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Praise for In Her Own Voice


“I’ve spent most of my career observing and studying the forces and skills that allow people to move from individual contributor to influential and powerful leader. When I read In Her Own Voice, I was thrilled to learn that Jennifer provides a playbook for a successful journey to leadership that will inspire and enlighten any woman who is ready to undertake the challenging but very rewarding journey to transformational leadership. Using your authenticity as your competitive advantage, your experience to drive your confidence, and your relationships as leverage, this book will punctuate your journey. Read it, embrace it and go get ’em!”


—Carla Harris, Senior Client Advisor at Morgan Stanley and best-selling author of Expect to Win


“Inspiring! Giving a voice to women around the world, Jennifer McCollum’s new book shines a light on the critical areas for businesses to support and develop women, while also helping women to overcome their obstacles for advancement. Insightful and backed by relevant research, In Her Own Voice provides the tools for everyone to become an advocate and champion for women in business today.”


—Marshall Goldsmith, New York Times best-selling author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There


“The beauty of this book is that it’s based on the experiences of tens of thousands of women, with guidance that is applicable to every one of us, no matter where we are on our own unique journey. The caring candor found in these pages is reflective of what happens—and can happen—in real life. I wish that I had the voices and experiences of these women at my side when I was progressing through my career.”


—Anne Chow, former CEO of AT&T Business, Lead Director at FranklinCovey, and member of the Board of Directors at 3M


“In Her Own Voice is one of the most clearheaded and least grandiose books I have read about the future of work post-pandemic. It highlights the key role women must play in helping companies meet the challenge of an empowered and highly diverse workforce that demands an inclusive environment in which they feel recognized and valued. And it lays out how women can address both external and internal impediments in order to assume this role. A must-read for any woman who’s ready to rise . . . and for any company ready to support her in that ascent.”


—Sally Helgesen, best-selling author of How Women Rise, Rising Together, and The Female Advantage


“Jennifer McCollum has drawn a road map to help women gain clarity on what they want, take risks that create recognized confidence, manage their leadership brand, and operate successfully with increasing authenticity. All women who aspire to leadership should read this book—and so should the senior leaders who can make a difference as sponsors.”


—Herminia Ibarra, The Charles Handy Professor of Organisational Behaviour at the London Business School and author of Act Like a Leader, Think Like a Leader and Working Identity: Unconventional Strategies for Reinventing Your Career


“I’ve been a friend and mentor of Jennifer’s since 2020, when she approached and asked me to help her apply principles of my ‘Working Together© Leadership and Management System and Culture of Love by Design’ at Linkage. I was privileged to be a part of helping the organization navigate the challenges of COVID-19 and emerge stronger on the other side. This book provides a glimpse at the brainpower (and heart-power) of the woman at the helm of that turnaround.”


—Alan Mulally, former CEO of Ford Motor Company and Boeing Commercial Airplanes, and member of the Board of Directors at Google (now Alphabet), Carbon 3D, and the Mayo Clinic


“As intersectionality is increasingly discussed, more companies are seeking to understand how our multiple, interlocked identities—woman of color, member of the LGBTQIA+ community, person with a disability—shape how we experience the world. Books like In Her Own Voice can help. While the main ‘voice’ is Jennifer McCollum’s, she’s careful to include stories and quotes from women of various races, backgrounds, and orientations who’ve climbed to positions of power. The more we understand the intersecting identities and experiences of all women, the better off our organizations will be.”


—Marilu Galvez, President and General Manager at WABC-TV New York and Emmy Award–winning journalist


“It’s my pay-it-forward mission to add more executive-level women on public and private boards, and that’s how Jennifer McCollum and I intersected. We share the conviction that more gender-diverse boards will accelerate a shift of more gender-diverse corporate leadership teams. We’re making strides in the boardroom arena, and the best companies are following suit to get more women in their C-suite. In Her Own Voice is a great starting point. Whether you’re a senior leader looking for a way to support talented women, or an individual who’s serious about moving up in the ranks, you’ll love the compelling stories and practical advice in this book.”


