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To my amazing daughters, Lotus and Jazmin, who have been my greatest blessings, inspirations, and teachers, and to all the other magnificent women and girls in the world who are leading the way.



INTRODUCTION



Throughout my thirty-year career as a journalist, I’ve interviewed some of today’s most influential women and men—celebrities, CEOs, politicians, filmmakers, authors, activists, and more—and I’ve heard them all express one resounding message: the world needs more women leaders.

Women make up more than half of the population of this country, yet we are still vastly underrepresented in leadership across every sector of society, where solutions to problems are being created and important decisions are being made. Without women’s voices and visions, as actress Natalie Portman put it to me, “We’re missing out on fifty percent of our potential great people.” And as activist and author Robin Morgan aptly pointed out, “We need all hands on deck.”

Today we are on the verge of a tipping point. Simultaneous to all of the concerning problems we face in this country and around the world, a potent force has been unleashed and is growing: the power and influence of women. From the Women’s March and the #MeToo movement to the historic numbers of women running for and winning seats in elected office and an unprecedented number of women running for president in 2020, women everywhere are rising up and speaking out. There is a growing awareness and concern for the glaring lack of equity between the sexes, especially given the benefits of having gender diversity (and diversity of all types) across all industries, and this has resulted in a loud and urgent demand for change.

Yet progress for advancing women’s leadership has been exceedingly slow across the board—in the corporate world, politics, media, finance, and other industries—and there remains a variety of structural, cultural, and psychological obstacles and challenges that stand in the way of achieving this progress. That is why I decided to publish Leading the Way: to celebrate and amplify all that women bring to leadership, to offer solutions to counteract some of the negative influences that inhibit women’s leadership, and to provide inspiration, guidance, and encouragement to anyone who wants to advocate for change and help us get closer to parity.

As much as the larger objective of this book is to help more women become leaders across industries and in our government, Leading the Way also advocates for women to step into leadership in their own lives: to be their authentic selves; follow their true calling; achieve their full potential; be effective advocates for themselves, others, and the causes they care about; and live lives that are aligned not only with who they truly are but also with what brings them fulfillment, connection, well-being, and joy.

I have been so fortunate that my personal leadership journey has been intertwined with and shaped by the stories and insights I have heard firsthand from the extraordinary changemakers I have interviewed or interacted with during my career. I have soaked up and benefited from so much wisdom, energy, inspiration, and sisterhood along the way.

Whether it was through interviewing luminaries and trailblazers like Maya Angelou, Oprah Winfrey, Madeleine Albright, Nancy Pelosi, and Anita Hill; hearing gentle words of guidance whispered into my ear by Gloria Steinem; or witnessing Eve Ensler sit at my dining room table and birth the idea for her global activist movement, V-Day, which has gone on to raise more than $100 million to help end violence against women and girls worldwide, I feel so blessed to have seen firsthand the incredible change that is possible when women overcome their obstacles, dig deep into their truest selves, and pursue their dreams.

Having personally experienced how powerful and influential the words of these leaders can be, I felt compelled to share some of their quotes and wisdom in this book to encourage women to know their power, use their voices, and be agents of change—in their personal lives, their communities, and the larger world. In these pages, you’ll find insights from a wide range of remarkable figures I’ve interviewed over the years, on topics including knowing your worth and finding a work-life balance, to modeling new paradigms of leadership and power, to uplifting marginalized voices, and so much more.

My hope is that the messages in this book will give you more confidence and courage to share your unique abilities and ideas, remind you that your voice matters, and inspire you to step up as a leader in whatever ways feel right to you. There are so many ways we as women can be leaders and contribute to the world, but it all starts with knowing and valuing who we are and what it is we uniquely bring to the table. When we support each other and work together, we are a hugely powerful, transformative force.

As Senator Kirsten Gillibrand told me in one of our interviews, which, unbeknownst to me at the time, foreshadowed the title for this book: “We need women leading the way. I really think that until women are able to achieve their potential, America will not achieve hers.”

Always remember that you are a magnificent force for change and that you have what it takes to help lead the way to a better, more equal, and just world.



