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To Aliya, Qaahir and Fayyaz – the shining lights of my life




 


INTRODUCTION


‘In the future, there will be no female leaders. 
There will just be leaders.’


Sheryl Sandberg, Facebook COO


I’M WRITING THIS FROM a hotel room at a technology industry trade show. There are 6,000 delegates here. Only 100 of them are women. That’s little more than a paltry 1%. It leads me to wonder (not for the first time in this type of situation) about the many reasons why women have made the choice to opt out of the senior roles that would have secured them a place at the conference. I ask myself why is it, four years after ‘Lean In’ that little seems to have changed? Why is it that men still outshine women, with the lion’s share of the limelight and the recognition that comes with it?


I’m an anomaly here, and whilst I feel welcome, it’s no wonder that many women who attend such events doubt their deservedness and qualification, or are plagued by the nagging suspicion that they’ve been invited to fill a quota.


Although 20 years ago at an equivalent conference I may have been the only woman, the sclerotic rate of progress is an indictment of a system that’s broken. Rather than making me angry, this makes me feel sad. Tech is a great industry to work in; it’s surprisingly flexible, innovative and dynamic and the women who work in the sector are overwhelmingly supportive of one another. Many women are missing out on this.


HARD FACTS


I believe that building supportive communities of women (and men), are at the heart of any solution to the ‘reverse pyramid’ problem in the workplace. We need to form these communities to create a nurturing base from which the next generation of female leaders can draw the strength they need to outshine the competition. At entry level, women make up 46% of the corporate workforce. But the proportion dwindles swiftly as we move up through the hierarchy. A 2016 report based on research from a study jointly conducted by McKinsey and Leanin.org tells us that women make up 37% of managers, 33% of directors, but only 29% of senior VPs and 19% of C-suite (top senior executives) in the US.1 Similar figures show that women hold 17% of executive committee roles in Europe.2 Just 7% of FTSE 100 companies are led by a female CEO, whilst in the US in 2017, even fewer – 5% of Fortune 500 companies have a female CEO.


Research by Hewlett Packard showed that when identically well-qualified men and women were presented with an opportunity for promotion, men believed they could step up to the challenge if they met 60% of the criteria, whereas women only felt capable if they met 100% of the job requirements.3 As a result, they didn’t feel well qualified enough to apply for the position – in other words, they felt that the choice wasn’t there for them to take. They believed that the requirements were a necessity – a prerequisite for being considered, so they ruled themselves out for not meeting all of them.


Likewise, a US study by Jennifer Lawless, Assistant Professor of Political Science and Public Policy at Brown University, confirmed the same phenomenon at work in politics. When researchers canvased 3,800 eligible candidates (women and men working at the highest levels in a range of professions), men were significantly more likely to consider themselves qualified to run.4 The fact that running for office is a viable option, it seems, just didn’t occur to the majority of the women questioned. Many of them simply assumed that the choice wasn’t theirs to make. Their sense of the possible, in terms of their career, was profoundly restricted by their own limited thinking. They were knocking themselves out of the running before the starter pistol had gone off.


In some instances, women are put off particular careers (politics) or sectors (tech, engineering and finance), because they have a gendered image. Tech is overwhelmingly male, one of a range of industries suffering from a dearth of female talent, particularly at the uppermost reaches of organizations.


It’s interesting that the majority of women in tech work in the more traditionally ‘female’ areas – marketing and support. However, the small number of women who have carved out careers in other areas of the industry – the site managers and salespeople who I meet at the conference – share their overwhelmingly positive experience of the benefits of their less conventionally ‘female’ roles.


It’s my belief that there’s a huge perception gap. Many people have an outdated view of what commercial, client-facing jobs and senior roles in general entail and assume they are inflexible. I know this prejudice exists because I was guilty of it myself. I started out in finance, working my way up to CFO roles before I had my first child. I was able to work from home and dictate my hours, but was surprised to find when I moved into sales that I had more autonomy and flexibility than before. I had thought the opposite would be true.


Once I realized this, I became evangelical about spreading the word so that other women might consider a wider range of roles, whatever their life-stage. With the onset of more automation, the physical demands are evolving and opening up. And this trend will only continue. The work environment is expanding and there are more opportunities than ever for women to advance.


