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Introduction

After three decades in the male-dominated finance industry, including 15 years as a CEO – alongside having nine children – I am often invited to give talks to women in business or about to start their careers. One was at Oxford University. Two of my sons were there at the time, so they came along to listen: they were the only men in the room. Afterwards they expressed surprise. Bright, ambitious, seemingly confident young women, including some of their friends, had asked questions that suggested they felt nervous about their future. They asked how to succeed in a man’s world, how to combine a career with a family, how to strike the balance between fitting in and being authentic, and whether it was even possible to achieve a work–life balance in a senior role. Their tone was more anxious than excited. As my sons noted, their male friends weren’t worrying about these things. They were just focused on getting a good job and counting on success after that. My sons were also surprised that their female friends hadn’t raised these issues before; they only seemed comfortable discussing them in a room of (almost) all women.

Yet the questions I was asked that evening were exactly the same ones that come up at every such event. Although women are offered plenty of career advice, when it comes to the subjects that really concern us something seems to be lacking. Those concerns are quite rational while women at the top remain the exception, and they’ve been reinforced by the struggles that women have faced through the pandemic. Much of the advice we’re given is badly out of date, teaching us how to fit in with past ways of working rather than how to succeed in a digital world. What’s more, it tends to be defensive, focused on overcoming obstacles rather than drawing upon our strengths. We’re told that three-quarters of us suffer from ‘imposter syndrome’ – feeling like a fraud when we are promoted to elevated positions. But while a lack of self-belief is supposedly a problem for many of us, it’s apparently not great to be ‘too’ confident either: assertive women are said to be less likeable, and less likely to be promoted or hired. It seems we can’t win. At the very least, the message is complicated: to succeed in the workplace we must learn to be both sure of ourselves and self-effacing. It feels like walking a tightrope; no wonder so many young women are more worried about making mistakes than buoyed up about their careers.

Style and Substance fills the gaps, updates the advice and starts from a very different perspective: how to best use and develop what you already have so you achieve the career success you merit. It’s a practical handbook based on my real-life experiences, both as a woman in the workplace and as a business leader. It reveals what really matters when it comes to career progression today, whatever your age, situation and aspirations. It shows you how to build your own style in how you present yourself – your personal brand – and how to have confidence in that style without worrying about what might go wrong. You’ll learn how to use everything you have to offer to achieve success in your own way, rather than feeling daunted about ‘rules’ developed by men for men in a different era. Many women feel it’s all a minefield – but once you realise how much agency you have and the steps that you can take to look the part, sound the part, feel the part and therefore be the part, you’ll feel empowered rather than encumbered.

We cover a lot of ground in Style and Substance – and that’s necessary. Successful careers don’t just happen off to the side of a chaotic life. You need to manage your physical and mental health, your time, your relationships at home and at work and learn how to build your confidence, even if it doesn’t come naturally. We all suffer setbacks and moments of insecurity, but if you’re frequently in poor health, feel very stressed, generally lack confidence or are even just dishevelled and disorganised, it’s hard to make sustained progress in your career. Perfection – or anything approaching it – is not required. Nor do you have to be a certain personality type. This book covers each of the building blocks that together give you the best chance of success, and it explains how you can tailor them to suit your own aspirations, aptitudes and personality.

You might be surprised by the emphasis on style. I’ve learned that perceptions can make all the difference between a good or a great career. Too often, talented, capable women are overlooked because they’re simply not perceived as such. The good news is that you can influence those perceptions so that you’re seen to be as proficient and valuable as you truly are. It doesn’t matter if you’re not interested in fashion, you can still master your style at work to enhance your career. You’ll also learn how to manage your time and set the agenda so that your performance is measured on results, not hours spent at the same desk, so that you can achieve the work–life balance you seek and be paid what you are worth. We’ll consider women’s health issues and normal life events such as having a baby, which really should not be workplace taboos in the 21st century. And as your own career takes off and your confidence grows, we’ll look at how you can – and why you should – help other women coming along behind you.

