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Chapter One Power Shift on the Horizon




In the village of Kampala in Uganda, Joan Ahimbisibwe, an HIV-positive mother of three, recently bought a piglet. For most of her life, Ahimbisibwe has lived on less than $1 a day, which is not enough to feed her family, let alone buy the school uniforms necessary to send her children to school—and certainly not enough for a lucrative investment like a piglet. Then Ahimbisibwe started making beads out of recycled magazine paper with a group of other women in her village. When two women in Colorado, Ginny Jordan and Torkin Wakefield, started a nonprofit called BeadforLife, which sells the beads at private parties and on the Internet, Ahimbisibwe started making $5 or $6 a day, about what a Ugandan policeman earns.

With her newfound financial stability, Ahimbisibwe saved enough money to buy her pig, which she raised then resold at a nice markup. With her profits, she moved her family into a storefront complete with mattresses, a big step up from the mud hut in which they’d been living and where they’d slept on the ground. Through the storefront, Ahimbisibwe sells vegetables and sugar, upping her earnings yet again. Ahimbisibwe’s daughter is now in private boarding school, which means that her chance of escaping the vicious cycle of African poverty has just changed forever.

Ahimbisibwe’s adult life so far is the story of one woman’s rising, and it’s the story of women helping women. Most of all, it’s an illustrative account of twenty-first-century female economic emancipation, an emancipation more fast-paced and far-reaching than any the world has seen before.

Around the world, from developing nations like Uganda to economic giants like the European Union and the United States, women are finally starting to control their economic destinies and those of their families. Take Sara Wood, thirty-eight, who grew up in the Deep South in the United States as the daughter of struggling Louisiana farmers. One of five siblings, including a brother who died young, Sara didn’t see many paths she wanted to follow. Many of the girls in her town were knocked up and headed for the altar by the time they graduated from high school: She didn’t know any women with high-earning careers, let alone with lives that didn’t revolve around their children and depend, utterly, on their husbands. Today, after managing product development for several technology start-ups, Wood earns more than she ever dreamed possible, owns multiple properties on two continents, and supports her two children, whose father makes less than one-third of what she does. Wood wasn’t saved from her narrow, small-town existence by anyone but herself. No prince swept in and brought her back to his castle. Wood built her position in the world through her ability to function, and function highly, in the marketplace. Hers is also a twenty-first-century story of economic emancipation.

Limerick, Ireland, when Anne Fleming was growing up in the seventies, was a place of pink slips and beer in the afternoons. No one expected to get rich, especially not little girls. The women Anne knew were moms; the professional women were teachers and nurses. Today, Anne lives in Dublin, where she’s a high-level financial advisor to one of Ireland’s biggest investment companies, negotiating multibillion-dollar deals. She drives a BMW convertible and already has enough in savings to retire and live comfortably for the rest of her life. Although she thinks she’d like to get married one day, she hasn’t yet and feels no pressure to do so. If anything, she worries about finding a man who can keep up with her.

If Anne had been born even ten years earlier, it’s doubtful she would have taken such a path. It probably wouldn’t have crossed her mind that such a future could be hers. Would she have gotten the MBA that gave her the skills to get her job? Would it even have occurred to her to explore a career in finance? And if it had, what are the chances the marketplace would have allowed a place for her?

It’s not that success equals monetary riches; I’d be shallow indeed if that were my point. What I’m talking about is economic emancipation—women around the globe becoming financially powerful enough to stand on their own two feet and tip the world’s power balance, starting with home life, extending to work life, and finally affecting general society.

This twenty-first-century phenomenon is on par with other remarkable human leaps forward—including other great moments of progress for women, such as women achieving the right to own property, to vote, to leave an unhappy marriage, to get a higher education, and to control their own reproductive systems. In many ways, what is happening now is a bigger breakthrough than any one of those others; as if those essential rights have intertwined and grown upward like so many morning glories, so that this new, taller flower can burst open—an essential bloom that couldn’t exist without all that came before, and one toward which all those steps were, ultimately, aiming: freedom from dependence, the chance for real power, and the opportunity to influence the workings of the world.

