it’s done to help others, it also signals Warmth. Helping others is what earned Kate her reputation as a likeable badass. In her case, the help she offered was in the context of her job, and she spent a lot of time on it. But there are many ways to offer valuable help that take mere minutes (if that) and could be done for anyone—giving someone directions, recommending a restaurant, making an introduction. As my friend Scott Tillema, FBI-trained hostage negotiator, says: “If it doesn’t cost you much, always be generous.” Not only is it the kind thing to do, it’s also a great way to boost your status.


PUBLIC SERVICE ANNOUNCEMENT: YOU DO YOU, STRATEGICALLY


As you can probably tell, I love the science of task cues. What fascinates me is how powerful they are—in initial interactions between strangers, we judge others’ Assertiveness and Warmth in minutes, if not seconds, based on subtle (and sometimes meaningless) behaviors people exhibit. Yes, it’s true that we’re all under a microscope. People are always watching us and drawing conclusions about us, just as we are watching and judging them. And, of course, those conclusions aren’t always correct, which is frustrating when you’re the one being misjudged. However, as an advocate for women, and all others who are undervalued, I find the research on task cues very encouraging. It’s proof that we can exert a lot of control over how others perceive us, and therefore our status.


Maybe this all sounds like great news. Look people in the eye, speak faster, sit at the head of the table, and do a few favors for good measure—yes, I can do these things! Or maybe this idea irks you—these behaviors are so “not me.” Fear not. We see from this research that there isn’t only one way to be a likeable badass. You can signal Assertiveness and Warmth through lower-effort behaviors, such as being aware of your verbal and nonverbal signals, higher-effort behaviors, like Kate’s executive team presentations, and all kinds of strategies in between. Each tactic is simply one play out of many in our playbook. This means that everyone can find plays that work for them and ignore any that don’t.


For example, I’ve given up on smiling. I admire a very successful female colleague who is widely beloved as a likeable badass and is always smiling—literally always. I can only conclude that she was born with her face that way, because no one else I know smiles that much. After observing her for years, I’ve concluded that she’s no Warmer than I am, but she’s often perceived that way—and I attribute this to her perma-smile. It has occurred to me more than once that I should smile more to convey more Warmth, but, alas, I cannot. Since I was a child, people—even strangers—have asked me, “What’s wrong?” When I respond, “Nothing, why?” I always get the same answer: “You have that look on your face.” Years later, one of my research collaborators emailed me an article discussing the newly coined term “resting bitch face.” There was no text in the body of the email, only the article. I read it and reread it, confused about why he had sent it to me, and then suddenly I understood. In that moment, decades of strange conversations about “that look on my face” finally made sense—I’m the poster child for resting bitch face. I can smile, but it requires a lot of conscious effort, and leaves me no brain space to think about much else. This means that smiling, which has been the signature likeable badass move for my colleague, is near useless for me. So I’ve let it go. I don’t need it. I have my own ways to convey Warmth. I’m hilarious and I’ll rely on my humor to get me through.


You, too, may have observed a likeable badass in your life who manages their status in a way that won’t work for you. Sometimes, like with smiling, you don’t want to mimic them simply because their approach doesn’t feel authentic to you. Other times, you may feel that you wouldn’t get the same result with their strategy. For example, when I asked Stacy Brown-Philpot, the former CEO of TaskRabbit, if she had ever seen a highly respected white woman manage her status in a way that Stacy couldn’t, her answer hit close to home: “I am hesitant to use foul language, particularly when making a strong point or giving negative feedback.” Aware of the “angry Black woman” stereotype (in which a Black woman’s anger is seen as an indicator of her aggressive personality, rather than a justifiable response to an inciting circumstance), she had learned to be very tempered at work. She acknowledged that although many people she worked with, including women, would swear freely, she wasn’t sure that she, a “Black woman with dreadlocks, even one who went to Penn and Stanford,” would benefit from the same approach. I was struck by this because I swear constantly—even in front of other people’s children. Until Stacy’s comment, I had only thought of my foul language as a bad habit, but I realized in that moment it was more functional than that. It was one of the ways I learned to manage my status in rooms full of men. I had sensed, especially when I was younger, that my presence often made the (older) men in the room uncomfortable because they were worried about saying or doing something that would offend me. When I swore, which would happen within the first thirty seconds of meeting them, I could see the visible relief on their faces—they were free to be themselves. They would let out a few expletives in response, and we would then have something in common (which builds a sense of Warmth). It was only by talking with Stacy that I became consciously aware of how I was conditioned to use profanity as a status-management strategy—and that my ability to do so could be a mark of my privilege as a white woman.
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