I found as I was writing that it felt a little strange to be leaping from ‘how much make-up to wear to work’ to ‘how to make it through artificial intelligence-based video interviews’, but that’s the reality of our lives. We juggle everything, generally with more success than we give ourselves credit for. I know many magnificent women who are achieving so much, whatever their area of work and despite many personal challenges. Yet now we face a new, collective threat. We’ve been through a tough time during the coronavirus pandemic. Lockdowns exposed the (still) huge imbalance between what men and women do at home. Progress towards gender equality has started to reverse. But we also have an opportunity to resume our onward march as more flexible working practices become the norm. Women are (at least) half the population. We must be front and centre of the recovery, not an afterthought.

I’ve learned through my career and life that those times when everything appears to be in a state of flux might be disconcerting but can also herald new opportunities. They are inflexion points. Now is the time for us to embrace new ways of working and show what can be achieved in our own style, secure in who we are and what we have to offer.

I hope that Style and Substance will give you the confidence and the resolve to do just that.




Chapter 1

What it Takes to Succeed : What They Don’t Tell You but You Really Need to Know


‘Leadership roles are given to those who look
and act the part.’

Sylvia Ann Hewlett, founder of the
Center for Talent Innovation, New York



Think of three women you admire, who inspire you. What’s the first thing that comes into your mind as you consider them? I am confident that it’s a mental image, a visual picture of each person. Perhaps you also hear their voices ringing in your ears. I thought of Mellody Hobson, chairwoman of Starbucks Corporation – the only black woman chairing one of America’s top 500 public companies. Mellody is petite and graceful; her hair is styled in a flattering pixie cut. She wears glamorous clothes, often with customised embellishments, and speaks very persuasively. Next, I thought of the acclaimed fashion designer Roksanda Ilinčić, pale-skinned with long dark hair, very tall and always beautifully dressed in her own architectural designs with a trademark flash of crimson lipstick. She has a mesmerising Serbian accent and speaks softly, drawing in her listeners. Liz Truss, British Secretary of State for International Trade and Minister for Women and Equalities, also popped into my head, wearing one of her trademark bright fitted jackets (it happened to be blue). I’ve met Liz many times; she is determined to achieve results and is assured in her own views – qualities that come through in her clear voice and assertive style.

Of course, I didn’t choose these women because of their appearances or their distinctive styles of communication – I admire them for what they have achieved. But their strong, highly individual looks, presence and poise are intertwined with their identities and successes.

First impressions count

Although we’re counselled not to ‘judge a book by its cover’, it turns out that’s exactly what we’re programmed to do. Human beings respond to and process visual data better than any other type of data. The saying ‘A picture is worth a thousand words’ turns out to be not so far from the truth: analysis suggests that we process images up to 600 times faster than language.1 There are numerous studies looking at how quickly we form an initial impression of someone before they say even a single word. They all conclude it’s very quick. Princeton psychologists found that it takes us just a tenth of a second to form an opinion of a stranger from their face alone2 – and this impression isn’t significantly altered by longer exposures. That’s not because we’re shallow – it’s one of very many mental shortcuts we make out of necessity each day to be able to get on with our lives.3 We simply don’t have time to explore every aspect of every new situation or new person, so we have learned to make snap judgements, including assessing a person’s trustworthiness, capability and likeability on the basis of very little evidence.

Although these rapid-fire assessments may well be inaccurate, they tend to stick. A Cornell University study set out to examine the old adage ‘you never get a second chance to make a first impression’.4 It showed that if people form their initial judgements about someone based on a single photo, any negative feelings (they look unfriendly, for example) will persist six months later – even if they have actually met the person during those six months. In other words, even after having ‘read a book’, we still judge it ‘by its cover’.