—Maggie Wilderotter, former CEO and Executive Chairman of Frontier Communications; Board Member of Costco Wholesale Corporation, Lyft, and Sana Biotechnology; and Board Chair at DocuSign


“What makes a person influential has little to do with working harder or having the most impressive skills. It’s more about our ability to view messy problems as opportunities, act boldly amid uncertainty, and adapt to the unwritten rules. McCollum’s research and stories demonstrate how women become impact players and influential leaders. Aspiring C-suiters, take notice: In Her Own Voice is the voice of wisdom and will guide you on your ascent.”


—Liz Wiseman, CEO of The Wiseman Group and New York Times best-selling author of Multipliers and Impact Players


“As a sports agent for almost two decades, I had a front-row seat to peak performance. I saw the difference between the ones who make it to the top and stay there, and the ones who don’t and why. Those who sustained success had a drive to get better every single day. This is also true in the quest for leadership in business. With a data-grounded road map, Jennifer McCollum helps women crack the code on what it will take to accelerate faster into leadership ranks, and what organizations can do to support them. A must-read for women and men at any level who care about the future of work.”


—Molly Fletcher, author of The Energy Clock and host of the Game Changers with Molly Fletcher podcast


“We’re all immersed in busy-ness. The upside is we get the status hit that comes with being important, and perhaps the credit for being a hardworking employee. The downside is we get mired in the short-term-thinking quicksand that prevents us from doing the strategic thinking, planning, and relationship-building it takes to play the long game. Every page of this book convinces me that Jennifer McCollum knows how to play the game right. She has crafted a life that’s not just successful but meaningful and deeply fulfilling. And here’s the thing: so can you.”


—Dorie Clark, Wall Street Journal best-selling author of The Long Game and executive education faculty, Columbia Business School
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To my father, Roy Scherer, who believed well before I did that I had a story worth telling.


To my mother, Sandy Baker, who always encouraged whatever I envisioned.


To my husband, Chip McCollum, who supports my dreams unconditionally.


To my children, Madeleine, Will, and Hunter, who are my greatest teachers.









A NOTE FROM THE SHRM CEO


Johnny C. Taylor, Jr.


This is a book whose time has come.


As the CEO of SHRM, I have a unique vantage point. I engage daily with HR leaders and business executives to track what’s happening in the world of work—across time, sectors, and geography. The changes that have taken place in the past few years are nothing less than staggering.


For all the suffering and heartbreak caused by COVID-19, it brought things into sharp focus for many people. It caused us to reevaluate what we wanted with our life and our work.


There’s a collective sense of urgency to create more human-centric workplaces where all employees—both women and men—can grow and thrive. Women, too, have undergone a profound mindset shift; no longer are they willing to sit back and hope for the best. This is their moment—and they’re seizing it.


In Her Own Voice is the perfect book for this inflection point in history.


For women, it does a beautiful job of explaining not just what to do to advance in your career, but also what to expect. For leaders, it helps you recognize the gap between what you think women seeking advancement want and what they really need.


For HR professionals, it shows you what good looks like. For men, it shows us how to be advocates and part of the solution.


Jennifer McCollum is the right person to tell this story. She is a premier thought leader, and I had the privilege of meeting her in 2022, when she was CEO of Linkage and SHRM acquired the company.


Linkage is known for the depth and breadth of its research on leadership, and that shines through in this book. Jennifer has done a great job of synthesizing this storehouse of knowledge and connecting it to tactics that are practical, concise, and contemporized for the world we live in. Also, she masterfully weaves in stories—her own and those of other women—that bring the lessons to life.


Not only has Jennifer walked the walk, but she’s also curious and driven to learn from others. She is on a quest for knowledge and has a passion and expertise about women in leadership that aligns with our SHRM vision—to build a world of work that works for all.


Jennifer wrote this book because she wants to have a serious impact on women in the workforce who, like her, wish to lead, influence, and inspire others. It is the culmination of a lifetime of hard work, experience, and wisdom.


This partnership with Jennifer and Linkage has been an amazing experience. I believe together our two organizations have the power to create a game-changing journey for women everywhere.


I hope In Her Own Voice means as much to you as it does to me. In these pages I hear not only Jennifer’s voice but the voices of all women who long to share their gifts with the world.









FOREWORD


Anne Chow


CEO. It’s a title that explicitly holds a respectful degree of gravitas and a role that implicitly represents a breadth of responsibilities spanning a company’s full purview. Historically, this position has been held by men across countless industries. In today’s modern world, perhaps naively so, I didn’t realize how unique becoming a woman CEO actually was—until I became one.