THE POWER OF UNCONSCIOUS CHOICES


It’s sometimes hard to convince people of this, however. At IBM I was actively hiring women, not on a quota basis, but I was doing everything I could to encourage women to apply for the jobs that came up in my department. Despite this, for one senior job, of the 50 or so applicants we had, only three were women. One of them dropped out before the interview process began.


This ‘not for me’, mindset kicks in early on in women’s careers. In her brilliant book, Lean In, Sheryl Sandberg gives an example of young women limiting their sense of choice prematurely. She talks of female executives having their perspective distorted, with one eye on an imaginary future, planning for a ‘parenting friendly’ (and thus circumscribed) career path, in some cases years before they have even found a partner. She quotes the author Alice Walker, who says that ‘The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they don’t have any.’


Hearing this, many of us will nod. But it’s tougher to acknowledge the fact that perhaps it applies to you. You who may think of yourself as a feminist, with a successful career, healthy self-esteem and a life plan. Despite all this, it’s still likely that, simply because you’re a woman, you have made some unconscious choices along the way that are self-limiting.


The incremental impact of millions of women making these unconscious choices is that the pipeline of candidates for certain industries simply isn’t there. When I’m recruiting, I often find myself asking where all the women have gone.


Over several years, I’ve devoted myself to understanding this problem in depth. I’ve also committed to learning everything I can about what helps women fulfil their potential, and I’ve thought a lot about how to modify the culture of the businesses I’ve worked in to enable them to attract more female applicants.


BUILDING A NETWORK


My quest turned me into a magpie for advice cherry-picked from a range of sources. I immersed myself in countless self-help books on every aspect of work. I studied what psychologists and social scientists have to say about gender in the workplace, and thought a lot about management style, culture and time management. Although all this advice was valuable, I found that it lacked the first step. Before getting started on a process of change, it’s essential first to create the right mental environment to underpin lasting change in our lives. We must demonstrate leadership over ourselves.


It was with this in mind that, along with two mentees, Marine Aubin and Georgina Hill, I began to develop Carbon Leadership. Carbon is a supportive network of likeminded women interested in helping to shape and support female leaders of all ages and at all stages of their careers – aspirant leaders included! Through our events, mentoring programmes and with this book, we aim to inspire women to develop more fulfilling, successful futures.


Between the three of us, we have a range of experience. I’ve worked in large technology organizations for the bulk of my career. Before joining IBM, I had brief stints in education and on Wall St. At IBM, I changed job every 18 months or so, for 16 years. I moved to Pitney Bowes, where I have worked as a VP DMT Europe Sales since 2016. Additionally, I love working with startups – hence I’m on the board of several. Carbon’s Marine Aubin is a trailblazer for women in tech. The co-president of Girlz In Web, she is also a board member at the UN Women French Committee. Georgina Hill is a Junior Marketing Manager for a tech start-up. Bright and in tune with the upcoming generation of female leaders, she is keen to know what she and her contemporaries can do now to ensure a greater proportion make it to the top of the corporate ladder.


Why Carbon? It has always amazed me that the same element, carbon, can be found in two different forms today – either as the common graphite – or as a diamond. Although alchemists have had trouble changing lead into gold, mother nature has shown that with the right environment of pressure, heat and time she can turn graphite into diamonds. We too are diamonds in the making – all we need is the right environment in which to transform. We simply need to step out and shine!


Based on all the research I’d done, together with Marine and Georgina, we have created a programme designed to build women’s self-belief, helping them to forge a personal brand that will support them to succeed. We call our method the ‘8 Cs’, and I’ll take a moment to introduce them to you. Each of the following chapters in this book takes one of our Cs as its subject and tells you exactly how to make it work for you.


CHOICE


The power of proactive choice is huge, but women often limit their choices unconsciously. Embracing positive choices and opening yourself to the huge potential your future holds is the first step.


CONFIDENCE


Confidence is something that’s made, not born. We reframe the whole idea of confidence as something that emerges through practice. Developing rock-solid confidence is within your control – we show you how.


CHARACTER


Strong self-awareness, informed by an honest and positive appraisal of your best qualities, and an in-depth understanding of all aspects of your personality is an important precursor to confidence and clarity. In this chapter we help you identify the core values that matter most to you.


CLARITY


Developing clarity of vision is the key to creating life goals that will help shape a path to a more fulfilling future. Our framework will help you execute those goals.