How perceptions hold women back

Careers are built over decades; ultimately, it’s our ‘substance’ – what we actually achieve – that is going to count. Many people achieve good results and work hard; some always seem to get the job, are promoted, given more responsibility, recognition and higher pay, whereas others tend to miss out – including a disproportionate number of women. The divergence between men and women’s careers starts early; McKinsey & Co found in their study ‘Women in the Workplace’ that in 2019 women lost ground across a wide range of American companies at the very first step up to manager, for the sixth year in a row.5 They analysed promotion rates at over 300 firms: for every 100 men promoted to manager, only 85 women were promoted – and this gap widened for black women (just 58 promotions) and Latinas 71). These different promotion rates meant that at the start of 2020, women held just 38 per cent of entry-level management positions. McKinsey call this the ‘broken rung’: it stops many women from climbing the career ladder at all. It should really come as no surprise that there are just 41 female CEOs in the Fortune 500 list of top American companies (although that’s a record high) and 17 female CEOs in the UK’s top 350 listed firms (also a record). There was great excitement in early 2021 when two African-American female CEOs made the Fortune 500 list at the same time. Up until then, there had only ever been two black female CEOs out of 1,800 chiefs since the list first started in 1955 – and one of those was interim, holding the post for just six months before a white man took over. There has never been a black female CEO of a FTSE 350 company.

What’s going on? Young women are emerging from school and university better qualified than their male peers. Business leaders say that they are committed to gender equality. And over the past decade, we’ve seen countless special initiatives and programmes aimed at encouraging more women to succeed at work. We can’t even blame COVID-19; this data was gathered before the pandemic. Neither is it because women are choosing to prioritise their families – the first rung comes before most women have children. The answer is quite simple but often overlooked: the promotion gap is linked to perceptions of our capabilities, and those perceptions are usually based on a masculine image of a leader. As historian Mary Beard put it so succinctly in her ‘Women in Power’ lecture,6 ‘Our mental, cultural template for a powerful person remains male.’ Professor Beard continued, ‘You cannot easily fit women into a structure that is already coded as male; you have to change the structure. That means thinking about power differently.’ Being pale imitations of men won’t get us very far; we need to go for the bigger prize, to ‘work’ what we have, as women, so that we are noticed and promoted in our own right.

I know that sounds difficult. How can we change a structure that’s stacked up against us? We need those in powerful positions today – still mainly men – to champion change, and now many are doing just that. I’m involved in multiple conversations with other business leaders – both men and women – about gender equality. Ten years ago, those conversations were focused on the numbers of female directors. Their rise gave the appearance of progress, but for the majority of women, much remained the same. Today, business leaders recognise that women bring specific strengths to the workplace and that decision-making improves when there are more of us involved at every level. Those leaders now want to create structures and cultures where far more women fulfil their career potential as women, not fake men.

At the same time, women need to be smart about how we navigate through a system where we will still encounter less enlightened attitudes.

As a graduate trainee, I missed out on the ‘first rung’, and when I asked what improvements I needed to make to get the promotion next time, I was told, ‘Oh your performance is fine, but there’s some doubt over your commitment with a baby.’ My work ethic hadn’t changed, my output was as high, but with my son attending a daily nursery, I was inevitably working different hours. As I reflected on any clues that might have signalled the problem, I remembered bumping into the CEO and that he’d asked about the baby rather than my investment views. At the time, I’d felt grateful for his interest in my personal life, but now I saw – belatedly – that his perceptions about me had changed. The management team now saw me as a mother rather than as a hard worker with a promising career, while I saw myself as both. With hindsight, I should have told him that my baby was thriving and then offered a few thoughts about the markets. I didn’t need to hide my motherhood, but I did need to remind him that I was also still a valuable member of the investment team.