In the early days of my corporate career, which spanned over three decades working for a Fortune 15 company, I had an inkling that leadership was in my future. Interactions between people have always fascinated me, and I was intrigued by how organizational dynamics worked in the context of delivering impact. In my first several roles as an individual contributor traversing network engineering, international operations, and product management, I had an opportunity to work for and with both female and male leaders. I observed many women working hard to fit in—whether in the way they dressed, carried themselves, asserted their voices, or interacted with others. This was in the 1990s, and I remember my impression that one had to be extroverted, strong, and forceful, while presenting a more masculine front to be considered a leader. I found myself resisting not only this style of leadership but also the stiff pinstriped suits paired with buttoned-up cotton blouses that were de rigueur at the time. I yearned for greater degrees of self-expression that felt more authentic to me.


As my career progressed, I encountered many hurdles—some extrinsic, including the realities of biases and stereotypes, as well as some intrinsic, like my own self-doubt and inner critic. Nevertheless, with determination and intentional, purpose-filled performance, I had many opportunities to lead with inclusivity and authenticity as hallmarks of my leadership brand, all centered on the support of my people and the people around me.


Over the years, I wished for more role models and diverse voices, especially those who were women, and I sought and found support from other women on parallel journeys. However, that support was often more ad hoc versus systemic, and there were times, especially in the first several decades of my professional journey, when it was especially challenging to find the help that I needed and the camaraderie that I craved. I vowed to become part of the solution as I advanced in my career. Thus, I committed myself to coaching, mentoring, and supporting hundreds and thousands of women through one-on-one relationships, one-to-many engagements, as well as through the creation of various women’s programs, networks, and employee groups.


By the time I became an operating unit CEO in 2019, leading a business the size of a Fortune 100 company, I had built a robust career. I had also created a network of relationships with people who were as committed to catalyzing positive change as I was, especially in support of the advancement of women into more leadership roles, including the C-suite. It was in this role, as CEO of AT&T Business, that I first met Jennifer McCollum. I was immediately drawn to her and her organization, Linkage, with its mission to “Change the Face of Leadership.” How powerfully said and how compellingly needed in a world that desires and requires more leaders who represent varying points of view, experiences, and perspectives, and who reflect the changing demographics of our communities, customers, and consumers (not to mention those of our investors, partners, and stakeholders)! I quickly discovered that Jennifer and I share a pragmatic passion for the advancement of talented women across all industries and sectors.


I was honored when Linkage recognized me with their 2022 Legend in Leadership award during their Women in Leadership Institute. Jennifer and I sat down for a fireside chat covering a range of leadership topics in front of the 3,000 or so women present live and virtually. For me, this was a particularly powerful experience as I had recently retired from my role at AT&T and was in the early days of rewiring for the next chapters of my professional and personal impact. To be in the company of so many amazing women was absolutely energizing and inspiring.


And so, when Jennifer asked me to write the foreword for her new book, I gladly accepted. The reality is that we all want to advance in some way. Yes, many of us aspire to be the CEO of an organization and we know this with great certainty. But we don’t quite know how to get there. Also, many of us are not sure what we’re aspiring to—we only know that we can and want to have a greater impact. Perhaps we even long for our work to align with our life’s purpose. But we don’t quite know how to do that.


Regardless of where you’ve been or where you’re going in your career and in life, no doubt you’ve run up against hurdles. And you’ve probably overcome some while others remained in your path. Maybe some even seem perpetual. It’s likely that these hurdles have manifested themselves directly in front of you, around you, and even within you. Please know that you are not alone. The beauty of Jennifer’s book is that it’s based on the experiences of tens of thousands of women, and her guidance is applicable to every single one of us, no matter where we are on our own unique journey. The caring candor found in these pages is reflective of what happens—and can happen—in real life. I wish that I’d had the voices and experiences of these women at my side as I was progressing through my own career.


Your time is now. Our time is now. As women, it is our time to shine together. If each one of us develops and uses our voice, raising it with passion and purpose, there’s no doubt that we can and will inspire generations of women leaders now and into the future. That’s what this book is all about. Together, we’re changing the face of leadership. After all, each one of us is the CEO of our life. Let’s harness the power of our authenticity and determination. The world needs our voices and our leadership. May this moment become a movement, and may the words on these pages help you rise.


