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For any woman who feels like they are not good enough, I hope you read this book and realize just how truly exceptional you are.






Foreword


As women, the message we often receive is that we need to try harder if we want equality. We need to lean in further, do better, and juggle with greater dexterity. We need to change how we look and change how we feel. This can leave us with the inaccurate perception that it is us, not the workplace, that needs fixing.

The truth is that the world of work wasn’t designed for women. It was shaped around a predominantly male workforce that historically (and often currently) wasn’t recognized as having caring or parenting responsibilities. As a result, it doesn’t meet the needs of us as women, nor ironically the needs of the men that so often still dominate it. As women, we want equality, but we want equality in a system that is designed to meet the needs of all of us as we really are—whatever our race and gender.

In We: A Manifesto for Women Everywhere, we laid out a path for individual transformation that would enable us to come together to shape our world for the better. Individual transformation and systemic change are intimately linked. And, as Michelle King so powerfully lays out in the pages that follow, the world of work is ripe for some very profound changes.

It is not enough to pay lip service to equality. Tokenism and bolt-ons to our existing systems won’t work.

The solutions we seek must look beyond a point of gender parity to one where our society, economy, and workplace are designed to meet the needs of all of us as humans—real, rounded, flawed, complicated human beings. Not ones that need to pretend to be perfect or pretend not to need, fear, desire, hurt, and care. Ones that recognize that we are not human doings but human beings and that our current me-first culture has endangered the threads that bind our communities and nations together.

Our binary system of first-past-the-post winners and losers serves none of us. Real, meaningful success isn’t about accumulation and reaching the finish line first. It’s about acknowledging that we are all connected and ensuring that we are all okay—wherever we are born, live, and work. It is time for a way of measuring our progress that isn’t based on our economic worth but on our collective well-being and our planet’s. Happiness can’t be bought, sold, or manufactured. Real happiness is a by-product of right living. And, at the heart of right living is the knowledge that we are all humans of equal worth and value. Together we can, will, and must change our world to make sure it reflects that.

—Gillian Anderson and Jennifer Nadel






Introduction It’s Not a Woman Problem, It’s a Work Problem


It was a hair clip and reading glasses that stood in the way of Sarah getting her promotion—only she didn’t know it. Sarah was a white, forty-something senior manager who worked in the same large multinational company that I did. I was working in human resources, supporting the chief operations officer (COO) with managing and developing his team. Sarah was smart, capable, experienced, well-educated, and one of the best leaders I knew. Every year, as part of my role to facilitate the COO with his succession-planning process, I would help his leadership team decide who to promote. And every year Sarah’s name came up. And every year, the suggestion for her promotion was denied. I never agreed with the final decision, but it was inspiring to see Sarah’s resilience and determination, even after she had been given the news of “not this year.”

The first year Sarah was passed over, she accepted the rejection and used it as an opportunity to get feedback, put in the work, and do whatever she could to become the next vice president. After all, that is what all the leadership books told her resilient and successful people do. Sarah stayed late at work, read all the popular books on women in leadership, and attended development training for women executives. Sarah applied everything she was taught by being more assertive, speaking up more in meetings, not apologizing as much, and asking for what she wanted. Sarah even perfected her handshake.

The second year, again, her direct manager was the bearer of bad news. This time he acknowledged Sarah’s efforts, but gave her the corporate script, saying something like, “Management doesn’t want you to think your initiatives have gone unnoticed. Quite the contrary. Keep doing what you’re doing. You just need more time in your role to round out your experience and judgment. You are just not quite ready.”

Sarah was more than ready for a promotion; it wasn’t her judgment or experience that was holding her back. Unbeknownst to me, “just not quite ready” was corporate speak for workplace sexism. After all, I had spent my entire life believing the cardinal rule of meritocracy. Whether in school or work, our achievements are rewarded with accolades like verbal praise, high honor role, outstanding performance appraisals, promotions, and raises. The harder we work, the more we are rewarded. Somehow, as a woman, this formula wasn’t working for Sarah, but this didn’t stop her from trying—yet again. Sarah found a mentor and hired an external executive coach. She doubled her efforts at work, often spending more hours in the office than at home. She took on extra projects and participated in every work-related social event. She attended women’s conferences and spent hours networking internally to ensure she was on good terms with all the senior leaders. To further her expertise, Sarah enrolled in a master’s program at a university, which she undertook part-time so as not to disrupt her working life. Sarah did everything she could to be perceived as a leader—she even changed the way she dressed by adopting the pantsuit.

Finally, after three years of being considered and then passed up, Sarah’s performance was so outstanding she could no longer be overlooked for a spot on the leadership team. Sarah was overdue the promotion, especially as the company was supporting candidates that had nowhere near her capability.

At the annual succession-planning meeting, her manager made the obvious case, with me to support him. We thought we had it. Sarah was finally going to become a vice president, making her the only female leader in the department. That is what I had been hired to do after all—ensure that the best people got promoted.

“I nominate Sarah,” I said confidently in the boardroom that held about twelve senior executive leaders—all middle-aged white men. Everyone nodded but remained silent. Then my eyes fell on the COO—the final decision maker. He wasn’t nodding. He was scratching his head and looking concerned. Then the others looked at him. After what seemed like forever, the head-scratcher finally spoke. “Sarah is good, but I don’t know… she isn’t quite right.”

Here we go again. “What do you mean, ‘not quite right’?” I asked.

“I don’t know; she just doesn’t fit,” he answered. “She has those glasses and she wears that clip in her hair. You know.”

I nodded. I did know. Sarah did not fit in. But it wasn’t the glasses and it wasn’t the clip. Nothing Sarah ever did to fix herself and prove her worth would change the fact that she didn’t fit in because she wasn’t the problem. If I’d have known then what I know now, I would’ve told Sarah, “It’s not you, it’s your workplace.”

Fixing Something That Isn’t Broken

If you are reading this book, it is likely Sarah’s story sounds familiar, whether it has been your personal experience, or it happened to someone you know, or you’ve been in a decision-making position where you have passed on a candidate as qualified as Sarah. While I was still working in corporate human resources, I wanted to understand what women needed to do to advance at the same rate as men, because it was my job to develop and support them. I wanted to be able to support women like Sarah, not discourage them. This was a topic that hit very close to home. I too had countless qualifications, many years of experience, and high-performance ratings, yet when I became a manager, I started to notice male peers who didn’t have these credentials and accolades progressing at a faster rate than I. It didn’t make sense. Just like Sarah, I began to believe that I was the problem. I needed to do more or be more to succeed. When Sarah responded in defeat—“I don’t know what else to do. I don’t understand”—I needed to find the answer. I wanted to give Sarah practical solutions to the challenges she faced, because at the time, I didn’t have any.

For years I had worked in the private sector, where I facilitated numerous leadership-development programs, workshops, networking events, and mentoring programs, all with the sole purpose of increasing the number of women in leadership positions. These initiatives were the solutions most companies adopted, because it was assumed that women were accountable for their lack of representation in leadership positions. Women were not networking in the right way, speaking up, asking for a raise, asserting themselves, accessing mentors, supporting one another, or leaning in enough.