That was a long time ago and attitudes have certainly progressed, but not to the point where we can assume that we will be treated fairly. As a business leader myself, I’ve since been involved in countless promotion discussions at which able, committed women have been described as ‘needing development’, even when their achievements and experience clearly stack up. I recommended a woman in my own team for promotion. She had glowing reviews from every single boss she had worked with at the company over many years. Any mention of her name would prompt a reaction like, ‘Oh, she’s just so great’, and I would be asked to ‘loan’ her to other teams that needed her problem-solving skills and strong work ethic. But several of the same individuals who often praised her pushed back on my recommendation, arguing, ‘She’s not quite leadership material.’ Their specific grounds of objection? Her tendency to play a quietly supportive role, and with that a perceived lack of presence. They never mentioned it, but she usually wore rather nondescript black from head to toe, which didn’t help her create a strong visual impact. I didn’t take no for an answer and she was awarded the well-deserved promotion, but I shouldn’t have had to fight her corner. When it was time to tell her the good news, I (sensitively) also mentioned the issues that had been raised, along with my own observations about her style of dress, because I couldn’t bear to think that she might be short-changed in future. Happily, she responded well to the feedback, and together we worked out a plan to help her better convey her capabilities. She didn’t need to change who she was, but she needed to change how others saw her.

Executive presence: being seen as a leader

Results obviously matter. But the difference between a ‘good’ and a ‘great’ career is typically less to do with results, and more about others’ impressions of us. ‘It ain’t what you do, it’s the way that you do it,’ sang Ella Fitzgerald (and, much later, Bananarama with the Fun Boy Three).7 Do our colleagues and managers think we are authoritative? That we have strong persuasive skills? A confident body language? A compelling style of communication? That we ‘look the part’? The combination of these traits is often called ‘executive presence’ although that’s an off-putting expression. Even the word ‘executive’ seems out of step with what motivates us today. It might sound vaguely important, but also exclusive and remote. But as things stand, while we work towards better definitions of ‘what it takes’ to be a leader, women’s (generally) perceived lack of executive presence is one of the main reasons why we are not promoted as often as men.

If you think I’m exaggerating about the importance of being seen as leadership material, take a look at the statistics for the height of male CEOs of Fortune 500 companies. Over 93 per cent of these CEOs are men. Author Malcolm Gladwell polled top American firms, asking various questions about their CEOs including their height. As he revealed in his book Blink, ‘In the US population, about 14.5% of all men are six feet [1.83m] or over. Among [male] CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, that number is 58%.’ Even more strikingly, in the general population just 3.9 per cent of adult men are six feet two inches (1.88m) or taller compared with 30 per cent of Fortune 500 male CEOs. Fewer than 3 per cent of these men are less than five feet seven (1.7m). Interestingly, shorter men are over-represented among tech billionaires: Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg, Amazon’s Jeff Bezos and Bloomberg’s Michael Bloomberg are all five feet seven. It’s as if they decided to turn the saying on its head: if you can’t join them, beat them! If this was in any way a conscious strategy, it certainly paid off. For established companies, there is a clear bias towards promoting taller men. The explanation seems almost cartoonish: people associate an imposing physical stature with leadership qualities. My personal experience confirms this. When I’ve met someone for the first time, they’ve often blurted out, ‘You’re not what I expected.’ They carry a mental image of what a City CEO is ‘supposed’ to look and sound like, and I simply don’t fit that image. They knew they were meeting a woman, but the female version of the stereotypical male CEO tends to be just that, a similarly dominant and assertive variation, rather than a distinct feminine brand of power.

If we’re not six-feet-tall men, what can we do to influence others’ perceptions so that they match our capabilities? Happily, there are many things that we can control to improve our chances of success. (By the way, it turns out that weight has more of a bearing than height on women’s careers, a subject we’ll return to later.) What’s more, it’s very empowering when we start to understand how we can succeed. Although it upset me at the time, I eventually saw the benefits of that early career setback. It taught me to take ownership of my career, rather than simply trusting that good work and long hours would be recognised. And taking ownership included becoming aware that every day I manifested a personal brand, whether I liked it or not. Each of us can proactively shape our brand, rather than passively leaving it to the eye of the beholder.