Anne Chow


Fortune’s Most Powerful Women in Business 2020, 2021


Best-selling coauthor of The Leader’s Guide to Unconscious Bias


Former CEO, AT&T Business









INTRODUCTION


Women, this is our moment to shine.


There has long been a shortage of women at the highest levels of leadership. Only 10 percent of Fortune 500 CEOs are women, and only 1 percent are women of color.1 As we move down the leadership ranks, things improve a little but certainly aren’t where they should be in an equitable world: in the United States, less than 30 percent of senior leadership positions and 40 percent of early manager positions are held by women.2 And these numbers haven’t changed much at all in the last decade. Globally, they are even worse.


This is not to say we haven’t made some promising inroads. We have. But our progress has been excruciatingly slow, hampered at every turn by external bias, workplace inequities, microaggressions, sexual harassment, and even our own internalized fears and doubts. Despite the challenges, decade by decade we’ve continued to rise. I have a bird’s-eye view of this reality from my position as CEO of a company dedicated to advancing women and other underrepresented groups into leadership roles. My own leadership journey hasn’t been easy, though I wouldn’t trade any of it. You’ll get to hear more about my rise through corporate America, along with other women’s stories that illustrate the power, potential, and promise of a future with gender equity in leadership.


So why write this book now? Because the COVID-19 pandemic changed everything. As the world, and especially the world of work, shifted so dramatically, I was simultaneously distressed to see so many women struggling and excited about new possibilities. In the upcoming chapters, you’ll learn that the last few years have brought both unimaginable challenges and opportunities, specifically for women leaders.


Let’s address the challenges first. When the pandemic hit, it was like a tsunami for women leaders, destroying the fragile progress we’d been making across the last few decades. The devastating result is that too many women are downshifting in their roles or leaving the workforce altogether, right when the world needs us most.


It’s not hard to see why it’s been so difficult. Life changed radically in early 2020, and women took the hardest fall. Not only did our paid work get tougher, so did our unpaid work. Trapped on endless video calls, many of us desperately tried to help our bewildered kids navigate virtual school while supporting our parents from afar. With the whole family sequestered at home, housework demands skyrocketed. We had to negotiate physical space and expectations with our partners while also being isolated from our friends, extended family, and normal support networks. We were all scared, overwhelmed, and exhausted. I was no exception.


Adjusting to these disruptions was daunting, but I fully acknowledge that I had it easier than most. My kids were a bit older and more independent during the pandemic, and I had the means to pay for additional support, plus an involved husband who shares in household tasks. This is not true for every woman. And for many, the pressure was too much. Women either dropped out or were forced out of the workforce at an alarming rate. Those who didn’t—or couldn’t—simply endured and muddled along the best they could and found themselves at a breaking point. The world may be rebounding now, but we still don’t ultimately know how this will all shake out for women in the longer term.


With pandemic-related struggles as a backdrop, it’s not surprising that 35 percent of women in 2020 and 43 percent of women in 2021 reported burnout.3 In fact, a 2022 Deloitte Global survey of 5,000 women cited that more than half intend to quit their jobs within the next two years, primarily due to burnout. The women surveyed felt more stressed than a year ago, and one in three said they had taken time off due to their mental health, which nearly half reported to be “poor or very poor.”4


Men, on the other hand, have not fared as badly. In 2021, women were experiencing two times the burnout rate of men and were three times more likely to be sidelined at work due to the increasing demands of home and family life.5


One of my own executive team members was so overwhelmed across 2020 by competing pressures from work and caring for a young child and an elderly mother that it exacerbated serious health issues. After taking a leave of absence (which I encouraged), she ended up leaving the corporate world altogether and starting a charcuterie and butcher business in a little seaside town. I supported her decision and want only the best for her. The fact that the Great Resignation—or its derivatives, “the Great Awakening” or “the Great Reimagining”—has inspired so many to reinvent themselves is a good thing. Everyone should pursue their dreams. Yet what’s great for individuals like my colleague is not great for corporate America. Far from it.


Losing our women leaders and decimating our bench of the most promising next generation of executives would be a tragedy. And it’s not just about the talent shortage; it’s about losing access to women’s unique gifts and abilities. Businesses need talented women, now more than ever. We need to do everything possible to engage, develop, and inspire them—and to advance them into leadership roles, all the way to the C-suite and board, if they so choose.