In recent years, companies have been under tremendous pressure to advance the representation of women in leadership positions. Ever since the 1964 Civil Rights Act made discrimination illegal in organizations, companies have been working to reduce any potential discriminatory practices to manage the associated legal and financial risks. Workplaces installed formal recruitment, training, and promotion processes in the 1960s and 1970s, which then progressed to formalized diversity management programs, which included things like anti-harassment training, diversity targets, flexible work practices, and maternity leave.1 These efforts ensure that companies comply with the law and do the bare minimum to increase the representation of minority groups by helping them fit into existing organizations.

But none of it is working. Most diversity programs are not advancing equality; workplaces do not value men and women equally. Despite existing efforts, women remain underrepresented in leadership positions. We all know the statistics, like the fact that women account for only 4.6 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs, 8.1 percent of top earners, and 16.9 percent of Fortune 500 board seats—despite the fact that women hold 52 percent of all professional-level jobs, according to the nonprofit firm Catalyst, which seeks to help companies increase women in leadership positions.2 The situation is far worse for women of color who continue to remain underrepresented in every level of leadership in corporate America. To add to this injustice, women also continue to work longer hours3 than men in both developed and developing countries, as they are primarily responsible for unpaid domestic duties and dependent care. All the while, women continue to earn less.

These statistics remain poor despite the increased number of diversity and inclusion programs in corporations today. Research by the Corporate Leadership Council published in 2015 found that only 43 percent of human resource executives think that current approaches to increasing gender diversity in organizations—including employee resource groups for women, mentoring, networking, unconscious bias training, coaching, increased maternity leave, and flexible work options—are effective at all.4 Even if women make it to the top, it doesn’t guarantee that anything will fundamentally change. For example, since 2009, only three women succeeded the twenty-four female CEOs of S&P 500 companies who left their positions. The rest were all replaced by men, according to 2018 data on executive departures compiled by the recruitment firm Spencer Stuart.5

So, I made it my mission to understand what women needed to do in order to not only advance at work but to thrive in organizations. While still working in human resources, I went back to school and pursued a doctorate specializing in gender in organizations, where I began to investigate specifically what women could do to succeed in them. As the years passed, my desire to answer this question turned into a bit of an obsession. I spent twelve years at university, to complete five degrees. At the same time, I worked for major corporations before ending up at UN Women—the United Nations entity responsible for progressing gender equality worldwide—where my job was to advance women in innovation and technology. My sole aim with all of this was to find out what women needed to do to advance at the same rate as men and ultimately lead—how women could finally fill the void that has been holding them back. It almost became my hobby. I interviewed hundreds of high-profile women and men on this topic for numerous publications—this included thought leaders, celebrities, academics, and world leaders. I even started a podcast called The Fix to share these stories. I conducted research studies on organizations for free just to get a better understanding of the challenges women face. I spoke at numerous conferences and volunteered at countless women’s initiatives. I read every book and academic journal article I could find on the topic. After all this effort, I came to realize that I wasn’t alone—we are all a bit obsessed with trying to fix women.

There are countless books and programs designed to help women fix themselves to get ahead. Maybe you’ve read some of these books or tried some of these programs. But why weren’t they shifting the numbers? These programs and trainings tell women they need to upskill themselves, join women’s groups, find a mentor, attend conferences, learn to negotiate, speak up, ask for a pay raise, and own their power. Women undertake all of this effort to ensure no one is ever in any doubt as to why they have a seat at the table. They’ve obviously done the work to earn it. Not only do women need to work harder than their male counterparts to demonstrate their capability in order to advance, but they must continually expend insurmountable physical and mental energy to prove they are simply worthy of doing the job.

So, what’s the problem? During the first two years of starting my PhD, I became increasingly frustrated. I kept finding studies that didn’t align with what I was looking for, but instead highlighted the many ways that workplaces were set up for women to fail. Research study after research study pointed to women’s different experiences of working life, resulting from workplace cultures that are unsupportive of women and include things like sexist jokes, blatant discrimination, male favoritism, and a lack of opportunities to advance. And that was only the beginning. It never occurred to me that women might have everything they need to succeed. Like most people, I believed women were the problem—after all, that’s the story I’d been told. My research helped me realize that the idea that women need to be fixed is built on the assumption that women are not as capable as men. To succeed, women need to manage their differences by fixing themselves to fit into organizations never designed for them in the first place. This is simply accepted as fact, with absolutely no grounds or statistical evidence to support this sexist belief.

For example, there is a commonly held belief that women are not paid the same as men because they can’t negotiate and simply don’t ask for a pay raise as frequently as their male colleagues. But research published in the Harvard Business Review in 2018 finds that women ask for a pay raise just as often as men, but they are less likely to be given one.6 Like many women, however, I wasn’t aware of this. I assumed the dominant “fix yourself” narrative was correct. If we could just find the key skill or trait that women were lacking, which was holding them back, we could correct the problem. So, I forged ahead to find the solution for women, who, like me, still didn’t feel quite good enough. But I certainly wasn’t the first person to try.

What surprised me the most was discovering that women already have everything they need to succeed at work, and then some. Women are outstanding leaders, they are communal, democratic, innovative, collaborative, and supportive. I should have been happy to discover countless studies highlighting all the ways that women are exceptional workers but instead I felt deflated. All those years I had spent writing, speaking, researching, and delivering initiatives to “help women” were wasted efforts. I was fixing something that wasn’t broken. Women are skilled, talented, and educated enough, just as they are. So why have so many women like me been encouraged to believe anything different?

Now, with nearly two decades of experience working in human resources in the private sector, two undergraduate degrees, an MBA, a master’s in industrial psychology, and a PhD on the topic of gender inequality at work, I have uncovered the true root cause of—and the antidote to—workplace inequality. My solution is not just for women; men have a tremendous amount to gain from more equal workplaces. The answer has nothing to do with fixing people, improving them, developing them, or helping them acquire skills. The truth I’ve uncovered saves organizations from expensive, time-and-energy sucking, futile attempts at equality that ironically tend to backfire. In fact, all the books and philosophies on leaning in, swimming with sharks, breaking glass ceilings, and getting people to like you will never solve the problem of workplace inequality.

Why? Because women are not the problem. When it comes to gender inequality, we have been looking at women, all the while ignoring the many ways workplaces are broken. If the current solutions we have in place worked, we wouldn’t have the gender inequality problem that exists in workplaces today. It’s worth repeating: We are trying to fix something that isn’t broken. We needed to look at the workplace itself. So I did.

It took me three years of reviewing more than three thousand journal articles—as part of a PhD literature review—to persuade even myself that the current initiatives designed to advance women had a marginal impact at best. Organizations were never created with women in mind. So, from the beginning, women have had to change to fit into the established world of work.

The years we have wasted fixing women in the name of gender equality is simply time spent ignoring the inherent design flaws in most corporations. Instead, we need to look at the blueprints of our workplaces, to understand how the policies, processes, structures, employee behaviors, leaders, and culture all enable a very small number of people to succeed.

Like me, a lot of women buy into the idea that they need to be fixed, and this belief is reinforced every time women walk into their offices. Workplaces devalue women and their contributions, which reinforces the message that they are simply not good enough. For example, the Pew Research Center’s findings from a 2018 study reveal that only 38 percent of women who work in male-dominated environments feel they are treated fairly when it comes to pay and promotions.7 Also, 25 percent of women feel they have to constantly prove themselves at work just to be respected by their coworkers. Workplaces simply don’t work for women and men in the same way.