It can be hard to know where to begin. My own starting point was the realisation that I needed to be more authentic. I had been dressing and acting in order to blend in, but since I was the only woman in a team of 16, this was somewhat pointless.I vividly remember my first job interview, the grand location (a historic Cambridge college), the formidable interviewers with impressive job titles and what I wore: a dull, navy blue skirt suit, with a crisp white shirt and simple black heels. An outfit that would fit in rather than reflect my personality. I matched my attire by answering questions conservatively, anxious not to put a low-heeled foot wrong. Five years later I had failed to get the first promotion. Trying to fit in hadn’t got me very far, nor had working the longest hours on the team, so why not take a different tack? I found a company where the mantra was ‘no one has a monopoly on great ideas’, a company that actively sought to employ people with different ideas and experiences. I started to dress in more feminine clothes, still professional but with more personality and ‘more me’. I experimented with my hair and took presentation skills training. I gave myself a ‘career makeover’, and changing my appearance and learning how to communicate effectively was a big part of the transformation. To walk the fine line between being myself and being accepted, I became ‘bilingual’ with male colleagues – able to speak and (mostly) understand their language, office politics, the etiquette around meetings, but remaining true to my own views and style rather than adopting theirs. Seven years later, I was appointed CEO.

My story seems almost unbelievable. After falling at the first hurdle, I became a leader by acting – and dressing – like one. Yes, I worked hard and achieved results, but I’d done that in both situations.

An authoritative appearance reaps rewards

Over many years of working in a very male-dominated industry, I learned that working out what gave me an air of authority helped me to actually gain that authority. And to do that, I didn’t need to act – or dress – like a man. When I cast off the pinstriped trouser suit (yes, I really did wear one in the 1990s) in favour of more feminine clothes and behaved as though I meant business on my terms, others assumed I did and gave me more opportunities to contribute and perform. As you read on, you’ll see a pattern among women who are now in their forties or older: we have all gone through a trouser suit phase before realising that mimicking men wasn’t bringing out the best in us.

It’s exciting to see young female politicians such as Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who is the youngest woman ever to serve in the US Congress and is very much doing things her way. ‘AOC’ is vocal. She’s also a consummate power dresser, favouring sharp suiting and midi-dresses combined with signature red lipstick, slicked-back middle-parted hair and gold hoop earrings. Like my former colleague who so deserved her promotion, AOC wears a lot of black – but her structured and honed outfits are anything but nondescript, and she varies her look with occasional brights. In the UK, Kemi Badenoch, Member of Parliament and Minister for Equalities, Children and Families (and the mother of three), gave her lively maiden speech (she quoted Woody Allen on sex – ‘if it’s not messy, you’re not doing it right’ – drawing a parallel with democracy) wearing a fabulous cobalt-blue dress and with her hair in her hallmark long braids. Kemi is always photographed in sleek dresses and suits, usually in strong colours; she looks put-together, businesslike – and authentic. Neither of these impressive young politicians (with very different political views) has adopted the male trappings of power, nor have they tried to submerge their differences. They are their own women.

There is no diktat around how to dress for success – and that’s the point. It’s about discovering what works for you, what makes you feel the best version of yourself. I have some very stylish, successful female friends. Each has their own ‘style signifiers’. Anya Hindmarch, the handbag and accessories supremo, often wears sweeping, voluminous coats, usually in a dark colour. Her long blonde hair looks wonderful against black. Anya also wears bold necklaces, big black spectacles and – as you’d expect – carries quirky bags of her own design. She pulls off all this drama magnificently. Sian Westerman – banker and member of the British Fashion Council board – surprises in clothes that are experimental with volume, shape and unusual details. Sian is petite, and while some women of her height would shy away from such bold designs, Sian shows who’s boss by the way she carries them off. My great friend Baroness Mary Goudie is a global advocate for the rights of women and children – we first met through her work on combating human trafficking. Mary, who’s now in her seventies, is very elegant and wears polished shift dresses with matching coats and gorgeous Italian bags by lesser-known brand Gianfranco Lotti.