There is an abundance of research that proves the business case for women in leadership. Statistics show that companies with women represented at the top are 50 percent more likely to outperform their peers; they create better client retention, organic growth, and profit. Companies in the top quartile for gender diversity on executive teams are 25 percent more likely to outperform the competition.6 And in the S&P 500, the 32 companies that have women as CEOs have significantly outperformed the companies run by men. Looking across the last decade, the difference in returns is 384 percent from female-led companies versus 261 percent from male-led companies.7 A few notable companies with women CEOs to watch are General Motors, UPS, Citigroup, Walgreens, and CVS.


What’s more, we’re facing a massive shift in employee expectations as millennials and Gen Z become the dominant generations in the workforce. Women and men alike are insisting that companies embrace them as human beings, give them meaningful work, prioritize their well-being, and create a sense of inclusion and belonging that will allow them to fully contribute. In fact, more than 50 percent of millennial employees surveyed say they would leave their organization for a more inclusive one, while one third of the same demographic indicates they have already done so.8 These trends have been unfolding for a while, but the COVID-19 years accelerated them, with a surge in the awareness of social injustice, the isolation of virtual work, and the systemic inequities that affect women and people of color the most. Now, as companies compete for scarce talent, they’re being forced to reevaluate everything.


Part of responding to employees’ new expectations is contemporizing workplace flexibility and benefits, but an even bigger part is making fundamental changes to the way we lead. Employee needs and wants must take center stage. Any vestigial “old school” management tendencies must be rooted out and replaced by leadership that inspires, engages, and transforms. This paradigm shift calls for the gifts that have been reinforced in women throughout their lives—gifts such as empathy, vulnerability, authenticity, and inclusion.


To respond to the evolving expectations of leadership, we must accelerate the advancement of women, and the solution is twofold: (1) organizations need to shift in fundamental ways that support and encourage women to move into leadership positions; and (2) individual women need to overcome the hurdles that keep us from advancing. In Her Own Voice is written to help us achieve both goals.


Most of the book presents insights developed by my organization, Linkage. For more than three decades, we’ve committed ourselves to “Changing the Face of Leadership” by advancing women and accelerating inclusion in leaders and organizations. We’ve discovered that women leaders perform better, stay at their companies longer, and advance in their careers when organizations properly address four critical dimensions:


[image: image]Culture: Do we as women feel valued and respected in our organization? Do we feel like our uniqueness is honored and that we belong?


[image: image]People Systems & Processes: Do we have equal opportunities in people systems like the hiring process, access to stretch assignments, or promotions and sponsorship?


[image: image]Executive Action: Are executives really committed to inclusivity and taking action to support and sponsor women (or do they just pay lip service to this goal)?


[image: image]Leadership Development: Do we have access to and take advantage of effective development for women? This is about our own development as a leader. We ultimately have the most control over our own thoughts and actions, which is why I’ve made it the primary focus of this book.


We call this the Strategic Framework to Advance Women Leaders, and we will discuss it in more detail in the book’s final chapters.


So why wait until later to explore what companies can do to help women advance when it is so obviously and deeply important? Our belief at Linkage is that there is great power in helping women at the individual level to understand and overcome what’s standing in our own way. Through our 25 years of women’s leadership research, assessment, development, and coaching, Linkage has uncovered what we call the hurdles to women’s advancement.


These hurdles—The Inner Critic, Internal Bias, Clarity, Proving Your Value, Recognized Confidence, Branding & Presence, Making the Ask, and Networking—will be thoroughly explored in the upcoming chapters, as well as the strategies for overcoming them.


Throughout the book, I use the metaphor of a journey. Journeys are, of course, undertaken by individuals. And while the lioness’s share of the work is on women, there is much our companies need to do to support us on that journey. When they do, we all win.


We are continuously inspired by the thousands of women leaders who report they are transformed when they focus on their own development. They attend our immersive Women in Leadership Institute™, they work through their Advancing Women Leaders 360° assessment with a coach, or they join their peers in a development program designed to help women overcome the hurdles. Specifically, they cite an increase in confidence, compensation, recognition for their contributions, and, my favorite, their understanding of their unique strengths and talents as a leader.