My research has revealed that from the moment women start their careers up until their last working day they will have to navigate what I call “invisible barriers,” which are challenges inherent in workplaces that prevent women from thriving at work. These are the design flaws in the workplace blueprint. We don’t see them because we’ve been trained to believe that fixing ourselves is easier than fixing a corporation. That’s why identifying the invisible barriers women face, which are built into the structure of the modern-day workplace, will be a game changer.

By becoming aware of these barriers and understanding how they work we will begin to see all the ways workplaces enable a limited number of people to succeed, while also preventing the majority of women from advancing. This happens throughout a woman’s career: when she first enters the workforce, when she balances the dual roles of manager and caregiver (to children or elderly relatives), or when she’s navigating a high-level leadership position in a man-made world of work. I didn’t see these barriers until I really examined the narrative highlighting the so-called shortcomings of women, but calling them out one by one is the groundbreaking and critical first step to overcoming them and finally removing them once and for all. Whether you’re a woman, man, or corporate leader who wants to bring about change in your organization, The Fix will help you focus on the true cause of gender inequality—the system itself.

We need to call time-out on the women-fixing epidemic. It is sexist, unfair, and damaging. Fix-the-women approaches are inherently misogynistic because by telling women they need to do more or be more than men to succeed, we are in fact telling them that they are not good enough to start with. This sexist message slowly chips away at women’s confidence, which makes fix-the-women solutions even more compelling. But—as you’ll see throughout the pages of this book—solutions aimed at fixing women are built on a lie. Women are not broken. Women are exceptional. Women are innovative. Women are transformative. Women make for great team players. Women are remarkable leaders. The more we try to fix women, the less effort we all dedicate to the real issue of gender inequality in workplaces. That’s why sharing this message is so incredibly important.

I draw on my personal research over the last five years to shine a spotlight on the invisible barriers and share the many varied and nuanced experiences women have throughout their careers. This includes seventy-two interviews with men and women from two major corporations—one from the financial services sector and the other from the energy and resource sector—as well as two surveys with more than a thousand participants. I have also included interviews with world leaders, academics, CEOs, and thought leaders, as well as a full review of the latest research, case studies, and leading practices related to advancing women in workplaces.

This book is divided into three parts. Part I shares how we got here. It outlines why workplaces were rigged from the start and how they don’t work for everyone in the same way. Hint: they were never designed with “difference” in mind. This section dispels common myths about meritocracy, patriarchy, feminism, gender bias, and the idea of the corporate ladder. It also reveals the truth about gender inequality—we are in denial that it exists. This encourages us to accept the inequality women experience at work as the way things are and then hold women accountable for fixing it. We are all in denial of the challenges women face at work. Awareness is the key. Only by becoming aware of the real problem we need to fix can we ever hope to solve inequality.

Part II will guide you through the three career phases women experience throughout their working life—from the early idealistic years of entering the workforce, to the middle years when women have to endure the constant balancing act of managing work and home life, to the veteran years when women want to meaningfully contribute and make a difference but find their leadership is constantly undermined in male-dominated environments. I will introduce the seventeen most common barriers women are likely to encounter throughout these three phases, which limit women’s advancement and fulfillment. Part II is your road map. A way for every woman to understand their work environment and ultimately navigate it. Beyond exposing the seventeen hidden barriers, this part also reveals the many ways you have overcome these challenges without even realizing it, which really makes you remarkable.

Part III is your invitation to take action and fight to remove the barriers women face at work. We all have a role to play in this, because workplaces don’t really work for any of us. This section opens up an important dialogue about how hidden barriers within our organizations also create challenges for men, and what employees—particularly leaders—can do to fix workplaces so they work for everyone.

This is something that we need to do together. Both women and men stand to benefit from workplaces that value difference and give employees the opportunity to be themselves. But ultimately, organizations need this even more than employees do. To thrive in the future, organizations need employees to innovate, problem solve, create, and share their unique ideas. We need environments that encourage employees to use all their talents, to share their experiences, and to work in cultures in which they not only feel free to contribute but actually are free to do just that. The thing that makes great minds so great is that they don’t all think alike. If workplaces want employees to share their unique perspectives, expertise, and talents, then they need to not only value these differences, but also create the right environment, culture, and infrastructure that enables them to thrive.

If you don’t identify with feminism or are disenfranchised with the white feminist rhetoric because it erases the challenges women of color face, this book is for you. If you are a woman starting out in your career who has been told to fix yourself to advance, I wrote this book with you in mind. If you are a working mother or part of the “sandwich generation” struggling to reconcile your dual identities as caregiver and employee, then I implore you to read this book. If you’re a woman leader fighting for a spot on the executive management team who needs to decide just how much of yourself you are willing to sacrifice to lead… before you decide, please read this book. And if you’re a man who feels unsure of your place in the gender-equality movement or who struggles with feeling good enough at work, please continue to turn the pages.

This book is an introduction to the numerous invisible barriers all women face throughout their careers because organizations are not designed for difference. And that’s a true problem, because our differences are not barriers to be overcome, they are what make us remarkable. We deserve the freedom to be ourselves at work and to be appreciated for this. This is equality. It’s also freedom. Gender inequality at work is a problem for all of us. This means that your fight is my fight. Equality is not about women, and it is not about men; it is about making workplaces work for everyone.







Part I AWARENESS





“We can’t tackle inequality if we are in denial it even exists.”








1. [image: Image] Who Broke the Workplace? A Brief History


Growing up, I was severely nearsighted, but no one knew it. I didn’t even know it because when vision deteriorates it happens slowly and over many years. For me, this continued until I was twelve, at which point my vision was so poor that I couldn’t see my own reflection in the mirror. I literally couldn’t see myself. It probably comes as no surprise that because I couldn’t see, I struggled in school. I couldn’t spell or do math. I was disruptive in class and talked too much. I also had braces, freckles, pale skin, and one of those 1970s bowl haircuts, which didn’t help. Over time, I began to feel as though I was the student teachers didn’t want in their class—I also began to believe that I wasn’t good enough.

Then one day my favorite teacher, Ms. Anderson, realized the problem was that I couldn’t see, so I was talking a lot in class to try and understand what was being written on the board. I had managed to get by for so long relying on memory alone. The day I finally got glasses, I didn’t care that my classmates teased me for wearing them, because now I could see. The downside was now I could see that ’70s bowl haircut, which came as a bit of a shock. But I will never forget those first few days. I just stared at all the details around me. The leaves on the trees. The handwriting on the board. I could see everything. I could even see myself.

This experience is a perfect metaphor for gender inequality at work. We don’t see things for what they are, which makes it impossible to truly understand why there are so few women in leadership positions. We have been looking at women for so long because we believed that they are the problem that we have not seen all the ways workplaces do not value or serve them. This has made us blind to the inequality both women and men experience in workplaces today.