Each of these accomplished women has great confidence in their own looks. I’ve known them all for many years. They’ve tended to play up those looks more surely with age, and I’m inspired whenever we meet. People have confidence in confident people. Fortunately (and as you’ll see), there are techniques that can help you to exude more confidence than you might actually feel. (Note: when I refer to confidence, I’m not talking about domineering behaviour or brash overconfidence – I’m referring to the inner strength that comes from having faith in yourself.) My turning point came when I stopped trying to disappear into the background, stopped thinking in terms of ‘this might be wrong’ and instead consciously approached my image from the perspective that ‘this might be right’. And, as I was experimenting, there were a few moments when I realised what worked. A top salesman who was new to the firm approached me after our morning meeting (a common practice in investment teams, where analysts and fund managers share news and views): would I do a roadshow to promote my funds? At the time, he really couldn’t have known whether the funds I was managing were any good. He told me that he’d been impressed by my performance at the meeting. Quite frankly, I knew I hadn’t said anything of particular note, but I had spoken confidently and was wearing a favourite cream skirt suit, plain but sharply cut, with heels that gave me extra height: a strong, feminine look and one that made me feel authoritative. In that moment, I really understood the meaning of ‘power dressing’. Instead of blending in, I was putting across my technical knowledge in a style that – finally – gave me an edge.

Be in control of your personal brand

Style is, after all, so much more than just clothes. It’s a reflection of attitude and how we share our personal story, our ‘inner life’ with the world. The iconic Kate Moss lives by the mantra, ‘Never complain, never explain’ and has rarely given interviews. Instead, she has let her inimitable style – and her colourful life – do the talking. I remember admiring a look she was photographed wearing with trademark insouciance: skinny black jeans, flat ballet pumps pulled together with a fabulous silk trench coat. Kate Moss was expressing her strong personality through what was superficially a simple, even classic, outfit by the way that she wore it: casually, defiantly, powerfully. She had created and was in control of her distinctive personal brand.

Fortunately, we don’t need to reach anything like Kate Moss’s mastery of style for our image to help our careers. I’ve had many opportunities to observe lots of wonderful, successful and diverse women, and I can see that developing a winning style has nothing to do with being a certain age, height or body shape, obeying specific rules, following trends, spending a fortune or being beautiful. Some of my friends and colleagues are at the very top of their chosen careers, others are young women starting out, returning to work after a baby or making their next big career move. Everyone suffers from moments of insecurity, but the women I’m thinking of are generally comfortable in their own skin. They are all shapes and sizes, every colour and creed, young and not so young; they work in corporate, charitable, public and creative sectors and some love fashion, whereas others feel indifferent about it. But they understand what works for them and they are empowered by the knowledge that style and presence count. They don’t spend endless time in front of the mirror or in the shops, or splurge all the money they’ve worked so hard to earn on outfits for work. They’ve developed a look and a style of communicating that suits their personality and situation. You can do the same. In turn, you will gain control of how you are perceived. You will be setting the agenda, not limited by prejudice or what’s gone before. And if there’s no exact role model? Well if no one’s got there already, why not be the first to achieve what you want, in the style you want to achieve it?