Organizations benefit, too. Our data shows that these same women who have received investment in their development are more engaged, have more personal satisfaction with their work, are more likely to stay with their company, and lead teams that are outperforming the company average.


So, given the obvious benefits to both individual women and their organizations, how are companies doing in their efforts to advance women? Well, it’s complicated.


Linkage has tracked women’s perceptions of their organizations since 2016, and we’ve aggregated data on more than 16,000 women across industries and companies globally. We measure the four dimensions in our Strategic Framework model described above, as well as Engagement, Commitment, Values Fit, and Net Promoter Score (“Would you recommend this company as a great place for women to work?”). All these metrics give us leading indicators about what’s happening year to year with women in terms of how they feel about their organization.


As we emerge from these pandemic years, the data is revealing the toll these challenging times have had on women, and it’s alarming. In 2021, for the first time since we’d been tracking this data, every single leading indicator declined, and Net Promoter Scores plummeted.9 This shed important light on exactly why women were threatening to change jobs, downshift in their careers, or leave the workforce. By 2022, that trend had been confirmed with what McKinsey called “the Great Breakup,” which saw 10.5 percent of women changing jobs versus 9 percent of men.10 Most concerning, the study showed that for every woman director promoted to vice president, two women directors left. These are the very women in the pipeline to become vice presidents and executives. We are at the breaking point.


Yet there’s also plenty of good news. In mid-2020, Goldman Sachs declared it would not take a company public in the United States or Europe unless there was at least one diverse board candidate, with a focus on women. In June 2021, Business Roundtable, led by Chair and CEO of General Motors Mary Barra, launched an initiative to promote increased transparency on corporate diversity by companies voluntarily disclosing their diversity metrics. There is a dramatic increase in the number of women and people of color on corporate boards,11 and we could see gender equity there first. And I witness many Linkage clients working tirelessly, year after year, to build cultures where women leaders can excel.


I certainly feel encouraged by these steps in the right direction, yet I feel a sense of urgency because the journey toward women’s advancement in leadership is taking too much time with too little progress. The World Economic Forum had predicted prior to COVID-19 that it would take 100 years to close the gender equality gap, a timeline that has now been extended by 36 more years because of the pandemic impact.12 I believe we can—and must—do all we can to shorten that time frame in our lifetime.


We need more women in more leadership roles, from the production floor to the highest corner offices on Wall Street. The companies that understand this and act to develop women leaders will set themselves up to thrive in a world that has been shaken to its foundation. The women leaders who rise to the occasion and set out on the journey will have the great privilege of shaping a stronger, more inclusive, more productive world for all.


Women, this is our moment. Let’s move forward together.









PART ONE


Understanding the Hurdles to Women’s Advancement









1


External Bias and Its Impact on the Advancement of Women


In many ways, the journey to overcoming hurdles is a deeply personal one, and one that looks different for each woman. But before we can talk about you—the individual woman who wants to grow, advance, and help others be all they can be—we must acknowledge the reality of the environment around us. No woman is an island. We must contend with the implied “rules” and expectations of the society in which we live and lead.


Our society doesn’t always view women the way we might wish to be viewed. Specifically, it doesn’t view us the way it views men; it has different expectations for us based on well-documented biases we’ll cover in this book. At times, this reality isn’t a problem. But many other times, like when we are trying to reach higher levels of leadership, external bias is incredibly frustrating and limiting.


In short, gender bias occurs when people show favoritism toward one gender over another. Whether this behavior is conscious or unconscious, the result is that men and women are treated differently. Today, gender bias generally refers to the preferential treatment men—specifically white heterosexual men—receive. This does not make men the bad guys. It’s a reality resulting from a long history of certain societal expectations and experiences that we have all internalized.


Bias is hardwired into our brains to help us make sense of the world quickly. It helps us cope with complexity, reduce danger, and make decisions. The challenge becomes when biases transform into prejudice, differential treatment, and inequality based on specific demographics. A clear example of bias against women is inequitable treatment when it comes to pay. The pay gap between men and women starts as early as 16, and the lifetime loss of earnings of women over 40 compared to men overall is $406,280, and it’s even worse for Black women at $964,400 and Latinas at $1,163,920.1 Additional biases include inequitable access to mentors and sponsors, promotion potential, and selection for senior roles. There is evidence, however, that awareness of these external biases has shifted significantly over the last five years.