It has also made us blind to how capable women are. In 2003, researchers Alice Eagly from Northwestern University and Linda Carli from Wellesley College conducted a review of more than 162 studies on leadership and found that women’s leadership style more closely aligns with contemporary views of good leadership, as they are collaborative, democratic, and communicative.1 The name for this leadership style is transformational, and it is associated with greater organizational success compared to traditional command-and-control leadership styles. When it comes to managing employees, women tend to be empathetic, supportive, and good at building relationships—all of which are important skills for leading.2 As managers, on average, women tend to foster inclusion, collaborative problem solving, and team cohesiveness. Ultimately, women lead in a way that puts the team’s and organization’s interests ahead of their own, which is good for business.

It is not just an issue of leadership or interpersonal stylistic differences. Often women are more qualified. As of 2016, women held more advanced degrees than men. The number of young women enrolled in tertiary education currently surpasses that of young men globally.3 We raise young women to believe that if they work hard they can do anything, and clearly based on this research they have the capabilities to do just that. So, the question then remains: What’s holding women back?

Gender inequality exists because organizations are set up to enable one type of worker to succeed, and this tends to be a white, middle-class, heterosexual, able-bodied male. Importantly though, this male prototype is also known for making work the number-one priority and engaging in behaviors that are dominant, assertive, aggressive, competitive, and even exclusionary, to get ahead. The more closely employees align to this ideal, the more likely they are to succeed, which is why workplaces work better for some men. But how did this happen? Who broke the workplace, making it systemically challenging for women?

To answer these questions and give context to our unequal and outdated organizational cultures, we need to understand where this all started. Once we understand how we got here, it becomes easier to see that workplaces are not only “gendered”—that is, dominated and favoring one gender and set of behaviors over the other—but how and why workplaces became gendered in the first place. It’s like putting on a pair of glasses that will finally reveal the missing details. We need 20/20 vision to truly see why typical corporate diversity programs fall short, and finally fix the workplace once and for all—instead of placing the onus on women to fix themselves.

How Patriarchy Handcuffs Men and Women

Remember Sarah from this book’s introduction? She was the incredibly competent, intelligent, creative leader I incessantly tried to have promoted to manager status. She was continually passed over by the senior executive team, led by the COO. All the managers in the room agreed with the arguments put forward to promote her. After three years of self-improvement, working longer and harder hours, and evolving her leadership capabilities with compelling results, Sarah had earned a seat at the leadership table. Yet even with a large consensus, Sarah needed the COO’s endorsement—he was the unofficial patriarch of the company. He was expected to have the last word—no matter how ludicrous or unfounded—and every leader in the room would accept his decision without argument or pushback.

Patriarchy—the belief that women are less valuable than men—is everywhere, and this is the foundational belief underpinning most of our workplaces today. It isn’t something a lot of us intentionally do or are even aware of. It is, however, ingrained; it is insidious, and until we can peel back the layers of its traditional underpinnings, we won’t fully understand how gender inequality works or what we need to do to solve it.

Where did the patriarchal belief originate? In his book Sapiens, author Yuval Noah Harari outlines a brief history of human life. He describes how through collective myths and stories, humans learned to cooperate with one another and advance. Shared beliefs enabled humankind to collaborate because they were all working with the same value system. While there isn’t an exact date for when patriarchy took hold, it is clear that at least since the Agricultural Revolution (which occurred at different times in different regions of the world) most societies have held the pervasive belief that men and masculinity are more valuable and important than women and femininity.4

When humans moved away from their hunter-gatherer lifestyles and began adopting agriculture as an additional way to obtain food, this created a hierarchical division of labor. Women took care of the children and the home and men worked in the fields to farm and produce food. You might be thinking that men and women assumed these different roles because of biological sex differences—men had the strength to work the fields and women were natural nurturers on the home front. But research actually reveals that boys and girls are socialized to perform gender roles linked to their sex.5 Gender is an integral part of our identities. As young girls and boys spend more time with their same-sex peers, they learn what behaviors are acceptable and expected. This determines not only how we interact but also the interests we pursue. For example, boys might be encouraged not to play with dolls or girls might be encouraged not to be superheroes. Adhering to these gender-appropriate behaviors is how children come to understand what it means to be a girl or a boy—and eventually women and men. It is important to note this creates tremendous challenges for any person who does not identify with the binary gender roles. Gender roles are set early in life and determine the expectations we hold for women and men. For example, even today women are assumed to be involved in housework and childcare. Men are encouraged to provide for their families.

These gender roles took hold as agricultural work became monetized and valued. Society placed a premium on men because the work they did was given a monetary value. In contrast, managing home life was never monetized and so “women’s work” wasn’t exactly prized. Patriarchy emerged from a division of labor and the value we associate with it. Men were able to undertake tasks associated with status and power, which further reinforced their higher social standing. Not only were men given the opportunity to do work that was deemed valuable, but without childcare and domestic responsibilities, they were free to establish themselves as leaders in nearly every aspect of society.

Over time, men and traditional masculinity became synonymous with power and leadership. Workplaces and systems were built by men to reinforce men’s power. At best, these work environments are blind to the needs of women, and at worst, they function to uphold the belief that men are supreme and women are simply not as valuable. This is patriarchy. It is a system that works to maintain men’s privilege, which leads to power, and reinforces the message that women are not as worthy as men.

The patriarchy may be taken for granted as the way things are, but not all societies function in this way; gender-egalitarian societies have existed before. While men and women in these societies differ in terms of their influence and power, there is no gender hierarchy. For example, in the book Fruit of the Motherland, Maria Lepowsky shares how the Vanatinai, a society in New Guinea, value men and women equally when it comes to making decisions, marriage, childcare, and sexual freedom.6

In today’s modern world, when women are clearly as capable of doing the same work as men, it’s time to leave the patriarchy where it belongs: in the past. Given that cooperation has been the key to survival for most of human history, it seems like an egalitarian society—one in which men and women are equally valued and can contribute to work in a meaningful way—might be in everyone’s best interests.

Patriarchy persists in most modern-day societies because men have maintained their dominance at work through established systems of inequality made up of policies, programs, practices, and personal beliefs. This keeps the status quo intact. Men are better able to preserve their political and economic power because organizations were designed to support them to advance, lead, and maintain power. This creates a cycle of male privilege, which is evident in the expectations we hold for how women and men should behave, known as “gender stereotyping.” In society, it is generally expected that men will conform to the masculine ideal of being a provider—someone who is powerful, strong, assertive, competitive, and dominant. Women need to adopt the feminine ideal of being a good homemaker—someone who is beautiful, submissive, meek, caring, and self-sacrificing. Evidence of gender stereotyping is everywhere, and it affects the design of the modern-day workplace.

I know it’s hard to believe with all of the supposed advances we’ve made in diversity and inclusion, but gender stereotyping is alive and well. In 2018, the Pew Research Center surveyed more than forty-five hundred Americans to understand what traits society values for men and women. The findings reveal that respondents are much more likely to use the word powerful in a positive way to describe men. The word provider is exclusively used to refer to men and traits such as strength, leadership, and ambition are valued more highly for men than for women. For women, respondents valued qualities that included beauty, compassion, kindness, and responsibility.7 The standards we hold for the ideal man and woman form our expectations for how people should behave. We want men and women to align their behavior to meet this standard at home and at work.