CONSISTENCY


Creating a personal brand that is consistent will build your colleagues’ and employer’s confidence in you. Consistent, conscientious delivery, based on clarity is a key leadership trait.


CHANGE


The way you pursue, react to and adapt to change dictates so many aspects of your life. Seizing positive change with both hands puts you firmly in the driving seat.


CALM


Keeping a cool head is something that is an asset in any workplace situation. Start small by introducing a mindfulness practice for a few minutes a day. We share a calm for beginners practice to get you started.


COMMUNITY


Tapping into a supportive community of women who share some of your core values and can empathize with the challenges you face is a great way to bolster confidence. It also opens your eyes to the choices available to you and enables you to share in the wisdom of women who have similar experiences.


Women have often asked me how I had the confidence to change career multiple times: from chemistry, to investment banking, to finance, to sales, to coaching and leadership. When I reflect on where this courage and confidence came from, the answer often surprises people. I know I was not born with it as I was always shy and timid as a child, and I know it was not a natural gift as it still terrifies me when I move. Rather, it has more in common with Malcolm Gladwell’s theory: that 10,000 hours’ practice at pretty much anything can turn you into an expert. For me, it was through failure that I discovered a powerful secret: Confidence is not innate – it is built through repeated practice, fed by a positive environment.


This confidence practice is something we must all do with ourselves, by volunteering to take on challenging projects, putting our hands up, by committing to keep going with aspects of our careers we find challenging until we get good at them.


But when it comes to creating workplace environments that nurture female talent, we can all help each other. Community networks of women encourage discussion across ranks, and a sense of shared interest; of looking out for one another.


NEW NETWORKS


Men have had these structures, of course, for years. They play golf, bond on corporate jollies to football or rugby matches, they belong to the same social clubs (although, thankfully, the old-fashioned gentlemen’s clubs are increasingly a thing of the past). Men are more likely to be able to make evening dinners and events that female workers with families find more difficult to attend. It’s at these informal semi-social meetings that men hear about opportunities, or glean useful insider information that will give them an advantage in their current job. These networks support the inadvertent gender bias that privileges men in the workplace. We women need to counter this by creating similar networks of our own. I think of it in terms of karma too: what goes around comes around. As women, in what is, particularly in senior corporate ranks, still a man’s world, we need to say good things about one another behind each other’s backs.


Women are more naturally inclined to collaborate than men. That’s a fact borne out by countless research papers. In recent Canadian research by a co-working company, 76% of women said they would turn to co-working colleagues to help solve a work challenge, compared with only 54% of men. Female leaders are more likely to canvas opinion before they make a big decision, too.5


Let’s turn this ‘soft advantage’ to serve ourselves and build support networks that help to redress the balance. It’s my passionate hope that Carbon Leadership will become one such network and that our 8 Cs method for building confidence, increasing clarity and improving the perception of choice for women in their careers, will catch on. We’re excited to hear what you make of it, too.


Join the conversation.


twitter.com/carbon_leaders


www.carbonleadership.co




 


CHOICE


‘One’s philosophy is not best expressed in words; it is expressed in the choices one makes... and the choices we make are ultimately our responsibility.’


Eleanor Roosevelt


CHOICE. IT’S A SMALL word with huge power. Sadly, it’s a power that many women feel they don’t have. The right to choose, to alter our circumstances and define the shape of our lives. Without choice, we lose the ownership of and accountability for our actions. We become pawns in someone else’s game.


For many women, living in societies where a woman’s role is rigidly set, where freedoms are curtailed and daily economic realities ensure survival is the only priority, it’s entirely understandable that the average woman would feel stymied at best, and utterly powerless at worst. She has very little choice about the shape of her life, unless she chooses to rebel (possibly risking her life in the process).


But for the rest of us? It’s a pervasive myth, the product of a complicated mixture of social conditioning and learned ‘female’ behaviour, often reinforced by a work culture that, at a deep level, perpetuates the same story. This culture persists even when, at surface level, an organization may be doing all the right things to try to create a level playing field and encourage diversity (actively seeking to recruit more women, offering flexible working, offering mentoring).