The #MeToo movement2 in 2017 brought gender bias to the forefront, shedding light on the sexual abuse and harassment women have historically faced in the workforce. While the movement began in 2006 when activist Tarana Burke coined the term, it received mainstream recognition following the severe sexual assault allegations against Harvey Weinstein. The movement surfaced awareness of inappropriate behavior in the workplace, from assault to sexual harassment to the microaggressions often born of unconscious bias that undermine women’s progress and harm our well-being.


While #MeToo instigated a wake-up call about gender inequity, the goal of the movement was not to accelerate the advancement of women in leadership. What did move bias awareness to action, however, was COVID-19 and its aftermath. The pandemic years have illuminated the disproportionate burden women face with their “second shift” of home, child, and elder care and the newer “third shift” that women also fulfill with additional employee care and office “housework.” McKinsey’s research in 2021 surfaced that women, and mothers in particular, are three times more likely than fathers to be responsible for most of the housework and caregiving, which peaked at an additional three hours per day during the pandemic.3


Beyond the division of labor, men and women experience the world in vastly different ways, largely based on how over centuries women have internalized the gender biases we face. Let me illustrate using a story about something as seemingly simple as negotiating effectively for what you want.


In November 2021, I had the privilege of introducing Magic Johnson as a keynote speaker at our 22nd annual Linkage Women in Leadership Institute™. Magic is an incredible advocate for women, particularly women of color, which is why we invited him to speak at our conference. Magic was inspiring and fearless; it seemed nothing ever stood in his way, even after reinventing himself many times from NBA superstar sidelined by HIV to one of the most successful business moguls in the world.


He was addressing 2,600 women in our live and virtual audience on the topic of being bold as a leader, reinforcing the need for women to make the ask for what they want—and expect to get it. Magic was radiating charm and brimming with confidence as he told his truly amazing story. I was monitoring audience questions as they poured in electronically on an iPad, where I tried to prioritize them. Mostly, based on the questions, it was clear these women were perplexed by the differences they saw between their own realities and how Magic saw the world. I peppered him with the audience questions:


Did you ever want something but were too afraid to ask? “No,” Magic answered.


Did you ever ask for something and not get it? “Not really,” he answered again.


Did you ever walk away if you were denied? “No again,” he laughed.


He was inspiring and energizing, but ultimately, the audience of women, who experience fear regularly when making critically important asks—around career progression, pay, flexibility, or resources—had trouble relating to his experience. So I switched tactics and reframed the questions to be more relevant to him personally:


How do you advise the women leaders who work for you to be bold and ask for what they want?


What do you tell your daughter about being bold?


It was clear from his reaction to the second line of questioning that he had never considered a gender lens to his natural penchant for going after whatever he wanted—and getting it. His persona shifted, and his self-assurance seemed to falter for a moment. My perception was that he was grappling for answers to the questions—and it seemed his advice for women boiled down to “Just do what I do!”


I was now getting a bit desperate for the women to connect to his story, so I finally looked at the audience, shrugged my shoulders, and smiled as if to say, “Do you get it? Magic is demonstrating to us what bold looks like—but we simply can’t see ourselves in his examples.”


While Magic’s words were entertaining and engaging, most of the women in the audience couldn’t relate to his approach, for good reason. Typically, the path to leadership is very different for us. We face challenges that men rarely have to consider, based foundationally on externalized bias. Additionally, we have carried the burden of unreasonable societal expectations of acting like a male leader while still fulfilling all the obligations of a caretaker, which have historically rested on the shoulders of women.


EXTERNAL BIAS IMPACTS US ALL


Every woman I know has stories about how she has encountered externalized bias throughout her career. Social norms have evolved significantly across the last three decades, and the overt harassment many women experienced is—thankfully—now widely publicized and scorned.


For me, I didn’t have role models or mentors in the corporate world when I started my internships and first several jobs. When working in the 1990s, I constantly dodged aggressive behavior by men in positions of power and influence and observed other women doing the same. I just assumed that was how the corporate world worked and that if I could figure out how to play the game without crossing any lines, I would progress in my career. It never occurred to me in my first decade of corporate work that the leadership majority—all white men—was playing by a completely different set of rules.