This is a lot to live up to—for both men and women. And it also comes at a cost. Women who are not compassionate are likely to be perceived negatively because they are violating the shared expectations and beliefs society holds for women. If women take on self-promoting “masculine” behaviors—like telling people what they are good at, asking for a promotion, owning their ambition, and highlighting their achievements at work—they tend to be viewed as less likable, less socially attractive, and subsequently less hirable than men who self-promote in this same way.8

It’s not just women who are penalized for going against gender expectations. If men behave in a way that is seen as “feminine”—by showing their emotions, demonstrating compassion to colleagues, or being modest about their achievements—they are likely to be seen as less leader-like, because this isn’t the type of behavior we associate with masculinity and power.9

Gender stereotypes are more than just biases, they are handcuffs. They limit how men and women can behave. When it comes to gender stereotypes in workplaces today, we all face the same challenge: fit in or forget it.

Meet Don Draper: The Ideal Standard for Men and Women at Work

During my time in HR, I used to manage the performance-appraisal process for a large multinational company, which was very similar to the promotion process undertaken for Sarah. Every year I would meet with the senior leadership team—all of whom were white males—and we would debate which employees had performed the best. Those that did well would get a high-performance rating and hefty bonus. The process was often painful and lacked substance. Leaders would rely on weak arguments or clichés to make their case, saying things like “He did a good job and he is a nice guy to work with,” or “They have shown leadership potential this year,” or “People really like him.” Unqualified statements like these would be thrown out there in the hope something sticks. If left unquestioned, these statements would result in the low-performing employees getting high performance scores.

During one particularly long meeting, I couldn’t take the lame justifications any longer. I raised my hand to speak, and said, “I think it would really help if we could maybe agree on what ‘good’ looks like. I know we have promotion criteria but what is the real standard for success. Who in this organization is the kind of leader that people should aim to be like?” One name was thrown out that everyone agreed with. Let’s call him Mike Smith. Mike was smart, extremely hardworking, politically skilled, decisive, dedicated, ambitious, outspoken, and married with two children. It didn’t hurt that Mike was tall, good-looking, and played football. I didn’t know Mike, so as people were describing him, one image kept popping into my mind: Don Draper, the successful ad man from the hit TV show Mad Men, which reveals the experiences of men and women working in the American advertising industry in the 1960s. This was the moment I realized the standard for success in workplaces today is still a 1960s man. And this stands to hurt men as much as it does women.

So, who is this ideal worker, this Don Draper? He is a shared mental image of what success looks like at work. And he’s stereotypically masculine. Research published in 2014 by the global management consulting firm Bain & Company found that most organizations surveyed acknowledge a deeply ingrained worker prototype, and 60 percent of respondents described this ideal as someone who is willing to maintain a high profile, work long hours, and put the organization’s needs ahead of family requirements.10 In short, Don Draper. I was so fascinated by this finding I decided to test it by surveying a total of 735 men and women in a professional-services firm to find out what they thought the ideal worker standard was in their organization. Overwhelmingly, 70 percent of all the respondents stated that this was someone who is typically white, male, and heterosexual, but importantly, who is willing to


	commit most of their time to the organization

	promote their own achievements

	take action and tell others what to do

	
work hard and make work the number one priority

	be extroverted and dominant in social situations

	assert themselves, speak up, and ask for what they want

	be decisive, even if this means going it alone.



It’s no surprise that women have a hard time living up to this standard, given that they have to conform to gender roles and continue to manage most of the domestic and childcare responsibilities. In fact, women do up to three times as much unpaid care work as men, which works out to about fifty minutes more a day.11 Household chores are still considered “women’s work,” and this is evident in Bain’s research, which found that 58 percent of women and 47 percent of men believe managing both work and family commitments slows or disrupts women’s careers.12

The ideal worker standard we have today is built on the unconscious belief that men are best suited to the world of work. Patriarchy is alive and well in workplaces today, and the Don Draper success prototype is evidence of this. To live up to the image, we must engage in stereotypically masculine behaviors. This means being tough, assertive, aggressive, dominant, unemotional, and commanding. It also means being free from dependent-care responsibilities and being able to commit all your time, energy, and focus to your workplace. The ideal leader is willing to set the direction and ensure employees follow. Work environments—which are made up of individual behaviors, norms, cultures, systems, policies, processes, and structures—function to enable this ideal worker to succeed.

The Don Draper success prototype hinders minorities and women from advancing in organizations because they can never fully fit this ideal. In fact, women are penalized for even trying to act like Don, even though most of the career advice they get tells them to do just that. Women leaders are often told that the key to succeeding at work is to be more confident—like men—because, in part, confidence is associated with influential leaders. But displaying confidence results in different outcomes for men and women. A study found that when men display self-confidence they are perceived to be higher performers, more leader-like, and more influential.13 But women need to conform to the feminine gender stereotype. If they display self-confidence they must also be nurturing and supportive of colleagues, in order to gain the same influence as their coworkers. Women have a very narrow range of acceptable behaviors they can engage in at work to advance. If women don’t adhere to these expectations, they don’t benefit from self-confidence in the same way as men.

This example demonstrates the extra challenges women face in the corporate world and the pitfalls with typical career advice. Acting like men is not the answer. Worse, acting like men in order to lead only reinforces gender stereotypes, the idea that masculinity is the only standard for what effective leadership looks like. This, in turn, reinforces the idea in society that men are more valuable.

The Success Prototype Costs All of Us

“What should I tell my boss?” my husband asked me recently one morning, as he was getting ready to take Rex, our son, to the doctor. I had a meeting that morning, so I was not able to do it. “I don’t understand. What do you mean?” I asked as I was making my way out the front door. I looked up to see the flash of panic rush across his face. “Well, I can’t tell him that I’m taking Rex to the doctor, I need a real reason for being late. What should I say?”

I put my bag down and took a deep breath. Now I was going to be late, but luckily my employer, UN Women, would understand the importance of this conversation. I told him he had no choice but to tell his boss and colleagues the truth—even if it costs him. My husband didn’t want to tell his boss the real reason why he was late because he was worried his boss might question his dedication to work, or his career. He too was a victim of gender stereotyping, and he worried about not living up to the Don Draper image if his boss knew he missed work to take care of his child. Living up to success prototypes is one thing; hiding your life from your colleagues is quite another.

Yet there seems to be an unwritten code in offices that you’re supposed to check your personal life at the door. But why? Once again, to understand where this idea—that we need to hide our identities at work—came from, we need to look at the history of organizations.

In 1913, Ford Motor Company became one of the first organizations to adopt an assembly-line process for the mass production of cars.14 Instead of having one individual perform all of the tasks to build a car, the assembly line assigned different tasks to different workers. The assembly line was all about efficiency—getting more done in less time. It was rooted in one of the first management theories, known as Taylorism, developed in 1911 by Fredrick Winslow Taylor, whose primary goal was to make workplaces more effective.15

To achieve this, Taylor recommended workplaces use hierarchical structures to separate people into employees and managers and then organize people using standard rules and impersonal relationships between managers and workers. Routines become standard for all jobs. Maximum efficiency, he theorized, can only be achieved by turning people into the ideal worker. When Henry Ford implemented the assembly line in 1913, he didn’t need people, he needed workers who functioned like machines. And managers who would keep everything moving to a constant rhythm. In this workplace, success is defined as the ability to maintain the status quo. People stand in one spot repeating the same task again and again, perfecting one move for eight hours a day. By working to a constant routine, employees were slowly stripped of their identity, creativity, and thought. Wake up, clock in, clock out, go home, go to sleep. Repeat. The person becomes the worker, whose value is determined by how much they produce.