1



CREATE NEW PARADIGMS OF LEADERSHIP AND POWER

Get over the feeling that the two words don’t go together—women and power. The fact is, if we don’t put the two together and don’t understand how power changes complexion in the hands of women, then we’re not going to make it. We have to own our personal power.

—Jane Fonda

Throughout my career interviewing successful women leaders, one important point that consistently comes up is the notion that if women are going to advance into more positions of power, we shouldn’t mimic the ways power and leadership have been modeled for us throughout history so far (mostly by men). Instead, we should model new paradigms of power and bring our authentic voices and full selves to our leadership. Oftentimes, the leadership qualities that are most celebrated and promoted in our culture are mainly what are characterized as the “masculine” ones: being tough, strong, and authoritative—and thinking of power in hierarchical ways. But we need to shift this perception so that good leadership also includes women’s unique sets of experiences and perspectives, as well as qualities that are generally deemed “feminine,” such as compassion, empathy, or having a collaborative spirit.

Women—and men, since leadership stereotypes can constrict them, too—should be able to embrace these feminine attributes of leadership so that we can begin to disrupt those gender stereotypes and bring a full range of human qualities to leadership. We also need to reframe the purpose of power as not simply having power for one’s own benefit, but instead as a means to use our influence to guide, empower, and uplift those who don’t have power: to give power to rather than have power over.

After all, why have more women in leadership if we are not going to bring all we have to offer to the table? To inspire you to start leading in your own way and on your own terms, I’ve included insights in this chapter from several successful women leaders who are all examples and advocates of power and leadership done differently.


A new power paradigm emerges when a different gender holds it, has it, and then uses it differently. I mean, if women get power only to be just like the guys who had it before them, then that’s not progress.

—PAT MITCHELL

For the first time in a long time, women are understanding that we do have power and we need to learn to exercise it.

—MAXINE WATERS

Women view power differently. It’s not power over; it’s power with. It’s about empowering others. Now, there are some women who view power the way men do, but generally speaking, women do it differently. It’s not hierarchical; it’s circular.

—JANE FONDA

Women in leadership suffer from stereotyping, and when people expect a stereotype and are reminded of a stereotype, that actually makes the stereotype stronger. It’s called stereotype threat, and it’s why when women check off “Miss” or girls check off “Female” before taking a math test, the research shows they actually do worse. What has happened is that there aren’t women in leadership roles. Therefore, people don’t expect there to be women in leadership roles. Therefore, there aren’t women in leadership roles.

It’s the classic chicken-and-egg problem. We need more women leaders to show more women they can lead, and we need to show more women they can lead to get more women leaders. I think the first thing we need to do is decide that the status quo is not okay.

The word “female,” when inserted in front of something, is always with a note of surprise. Female COO, female pilot, female surgeon—as if [“female”] implies surprise, which it does. I am a female leader. One day there won’t be “female” leaders. There will just be leaders.

—SHERYL SANDBERG

I think women, like men, should pursue their talents and interests. I believe that it is only a matter of time before the structural barriers to women or minorities are effectively dismantled. I look forward to the day when I am thought of as the 102nd Supreme Court Justice rather than the first female Supreme Court Justice.

—SANDRA DAY O’CONNOR

The leadership qualities that are needed to really propel things forward are feminine, and both men and women need to draw on these attributes because the times are calling for it. You know, I’ve always had a thing for “C” words. Create. Connect. Collaborate. Communicate. Change. Compassion. Community. These are the words I’ve leaned on in my own experience as a leader, and when I really look at these words, I see how they are all about feminine leadership.

I believe we have been living in a very masculine world; a world of singularity where we are not looking at things holistically, where we don’t take in the totality of a woman. It’s been a boys’ club, and leadership and the way we think about it has been impacted by this. In order for things to change, we have to shift the perspective from being “either/or” to “and.” It’s not about women replacing men—it’s about the embrace. We need masculine and feminine energies for us to move the needle forward. I feel that there is a dynamic shift that is happening and that a balance needs to be restored.

—DONNA KARAN

I think it takes a while for women to realize what their power is, because we haven’t been part of this for very long. But what I have seen is that when women know their power, they really do know how to use it, not for their personal gain, but for the good of the country. There’s a big difference there between how women operate versus how men operate. Women know how to wield their power, and from what I see, it’s almost always for the greater good.