In my coveted internship during graduate school, I had the opportunity to work for a corporate sponsor of the 1992 Olympic Games in Barcelona. It was thrilling, and alongside my paid work as an assistant and translator, I could gain access to the most senior leaders in the company to complete interviews for my master’s thesis. My boss was a woman, but her peer—we’ll call him Matt—was a gregarious man who had the network I needed to complete my critical assignment that summer. He promised to broker the introductions for me. It soon became clear that the introductions came with a cost.


At an outdoor dinner with a high-ranking executive and his wife, Matt proceeded to grab my legs under the table, while I did my best to carry on a professional conversation about my research. I nervously moved his hands away throughout the evening, which only encouraged him to keep trying. I was now stuck. I needed his access and support to complete my degree but feared his unwanted advances were a prerequisite to achieving my goal. It didn’t even cross my mind to tell anyone because I assumed this was just the price of entry into the business world. When Matt’s girlfriend—and subsequent fiancée—arrived for the end of the event, Matt finally shifted his attention elsewhere, and I finished my master’s thesis with the highest distinction.


This is one of many, many stories I could tell, and I know most women have similar ones or worse. I share mine because so often women hide theirs, either due to shame or fear. Why didn’t I tell my boss what was happening and seek her counsel? Might I have found a colleague who had navigated similar experiences? Instead, I kept all those stories secret, believing I had enough good sense to strike the right balance between accepting the behavior while preventing any serious transgression. It was a dangerous game.


It is only now in retrospect, 30 years later, that I clearly see those situations for what they were—overt sexual harassment. I’m grateful that millennial and Gen Z women leaders have many more role models than I did, with brave victims speaking out and perpetrators facing consequences. I talk openly now with my own daughter and other rising leaders I mentor to ensure we create a healthier work environment where everyone feels safe and comfortable sharing their experiences. We have moved squarely in the right direction with confronting harassment in the workplace, but we need to continue to share these stories to foster greater awareness and understanding.


The other area where we’re making good progress, albeit slowly, is equity in our talent systems. A few years after my internship, I secured a full-time marketing communications role at the same company that allowed me to travel around the world and experience other work cultures. What I found was that cultural norms in many countries had even more deeply embedded biases against women as leaders and decision makers. While my male peers in these countries were welcoming and polite, they simply did not recognize me as having any real authority. When I was up for a promotion that would relocate me to Costa Rica, it was offered to a man who many told me later was less qualified.


Back in the United States, things weren’t much better. Three years into my tenure, I was promoted and shifted into the role of corporate liaison for public affairs and communications, working directly with all the local field offices in Europe. I was younger than my peers in our corporate headquarters, and even though we had the same role, I learned over time that I was paid significantly less. I rationalized it as having less tenure in my position and vowed silently to put my head down and work harder than anyone else, with the confidence that my superiors would notice and give me additional compensation as I progressed. As a year or two passed, however, my raises and bonuses never caught up with my peers’ compensation.


I also became resentful of the office space dilemma. At the time, having an exterior office was a status symbol. All my peers had beautiful offices with large windows overlooking downtown, but as the last one promoted into the role, there were no additional windowed offices available. I was stuck in a drab interior office, but I again chalked it up to tenure. I assumed my time would come.


And then it did. When the Latin America liaison left his role, my boss decided to hire the local public relations director from Spain. Rafael, a fabulous professional and colleague whom I’d worked with regularly, planned his move from Spain to our US corporate headquarters, while I plotted my own move to the open office with a window. My manager, Rob, had been at the company for decades. He was a brilliant professional and supportive boss. I walked into his office to request the office that I had earned, but he told me it had been earmarked for Rafael.


I didn’t understand. I knew it wasn’t fair, but instead of assuming this was an example of bias, I assumed I hadn’t earned it.


I blurted out, “What am I doing wrong?”


Rob looked at me, confused.


“I’ve been in my role for more than a year now, and I’m the only one without a window office,” I continued. “Rafael is new to the role, but he’s moving straight into the office that I deserve. So, I must be doing something wrong, or you would have given it to me.”


And then I burst into tears.


I’m not sure if it was the fact that I brought the inequity to his attention or that I became emotional about the injustice of it all, but Rob wasted no time in giving me the office. He apologized and thanked me for bringing it to his awareness. Unconscious bias had suddenly been made visible.
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