In the corporate world I often come across individuals who believe they do not have a choice. ‘I have to do this job’, they say, or; ‘Overtime is expected, they’ll think I’m a slacker if I leave on time’, or; ‘I can’t have this career if I want a family’. It seems like a fait accompli. We box ourselves into a corner under the misdirection of our own negative assumptions. I have often asked myself why this is the case. Is it as Isaiah Berlin, the famous Oxford professor says, ‘Choices must be made, sometimes tragic losses accepted in the pursuit of some preferred ultimate end’?6 Is it the tragedy of choice that stops us, that we are conditioned to believe that success always comes at a terrible price?


WORTH IT?


But what if the price isn’t too terrible, and what’s more, it’s worth it? ‘We need to move away from what I call the Wonder Woman syndrome,’ says Carbon’s Marine Aubin. ‘When we look to role models such as Sheryl Sandberg and Hillary Clinton, we see the bright public figure, not the army behind them. We need to be realistic and not idealize what success looks like, because there’s a danger that we imagine it to be exceptional and unattainable.’


She’s right. As women, we so often limit ourselves unthinkingly, partly in our fantasies about role models being exceptional. Of course, there’s good old fear of failure thrown in to the mix too, looming large over women who struggle to find the gumption to ask for the things that might broaden their career possibilities (working on more high-profile projects, or being put forward for leadership training).


Perhaps women choose different paths to avoid embarrassment and the inevitable imposter syndrome that’s the unwelcome side effect of being in an extreme minority. And we limit ourselves in advance too, anticipating how future needs (based around the children we may want someday) impact on the path our career takes.


In order to delve deeper into this subject, we at Carbon took 20 women who had potential, and worked with them one-to-one on what was stopping them from taking the next step. The results were fascinating. There was a certain degree of fear of failure, which did not surprise me at all. But what did surprise me was that in one way or another, they believed that if they were worthy, the opportunity would come to them at the right time in the right way. If it was ‘meant to be’, it would find its way to them in the future. Again, we came back to a lack of active choice, almost an accidental career path, that they’d find the right career path by a mixture of serendipity and patience. When I went to men in a similar situation what came out most was the lack of confidence in their abilities and a fear of public failure, but they were more likely to apply for the opportunity anyway, thinking, ‘I’ll throw my hat in or I’ll miss my chance.’ Men tend to be more lenient when they’re assessing their own competence than women.


Women make such negative and self-limiting choices all the time without realizing that that’s what they’re doing. Many choices feel like non-options for women. But this in itself is a choice. It’s a negative choice, but it’s still a choice.


A MINDSET THAT STARTS EARLY


By the time women come into the workforce, years of habitual passivity make for an unwillingness to put themselves in a position where they may fail. An aversion to stepping up has become ingrained in their psyche. It’s so deep, it’s unconscious. Research by psychologist Carol Dweck from the 1980s looking at how bright girls and boys in the fifth grade approached new, confusing and challenging material, found that the higher a girl’s IQ, the more likely she was to give up when she felt stumped.7 She surmised this was perhaps because bright girls had been primed to believe that their cleverness was intrinsic, rather than something that could be improved on. They were quick to doubt their ability to face the challenge and give up. Boys, in contrast, were happier to keep working at the challenge, understanding they could develop their skills and abilities through practice. They found the new material challenging and were more likely to redouble their efforts than give up.


The boys were more accustomed to feedback that encouraged them to persevere, she argued, whereas girls had been told they were ‘clever’. This places hugely unhelpful cultural constraint around choice. In order to believe you have a choice in something requires a certain amount of positive self-assessment concerning the skills involved. In some instances, now disproven theories about boys being intrinsically better at maths (a consequence of better spatial awareness, according to the myth8) persist in the minds of teachers and parents.


‘This passivity is built into social life too from a very early age,’ says Carbon’s Georgina Hill. ‘Girls are supposed to wait for things to just “happen” to them. Wait for a boy to ask them out, wait for praise rather than asking for feedback, wait for a marriage proposal. Girls learn to live by the credo: “Good things come to those who wait.” This is a recipe for dissatisfaction. In fact, good things come to those who seek them.’


The initial challenge we set our coaching clients is to make a mental shift from negative choices to positive ones. To move from ‘I don’t want’ to ‘I want.’ In doing so, they resolve to make proactive choices that are motivated by their goals and priorities rather than passive ‘negative choices’ that are reactive and come from a place of habitual people-pleasing, underpinned with a toxic combination of inadequacy, fear and self-deprecation.
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