For a corporation, this is the ideal: workers who function like machines and produce. However, creating the ideal worker is not as easy as it sounds. Workplaces need employees to separate their work life from their home life to live up to the ideal standard. As Ford found out, this is a big ask. Employees are not willing to lose their humanity without a fight. In the first year of introducing the assembly line, the annual turnover rate for Ford Motor Company was 400 percent.16 But rather than improve working conditions to support employees’ needs, Ford implemented the ultimate “fix the worker” solution. He tried to manage people’s home lives to make them better workers.

In 1914, Ford Motor Company introduced the five-dollar day, where employees who worked an eight-hour day and were deemed worthy would get a share in the company profits that amounted to about five dollars a day.17 The catch was the company determined who was “worthy.” To evaluate their employees’ worth, they created a Sociological Department. Going door to door, this department would check if men were sober and clean, and if women had dependents and were really deserving of the profit sharing.

It’s ironic that Ford’s attempts to increase productivity by stripping people of their identities led him to create an organization that closely managed and evaluated his employees’ lives. The fact is, you cannot separate work life from home life, no matter how hard you try. Individuals bring their biases, racism, privilege, class, misogyny, capabilities, personalities, and difficulties from their home life into the office. When you hire a worker to do a job, what you are getting is the whole person—like a man who has to take his sick child to the doctor once in a while.

So, while the Don Draper prototype may create a common standard of performance and compliance, it’s hugely problematic. For one, it only benefits corporations, not employees. Gender stereotypes ensure that only men can live up to this ideal standard if they have someone at home willing to manage all the domestic and childcare activities. Don Draper isn’t encumbered, expected, or given the opportunity to manage caretaking responsibilities.

You don’t have to look hard to find this ideal standard in workplaces today. You can even see Ford’s model in the design and management of fast-food outlets, factories, schools, offices, and hospitals today. We expect leaders to value productivity over people, to put in long workdays, and to separate their home life from work. This standard makes it much easier for corporations to manage their employees. There is one version of success, one career path, and one playing field. Everyone is treated the same, because, the belief is, we are all the same.

The trouble is, we aren’t all the same. Yet this meritocracy myth—the idea that the harder you work, the more you will succeed—is used to motivate employees, who are promised equal rewards and advancement in exchange for living up to the ideal standard.

Meritocracy Is a Myth

If everyone looked, thought, and acted like Don Draper, then the idea of meritocracy might actually make more sense. The harder you worked, the more you would succeed. You wouldn’t be passed up for a promotion year after year just because you looked or acted differently from other senior leaders.

But each of us is different or unique in some way. The illusion of meritocracy is harmful to both men and women. When we buy into the idea that everyone is the same, we assume everyone experiences work in the same way. We ignore our differences. We become blind to our individual identities related to gender, age, ethnicity, marital status, race, religion, mental and physical ability, and sexual orientation, to name a few. Organizations promote one type of worker, which means the more ways you differ from Don Draper, the more challenges you are likely to encounter trying to advance at work. The one-size-fits-all standard for career success is hugely detrimental, particularly for women.

When we think about career advancement, we often have one idea of what this looks like—a ladder. This tends to be how men view careers because for men achievement is intrinsically linked to where they sit on the organization’s hierarchy. But women have a much broader definition of success, as shown in research undertaken in 1999 by Jane Sturges from the Department of Organizational Psychology, Birkbeck College, University of London.18 Women want their careers to be intrinsically rewarding. Specifically, they want an opportunity to engage in meaningful work, manage competing priorities, and develop professional expertise. This study found that women won’t sacrifice a job they enjoy simply to advance up the chain of command. Women care about hierarchy if it helps them engage in more interesting work or increases their influence.

Women define careers differently because women are different. Achieving at work is not enough; women want to feel fulfilled in all aspects of their lives. Interestingly, in Sturges’s study, men mentioned wanting all these things as well (and more, like better work-life balance), but they felt climbing the corporate ladder should still be their number-one priority. This is what often results in men hiding their true identities, feeling pressure to fit the success prototype, suppressing the challenges they experience at work and at home, and keeping a lot of these difficulties to themselves.

Current approaches to career development, which include treating workplaces like meritocracies or climbing the corporate “ladder,” are built for the ideal worker, just like the offices we work in. Ironically, women enable this. Men can only advance in a system that requires the separation of work life and home life, which means women must be willing to manage domestic and childcare responsibilities. Women only stand to lose in this system when, for instance, they must forgo work to take their child to the doctor so their husband doesn’t have to.

Being Peggy Olson in a World Designed for Don Draper

While completing my master’s in psychology, one of my part-time jobs was to conduct personality tests for a recruitment firm. Every year in New Zealand a large law firm would run a graduate recruitment program. My job was to administer and interpret the personality assessments. This firm used these tools to determine how closely individuals matched the personality they felt would best fit within the firm. I was asked to find lawyers that were slightly introverted but very confident, ambitious, self-focused, unemotional, and with a strong attention to detail. This was considered the ideal standard for lawyers, because this reflected the traits the existing leaders had. Those that didn’t match this standard rarely stood a chance. This law firm did the same thing when it came to selecting partners. Leaders who closely matched these traits were more likely to be promoted. Ironically, for legal reasons, it was never explicitly stated that this was a job requirement, but we all knew it.

Here I was, implementing a standard I could never live up to. I was nothing like the personality I had to recruit. I could never make it in this workplace, even if I tried. Imagine the stress and mental energy you would experience trying to fit in every day and become someone else in meetings or daily interactions. Your qualifications and achievements would never be enough because underneath it all there would always be that feeling that somehow you were an imposter. Eventually, you would realize it is impossible to work this way. You’d be forced to quit. And this happened. People who didn’t fit in, quit. After all, that’s what the firm wanted—nothing but like-minded individuals who do well because they meet the collective standard for success.

Twenty years later, I have come to accept that the joke is on me. My experience of the law firm really describes my experience of organizational life, except the dominant personality standard is Don Draper. The success prototype affects how leaders, teams, and organizations function. We hold gendered expectations for how women and men are meant to behave at work based on this prototype. When leaders behave in a way that matches our expectations, they are perceived to be effective. Therefore, leaders who closely match the success prototype are considered better leaders.

Mad Men is as much a story about Peggy Olson, a secretary who became a copywriter under Don’s management, as it is about Don Draper. Peggy had to learn how to succeed in a male world, navigating unwanted male attention, isolation, discrimination, and trying to live up to the male-success protoype. The challenge for women like Peggy is that the success prototype creates standards for leadership behavior that do not match gendered expectations for how women should behave. Dr. Virginia E. Schein, professor emerita of management and psychology at Gettysburg College, has researched this topic extensively since the 1970s and uncovered just how ingrained this expectation is. Schein found that both men and women middle managers believe that men are more likely than women to possess the characteristics associated with managerial success, like being objective, assertive, and forceful. She called this the Think Manager–Think Male phenomenon.19 Schein went on to replicate this research globally in 2001, showing how little has changed when it comes to this gender bias despite thirty years of potential progress.20 Women are simply not recognized as leaders because their style of leadership does not align with the masculine prototype.21 Training women to adopt masculine leadership behaviors is unlikely to help: women must conform to their gender stereotypes. Workplaces place a premium on men. Simply by looking, sounding, and acting like Don, you will be viewed as more leader-like.