—BARBARA LEE

We must encourage other women to step up to positions of leadership—women who understand the glass ceiling that still exists for us in the workplace and in every aspect of our lives and who are committed to helping us shatter that ceiling once and for all. . . . Because what we really need are more women opening doors in every aspect of our society—more women practicing law, more women researching cures for cancer, more women in information technology, and more women in public office.

—DEBBIE WASSERMAN SCHULTZ

I think it’s embedded in the psychology of women, men, girls, boys, nations, organizations, and schools that what it takes to lead is anathema to what we have told ourselves is appropriate and charming for a woman. It’s so deep in our psyche. It’s deeper than we know. No matter how liberated we are as individual women and how much work we’ve put into convincing ourselves of our inherent equality with men, we still don’t even believe it ourselves. And how could we? It’s embedded in every part of our culture. There’s religion; there’s art, the greatest authors, the greatest playwrights; there’s the hero’s journey. Every single mythology and area of human expertise is still, either consciously or unconsciously, pervaded by the idea that it is beautiful for a man to exert his ego, his will, and his leadership, and it is beautiful and charming for a woman to defer, to support, to nurture, and not to push her way and her will.

What would happen if women could lead from their core basic values? Not just put women into a structure that is up-down power like, “I have power over you,” but what if women could actually influence the way power is wielded in the world from a core feminine place?

Years ago, I began thinking about what happens when you put the words “women” and “power” together. From the beginning of recorded history, there’s been an unspoken law that it’s unladylike to put those words together. I wanted to turn that on its head and explore the whole issue. What is a powerful woman? As women assume more power, can we transform the way it is used? Can we help the world become more conscious about the uses and abuses of power?

We believe women have the potential to change the way power is used in the world for everybody. We’re not interested in women taking over the old power paradigm. We think everyone will benefit when women not only join men at the table but also help men turn the tables over and create something new. When the rules of power were made—way back in the early stages of human society-building—women weren’t part of the conversation. They weren’t consulted on questions like, “How do we share resources? How do we deal with conflict? What should we prioritize? What’s important for a society?”

As women take on more and more powerful leadership positions—in the home, at work, in religion, and government—when enough of us get there, we might actually change what it means to be powerful and to lead. It might look more inclusive. It might look like a more care-based society. This has never been tested, because there have never been enough women in power and enough women empowered with their own voice to even test it. Our loftiest goal is to ask these questions of women leaders: “Can you show, in your leadership, a different way of dealing with conflict—a more constructive way of sharing power? Do you have better reasons for wanting to lead than just to satisfy your own ego? Are you interested in leadership as a way of transforming our society?”

I don’t know exactly what it will look like when there’s full inclusivity of women, but I have to assume that any group who has been left out for that long has something really important to add to the whole picture to balance things out. A critical mass of women of all different points of view is going to make a difference.

—ELIZABETH LESSER

I think the world is realizing that [empowering and educating girls and women] is incredibly important and that we need to do more and more to support women, because in many parts of the developing world their power is often very limited. And yet in so many cases, the power they have to make decisions is the key to their families’ future. I think people need to remember that empowering women to determine their future should not be controversial, no matter where you are.

—MELINDA GATES

Power is something you have to take and use. It’s just not given to you. The only thing you get is what you fight for and nothing more. We’ve just got to be willing to make more people uncomfortable and push for the power that we deserve.

—CECILE RICHARDS

It’s hitting in on a number of fronts. It’s getting more women in the pipeline in every area toward power. That’s in the pipeline toward power in the corporate world and changing the ethics there. It’s toward getting women more power in politics, in the entertainment industry, you name it.

—ROBIN MORGAN

Women have to be taught that ambition is ladylike and that having ambition is important for their families. What women have to realize is that power is the ultimate security. Power brings about a much broader type of security for their children and for their grandchildren. So get comfortable around the notion of participating fully in the process and that ambition is something that should be admired in a woman.