Although I’m confident that your efforts will be rewarded, the impact on your career might not be immediate or dramatic. Looking (or sounding) the part might contribute only a small initial advantage when we are seeking a job, a promotion, a pay rise, or a new opportunity. But the cumulative effect after several decades is significant. Women clearly have the merit to progress, but, as we’ve already established, if we’re not seen as being up to the job we won’t be given it. The solution is to stack the odds more in our favour at each and every stage, by ensuring that we use all the tools at our disposal: our knowledge, experience, networks, aptitude and attitude, self-assured body language and a clear voice and style. To be able to do all that, we need to take care of the precursors to feeling confident and ‘put-together’: our health, our time and the milestones in our life, such as pregnancy and maternity leave. Since the pandemic, we must add a new skill: the ability to perform online. This sounds like a lot to cope with, but we can break it down into manageable steps. The more holistic approach and effort is certainly worth it. By capitalising on everything we have to offer rather than a small subset of our abilities, we are far more likely to succeed. And as we do, we’ll be able to change that masculine stereotype of a leader, helping the next generation of women.

At present, however, the standard development training we’re given at work or for a job interview has many critical gaps. We might be given some advice about body language and how to project our voice for presentations, but many of the factors that can help us exude confidence and authority – including clothes, hair and make-up – are completely omitted. They’re seen as frivolous or embarrassing, even if everyone knows that they really can make a difference. The exclusions place women at a disadvantage in a world of work established by men. Corporate dress codes don’t help much, they tend to be either too vague (‘dress for your day’) or too prescriptive. (In 2010, Swiss bank UBS produced a 44-page corporate dress guide covering everything from the colour and size of suits to the length of toenails. It even dictated flesh-coloured underwear, provoking much merriment.) This book fills the advice gap so that you can find – or fine-tune – your individual career-enhancing style.

And yet . . . I have to admit that it’s taken me many years to truly find my own. Along the way, I’ve made bad wardrobe choices, and there have been times where I’ve had very little money to spend on clothes, a distorted body image, lots of shape-shifting challenges (nine successful pregnancies and two miscarriages, breastfeeding, plus several vein and foot operations requiring clothes to hide very unglamorous surgical stockings) and unfortunate haircuts and colours, including a long phase of almost black hair that drained all the colour from my face. (There are horrible photos to remind me.) There have been times when I really haven’t bothered much about my appearance, usually coinciding with feeling generally exhausted. My career-dressing experiences have been a mix of successes and failures, just like my actual career. But the mistakes have helped me to understand what works, including for lockdown when dressing for my day meant considering how to literally run from Zoom calls to walk the dog, check on my school-age children doing their online lessons, load the washing machine and drier – then back again to my desk to join yet another call (before repeating the routine).

The pandemic has created a raft of extra pressures for women. As well as bearing the brunt of extra domestic chores, home-schooling and elder care, women are over-represented in those sectors hit hardest by the economic downturn – hospitality, leisure, beauty and retail shops – and face a greater risk of unemployment. During lockdown, many of us had little time to think about anything other than the essential tasks in our day ahead. We now find ourselves at a crossroads for gender equality and perhaps for our own careers. One path takes us back to more traditional roles and fewer career opportunities while the other offers a tantalising glimpse of more flexible ways of working in the future and better-balanced lives. If we’re going to recover and move forward from this crisis, we need to invest precious time and energy in ourselves.

Before turning to how you can create your own winning approach, let’s recap what you need to bear in mind.


Takeaways from Chapter 1

1. A key to career progression lies in perceptions. This isn’t about changing who you are; it’s about managing how people perceive you.

2. You are more likely to be promoted to leadership roles if you ‘look and act the part’. People do judge a book by its cover. You might be tempted to emulate men, since the stereotype of a leader is masculine, but the most exciting young women today are fashioning both their appearance and their careers on their own terms. Authenticity is increasingly prized. If your style reflects what you have to offer, you’ll find it easier to build your confidence and to succeed.

3. You don’t need to be an expert or even interested in fashion. You can enhance your career by taking simple steps to build a strong personal brand. It just requires some time and thought.

4. There are many facets to developing that personal brand. We will consider your style of appearance and communication and the need to take care of yourself and to manage your time, as well as ensuring that life events don’t derail your career. A holistic approach is more likely to yield success than narrowly focusing on a subset of ‘what it takes’.
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