Take a moment to consider all the ways people could differ from the success prototype. Sure, Don Draper makes it harder for white women like Peggy to advance, but what about all the other areas of difference? What about race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, physical or mental ability, age, physical appearance, or religion? In 2018, the Harvard Business Review published findings from a study titled “Interviews with 59 Black Female Executives Explore Intersectional Invisibility and Strategies to Overcome It.”22 The study found that black women executives in the United States often feel overlooked, disregarded, or forgotten. They felt invisible. Because of their race and gender differences, women of color are less likely to fit the leadership prototype, making them more likely to be perceived negatively when they try to live up to the prototype. Worse, when black women make mistakes in organizations, they are more harshly penalized, and the mistake is unfairly used to highlight how much they do not fit the leadership prototype.23 The less you conform to the success prototype, the harder it is to advance.

If we’re going to design workplaces that support everyone to succeed, we need to start by recognizing the privilege that the success prototype affords certain individuals. When we evaluate someone’s performance, promotability, or potential at work, we are really evaluating them against the prototype. Workplaces are hardwired to support Don’s success. The building blocks of most organizations—the systems, policies, processes, structure, leadership, and culture—were designed to reinforce and support this prototype. One of the reasons organizations look the same is because they too are all prototypes, and this creates a range of barriers for anyone other than Don.

We generally take the social and structural aspects of work for granted by assuming that it is too difficult to change things. But when we accept the status quo, we unknowingly buy into the core beliefs that keep it intact. Take, for example, the idea that employees need to be in a physical office to work. The logic behind this is that time spent in an office equates with productivity. To be a good employee, you need to put in the hours, which means you need to physically be in the office. The idea of working in an office is widely accepted as the best (or only) way to structure work. But think about how different offices might be if they had been designed to support the needs and interests of all employees outside of work. Parental leave wouldn’t be up for discussion, nor would it be considered a benefit. In fact, dependent-care leave, childcare, breastfeeding accommodations, return to work programs, paternity leave, and flexible and remote work infrastructure would all be the bare minimum. Yet these are all classified as benefits, because they were added into organizations as an afterthought—a lot like women were.

If our workplaces were truly supportive of women (in the way that they claim to be), they would focus on what mothers—and fathers—need in order to succeed. They would design career-development paths that support both maternity and paternity leave arrangements. They would understand the value of parenthood, and how it can help both women and men in developing new skills. They would recognize the value that mothers, and fathers, add to their corporations, and double down their retention efforts. But our jobs weren’t designed with women—or difference—in mind.

Think about it: If you could create your ideal work environment, what would it look like? Ask the women you work with the same question. Chances are you will get some pretty “out there” ideas. I know, because I ask this question all the time. I have received responses like “Well, it would be great to hold meetings outside while I walk my baby in the stroller,” or “It would be great to be able to breastfeed in meetings,” or “I want a senior job that is designed in relation to outputs. That way I don’t have to be in the office. If I deliver, I will get rewarded.”

The “ideal worker” image of the man in a suit in the office from at least nine to five is so embedded in our minds that it’s hard to deviate from. That’s why adding a flexible work policy to improve work-life balance (something that’s generally seen as a “women’s issue”), often does very little to change an underlying nine-to-five culture. How many senior leaders within your organization job share or work on a part-time or flexible work schedule? How much do you buy into the nine-to-five idea? Do you think you could lead a major company or department in your organization remotely, or on a compressed or reduced work schedule? For most people, the answer is no, because the standard for a good worker is someone who spends a solid eight hours—or more—in the office each day.

Imagine how much working mothers and fathers could achieve if organizations were structured to support their needs instead of forcing employees to fit the one-size-fits-all standard of work. A large multinational organization I worked for took active steps to do just this. Mothers and fathers were given significant parental leave, between six and twelve months. Before mothers went on leave, they developed an entire plan to accommodate the transition out and back into the organization, which included things like reduced work schedules and an ongoing development plan. Parents were also afforded paid time off to go to doctors’ appointments or care for children as well as paid days for mothers to visit the office and keep in touch during leave. Employees were assigned a coach to support them through the transition and to manage their dual roles. In addition, the workplace had childcare facilities, changing stations, and breastfeeding rooms.

These flexible workplace practices and job-sharing options were available to all employees, and mothers were valued for their contributions instead of overlooked for their differences. They were afforded opportunities to lead and take on stretch assignments with reduced, compressed, and remote work schedules. What made all these programs feasible was the way leaders supported them. Employees were encouraged to share the challenges they faced, and leaders worked with them to identify solutions. Individual needs were accommodated. There was no one way to work or one prototypical way to succeed in this organization.

The impact of this program was astounding. Not only was it great for recruitment, but the annual employee survey found that employee satisfaction was consistently high. Employees want to work for organizations that value them.

Birds of a Feather

It is not just the structural elements of an organization that are hardwired to enable the masculine ideal to succeed; the social aspects of work also present challenges for women. Jeffrey Pfeffer, the author of Power and a well-known expert on influence and authority in organizations, argues that the more powerful your job is, the more likely people are going to want it, which is why one of the most important questions a leader can ask themselves is “Who can I trust?”24 Research shows that we all naturally favor and trust people who are like us. The extent to which you share the same gender, age, race, sexual orientation, interests, values, and beliefs really determines how much you will like someone—this is known as the “affinity bias.” For example, candidates in a recruitment process who look like or share the same outside work interests as the hiring manager can use this similarity to build rapport and enhance their likability.

This means that employees who are most like their leaders will have an unfair advantage, as they can establish trust and relationships with powerful people more easily. Male leaders tend to hire, groom, accommodate, and promote those who look like them, often unconsciously. This is why a lot of leaders look the same. It is also how the success prototype ensures that straight white men stay in leadership positions, which serves to reaffirm that this is what power looks like in workplaces.

Since men were the first to enter corporate America, they were able to set the standard for leadership. They created ways of cooperating with one another that maintained their dominance, like office politics, which is using power, influence, and relationships to get things done at work, or male solidarity groups, which include social networks like men’s-only soccer or golfing teams. These informal social systems enable men to band together and advance their individual and collective power. By hiring and forming relationships with like-minded people, male leaders ensure their employees will toe the line, remain loyal, and support them with maintaining their dominant position. Male employees benefit from this arrangement, as it ensures their own job security and career advancement. Power is maintained by a few when everyone plays by the same rules. This type of privilege is often to the detriment of women, who don’t have access to the same solidarity groups, networks, power, or influence as men because they don’t fit the prototype.


A More Equal Workplace Is Better for Everyone

To create offices that work for women, we need today’s leaders (the majority of whom are white men) to want to change the unfair work culture. But why should men do this if the current system fulfills their power ambitions? That’s simple… men are also more likely to advance in organizations that work for women because we are no longer advancing a small number of people who fit the success prototype. Everyone has an opportunity to make it. A more equal workplace is a better workplace for everyone.