I remember when I was very young and a state representative, and they wrote a feature about me for the Kansas City paper titled “Blonde Ambition,” and I remember cringing when I saw the headline. And then I caught myself and thought, Well, now why are you so worried that they’re saying you are ambitious? I was naturally uncomfortable that somebody had called me out on being ambitious. So I think our young ladies, our young women, my daughters, their daughters, all need to understand that ambition is an important form of getting security for you and your family and for the values that you are committed to.

—CLAIRE McCASKILL

When you talk about “girl power,” even that’s sort of a belittling thing; they won’t call it “women’s power” because that is somehow too dangerous. Girl power, that’s okay—that’s somehow defanged and acceptable, whereas women’s power is terrifying and emasculating. So there’s even a problem in language, there’s a problem in the media, there’s a problem in society. There are just so many things challenging girls and women in their search for power and strength that we need to do all we can to help that along.

—MARGARET CHO

There’s an imbalance and you can really feel it in the way everything is going, I think. Sometimes I feel like it’s a bit of a fallacy to try and say, “Men are violent and women are nonviolent,” because I don’t think that’s necessarily true. But I do think there is a sort of natural balance in nature between men and women, and that it’s being thrown off-balance by the social and economic inequities between men and women.

—NATALIE PORTMAN

Sometimes we romanticize the role that the women can play, because in many countries of the world, women are still not in charge. They are still not playing a very important role in decision-making. But sometimes when women do find themselves in those positions, we really don’t see that much difference. And I have always felt that perhaps women have sometimes almost embraced the same values as men, and the same character as men, because they are in the men’s world, and they are trying to fit into a system that men have created. And maybe, in truth, when there is a critical mass of women who play that role in governments, such as what we have in Rwanda, then we will see whether women can really manage power in a way that is less destructive than the way that men have used power.

—WANGARI MAATHAI

Power is the ability to empower yourself and others. We are moving into a partnership society, and the only power that works is partnership power. The new business model is: If I do well, I’ll teach you how to do well, and we’ll all rise together. The old model is: I will be the president of the bank or on the board of the bank and we will have these huge bonuses and the tellers will get just above minimum wage. The new model is a partnership model, and if you look at the compensation plan of a network marketing company, you will see that you can’t possibly do well unless you’re helping others succeed, too, and everyone has the same opportunity going in. The playing field is absolutely level.

—DR. CHRISTIANE NORTHRUP

I’m less interested now in “power” than I am in freedom. I have been asking deep questions about the meaning of power, the nature of power. One of the things we’re working on with the One Billion Rising campaign is to let everybody own it and have it and use it the way they need to use it. That’s the power I’m interested in—a kind of energetic power that gets to be shared and gets to circulate, where everybody gets to feed off it, like wind.

—EVE ENSLER

To be a leader for today’s world, you have to engage with people who are different from you, and you have to be able to listen. You have to pay attention. Everybody’s voice needs to be listened to—heard with respect and heard on its own terms. So it really boils down to somebody who’s capable of paying attention, who’s capable of listening, who’s engaged in a search for mutual understanding, who understands cooperation, who has the capacity not only to think clearly but to respond to the feelings of their own and other people. It’s very, very basic human qualities, and all the research in the human sciences is saying as humans, this is who we are. We are responsive, relational beings. Our nervous systems are wired to connect thought with emotion. We all have a voice. We want to be heard. We want to live in relationship.

A leader for today’s world has to basically be someone in whom those human capacities are well developed.

—CAROL GILLIGAN

When women think of power, we shouldn’t think of it only for ourselves. We should be thinking about what we’re going to do with power once we have it. Women should be standing up powerfully and passionately for the care and protection of children, as well as the care and protection of the earth itself.

Women’s voices should be front and center in protecting both our young and our habitat. That’s the way it is in any species that survives.

—MARIANNE WILLIAMSON

One of the reasons why I want women to run things is because when we run things, when we actually have power, we run things differently. We not only don’t abuse power, we also share it. And we create the environment for others to lead, for there to be policies that really challenge the idea that everything is a zero-sum game.

If you look at the Women’s March as an example, there were signs about every issue under the sun. Everything from health care to education to mass incarceration to immigration, and there was room for all of it. We didn’t have to choose, we didn’t have to prioritize, and it actually felt right. And so when women run things, we actually know how to hold the complexity of American life in the twenty-first century and actually move us all toward solutions together. We need leaders who can unify the country, not tear us apart. We need leaders who can actually open more space for voices to be heard. We need leaders who can democratize the story of who we are as a country, as opposed to take us back in history. Take us forward—women can do that.

—AI-JEN POO



Q&A WITH PAT MITCHELL ON WOMEN USING POWER IN THEIR OWN WAY



The most important thing as a woman leader . . . is that if you have a position of leadership and power and you don’t use it in a different way, then you’re wasting it.

—Pat Mitchell

Pat Mitchell is a media executive and lifelong advocate for women and girls. At every step of her career, Mitchell has broken new ground for women by leveraging the power of media as a journalist and as an Emmy Award–winning and Oscar-nominated producer to tell women’s stories and increase the representation of women onscreen and off. She became the president of CNN Productions, and the first woman president and CEO of PBS and the Paley Center for Media. Today, her commitment to connect and strengthen a global community of women leaders continues as a conference curator, advisor, and mentor.

In partnership with TED, Mitchell launched TEDWomen in 2010 and is its editorial director, curator, and host. Mitchell is active with many nonprofit organizations, serving as the chair of the boards for the Sundance Institute and the Women’s Media Center, and she is a founding member of the V-Day movement. She is the author of Becoming a Dangerous Woman: Embracing Risk to Change the World.

MARIANNE SCHNALL: What are some of your thoughts on how women view and use power?

PAT MITCHELL: Power in our lifetimes has been defined by the dominant gender who has it. And a lot of the way they have defined power is not something we as women are comfortable with, nor would we want to carry out power in that way. So we move away from the current definitions and current manifestations of power. We are talking about redefining power, putting a woman’s perspective on it.

A shift in the power paradigm in this country is absolutely essential. We know that very few people in history ever give up power voluntarily. Why is that? And yet women give it away all the time because it is a way in which women approach power: sharing it. Well, of course that’s a great way to look at power, but how do we get that to be the power paradigm, as it were, the prevailing power? By getting power and using it that way, using it in a way that shares it, that redefines it, that gives it other adjectives than the ones we attach to it now.

MS: Why does gender parity matter?

PM: Not only is gender equality or gender parity a right that belongs to all women, but gender equality makes for a better world. It creates a more inclusive marketplace, which, by the way, is more successful and delivers a better bottom line. It brings prosperity, peace, and security to families and communities. You look around the world and you see where women have greater equality and have access on an equal basis to opportunity, and you’re going to see a society that is more prosperous, more peaceful, more sustainable. And all of that comes from a woman’s perspective on how she can lead.

MS: You have broken so many barriers, being the first woman president and CEO of PBS, and so many different accomplishments—you really are a trailblazer. What insights can you offer about being a woman leader?

PM: In my opinion, the most important thing as a woman leader—and I learned this early through a whole bunch of great women who were in my life, and men, I have to say—is that if you have a position of leadership and power and you don’t use it in a different way, then you’re wasting it. So when people used to say to me when I was the first woman president of PBS, “Does that mean that as a woman you’re going to be a different kind of president?” And I would say, “Well, I hope so!”

I decided a long, long time ago, when I was one of the first women in television, that while in the beginning I went along with avoiding at all costs anything that brought attention to the fact that I was a woman, very quickly I learned that didn’t feel good to me, and also I thought it was really letting myself down.

So as a woman leader, you can’t make every decision from that point of view, but my experience is as a mother, as a grandmother, a wife, a sister, a daughter—all those things—I tried to keep them in mind, because I know they’re a part of me. So if I’m not bringing them to the table as the CEO or the executive producer or the host or whatever it may be, then I’m denying part of who I am and that means I’m not going to be as good as I could be.

MS: What characteristics do you think women bring to leadership?

PM: Women bring to leadership an attitude, a different set of attributes, different visions, different life paths, and all of that can make for transformative change leaders. . . . There’s been so much debate about whether women do make different kinds of leaders. I believe we do. Because I believe that women are changing the nature of power, rather than power changing the nature of women. We are bringing to power natural, feminine attributes that come to us from our own life experiences as mothers and sisters and daughters and wives. If we bring all this to bear into our leadership positions, then we will be different kinds of leaders.
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