If there is one message that I hope I convey loud and clear, it’s that gender equality is not about raising women up at the expense of men. It is not about making men feel bad or listing all the ways that men need to change. Quite the contrary. It is about creating a workplace that values men and women equally and gives everyone the freedom to be themselves. Equality is freedom.

Creating a workplace that practices equality starts with changing the way we think. It is about enabling everyone, especially men, to step outside of rigid gender stereotypes, which are almost always misaligned with our true identity, core values, desires, and ambitions. In fact, as chapter eight, “Breaking Up with Don” details, men face a wide range of challenges at work, which are all created by the pressure to conform to gender stereotypes. A recent study by the Canadian Men’s Health Foundation found that 81 percent of men find their day-to-day work to be stressful, and 60 percent of men struggle to get a proper night’s sleep because of stress. Men also feel pressure to live up to the ideal worker standard: 60 percent of men surveyed go to work when they are sick and 46 percent work extended hours. These long workdays add to men’s already high stress levels and prevent them from having any sort of work-life balance. This is no way to work or live.25

A major part of the problem is that men are encouraged to keep their worries and challenges to themselves, which comes at a cost. Research finds that men in powerful positions may also feel disenfranchised by masculine workplace cultures, but they are compelled to hide their feelings for fear of being ostracized by their peers.26 Women are more likely to speak up about the negative impact of inequality, which just reinforces the idea that it is a “women’s issue.” Both men and women reported disliking cultures with a lack of work-life balance, in which employees are under pressure to conform to stereotypical masculine behaviors. But these challenges were harder for women, who felt that their organizations did not value diversity or appreciate their individual needs and experiences. Cultures of inequality reward “masculine men”—like Don—and marginalize women and men who engage in a wider range of behaviors. That includes anyone who speaks up and shares these challenges.

The Femininity Stigma

Ford’s assembly line set the standard for most of the workplace practices we have today, including the hours we spend (or are expected to spend) in the office. It’s assumed that work hours equate to productivity, commitment, and ambition. Working excessively is a sign of strength, determination, stamina, endurance, and resilience. Men often display their masculinity by out-working everyone else, by being the first one in the office in the morning and the last one out at night.

Even if companies have flexible work policies for employees to use, if success is measured by the number of hours spent in the office, then this is what employees will live up to. This model of working long hours doesn’t allow men or women to pursue a life outside of work, whether they have dependents or not. It’s also very hard for men to deviate from normal working hours because when they do they are actually deviating from the masculine ideal. A 2016 research study found that organizational culture plays a key role in men’s use of flexible workplace practices as men are informally discouraged to reduce their hours in the office—by other men.27 There’s a lot of self-policing among men to ensure they are spending an acceptable amount of time in the office, like trying not to take sick days, staying late, working weekends, and only leaving the office when everyone else does. Men who chose to adopt flexible workplace practices were considered “ground breakers,” and seen as separate from other men.

Masculinity doesn’t just set the standard for working hours, it also determines which nonmasculine behaviors men need to avoid at all costs. Largely, men are encouraged to reject anything typically associated with being feminine. This “femininity stigma” coupled with the need to work long hours make work-life balance, and fatherhood particularly, difficult to manage. When men embrace their identity as fathers at work, they are penalized for taking on the feminine caretaker role. A 2013 study, published in the Journal of Social Issues, found men who requested family leave were not seen as contributing to the organization, and consequently they didn’t receive the same rewards as colleagues.28 This was even more challenging for black men who were also subject to racial stereotypes and seen as lazy or hostile for making the request.

While the femininity stigma may be an issue for all men, it disproportionately affects working fathers. Between 1965 and 2003, American men have more than doubled the time they spend on housework and childcare. Based on these figures, you might assume that work-life balance has gotten easier for both men and women. But while lifestyles may have changed, the success prototype hasn’t. Workplaces continue to believe the ideal worker is someone who has no outside interests or dependent care responsibilities and is fully committed to their job.

A 2012 study found that male employees still feel pressure to ensure they don’t appear too committed to their families.29 The only way men can reconcile these two parts of their lives is to keep their identities separate by hiding their needs and interests outside of work (think back to my husband’s reluctance to confess that he’d have to miss work to care for our son). If men don’t, they are penalized. Research estimates that men who choose to reduce their work hours for family reasons receive a wage penalty of 26.4 percent, compared to women who face a 23.2 percent reduction, after controlling for the usual factors that affect wages.30

Men are expected to provide for their families, and working long hours is one way to do this. Not surprisingly, fathers tend to work longer hours than childless men; however, men who don’t support gender equality at home (and share the burden of domestic work) tend to work significantly longer hours than men who do. Men who take extended leave or reduce their working hours to care for their children will likely earn less and have limited access to work opportunities. Flexible workplace policies and programs do very little to address the fact that parental leave and flexible or reduced work schedules are generally things we associate with women, who are expected to take up the role as primary caregiver (and part-time work comes with its own financial penalty, as discussed more in chapter six).

Women are penalized for the femininity stigma too. Research surveying MBA graduates found that 73 percent of men and 85 percent of women believe the number-one barrier to women’s advancement is that they prioritize having a family over work, despite the fact that men and women often have similar career goals.31 Women are stigmatized once they have children, and so, like men, if they take up flexible work opportunities, they will be overlooked for high-profile opportunities and promotions. Women exit organizations not because they don’t want to advance, but because they do. Women are looking for an organization that will accommodate their dual roles rather than forcing them to choose one.

In masculine workplace cultures, men must prove their masculinity by concealing their anxiety and self-doubt. Men are told, in so many words, to “man up.” Working fathers are encouraged to deny the pressure and exhaustion they experience managing their dual roles. This leaves men with one solution: keep their personal lives out of the office. You see this playing out whenever men make an excuse for taking their child to the doctor or manufacture work justifications for reducing their office hours so they can spend more time at home. These workarounds are stressful since they force men to hide who they are. This also does nothing to solve the underlying problem. If workplaces don’t work for all men, even though they were designed with them in mind, just imagine how challenging these environments are for women.

The Bottom Line

By examining the origins of inequality, it becomes clear that workplaces value men more than women because our patriarchal societies do. By valuing people differently, we value success differently. Success does in fact discriminate because people who conform to the Don Draper ideal are the ones who tend to advance. Those who don’t—whether they are women or men who opt for flex time or don’t exhibit traditional masculine behaviors—aren’t given the same promotions and career opportunities. Over time, this encourages employees, teams, and leaders to all think, look, talk, and act like the success prototype. This is how inequality becomes part of working life—and it’s costing all of us.


“Success does in fact discriminate because people who conform to the Don Draper ideal are the ones who tend to advance.”



The bottom line is this: if the culture you work in doesn’t value difference, and you are different, then it doesn’t value you. This is a hard pill to swallow, which is why, more often than not, we deny this fact and instead applaud diversity and inclusion efforts aimed at fixing women. Hiding behind the smokescreen of such initiatives sets us all back and winds up being counterintuitive and counterproductive. Our denial encourages us to believe that workplaces are meritocracies, and that by fitting the ideal worker standard anyone can advance. But fitting the standard means denying our differences and our challenges. In short, we are in denial about the inequality in our workplaces—and in the next chapter we will uncover how this denial feeds inequality and keeps it alive at work.
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