This narrative is not a feminist treatise. These are just facts. This is simply history, the logical outcome of the last hundred years and all the hundreds of years that came before that. It’s hardly an exaggeration to say that for all of recorded history, women have basically been second-class citizens in a male-dominated world. And it’s not ideology to assert that the status of women is changing. What we’re seeing now—exponential gains toward self-sufficiency, soaring education rates, mass economic empowerment around the world—are facts. They are history rushing forward. Nothing more, nothing less.

Until the last few years, the massive entry of women into the paid workforce seemed important mostly because it was a victory for social justice. Only recently has another, even more significant implication of women’s success become clear: The health of the global economy now demands that women realize their full potential as economic participants. This transformed world, where women hold economic power equal to men’s, is inevitable not only because it’s fair and just (which it is), but because human economic success now depends on it. In the coming decades, countries that harness women’s economic power will win; those that fail to do so will lose.

In the past few years, prominent economists and policy makers have abruptly woken to the fact that women’s equality in the workplace is not a “women’s issue” but a serious factor in global economic competitiveness. In Geneva, for example, the World Economic Forum—a global group of influential economists and policy makers—launched a comprehensive annual Global Gender Gap Report in 2006. The report, developed by the WEF’s Global Competitiveness Network, looks at gender economic equality as a serious factor in determining a nation’s economic success. Every annual Global Gender Gap Report since the first full issue in 2006 has found a direct connection between a country’s ability to tap the skills and talents of women and its economic success. According to the 2007 report, “A nation’s competitiveness depends significantly on whether and how it educates and utilizes its female talent.”

“In every country in the world, half of the potentially available human resources are women,” points out Saadia Zahidi, associate director and head of constituents for the World Economic Forum. “If that half is not educated or not healthy, they’re unlikely to be channeled into the economy in the most effective way.”

All of this makes an obvious kind of common sense: What happens when a country actively suppresses half its population’s economic contributions? It gets half the ideas, half the labor, half the productivity. No country can afford this kind of waste. As journalists Nicholas Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn make clear in their important 2009 book, Half the Sky: Turning Oppression into Opportunity for Women Worldwide, the appalling and routine violation of women’s human rights around the world undermines the economic power of entire nations. A mirror image to that argument is also becoming clear: When countries treat women equally to men and make it possible for both genders to have families and careers, national economies prosper.

Of course, transforming a culture that discriminates against women to one that unleashes women’s full economic potential is far from easy. It’s a process that can and will alter entire economies. But it also opens a Pandora’s box of societal anxieties. A world transfigured by women’s earning power challenges the very notion of what it means to be a woman. And if we must reconsider what it means to be a woman, then we must also reconsider what it means to be a man and, by extension, revisit all of our fundamental assumptions about family, society, the workplace, leadership institutions, and overall, how we believe the world works and should work.

Sweeping as it may sound, this kind of reconsideration is already happening in almost every country in the world, and yielding concrete results. Those results manifest differently from country to country, from culture to culture. But in regions spread across the globe, one thing is clear: Change is happening. As I write, as you read, the future is becoming the present. Health and education gaps between men and women are closing in even the poorest nations on earth, redirecting women away from poverty and toward economic and political opportunities.

A world of financially empowered women is a world changed for the better, and this reality is approaching with the speed of an almighty storm. Even now, you can see the lightning flash in the distance. More women than men are graduating from high school, college, and graduate programs in the United States. Women hold more than half the parliamentary seats in Rwanda. In China, a country flush with newly minted millionaires, a woman, Zhang Yin (a paper-recycling entrepreneur), is the richest of the rich (a multibillionaire). This is a moment that historians will look back on, pointing their fingers and tracing the era on timelines for students of the future: See it there! See the rise of the woman at the dawn of the twenty-first century! This is when women achieved economic emancipation after thousands of years as dependents.

The lightning’s moving closer; the storm is about to break. Like it or not, we’ll all feel the downpour soon.

In 2009, in the United States, women held 49 percent of all non-farm jobs. The number of women earning $100,000 or more tripled between 1991 and 2001. Between 2000 and 2008, women’s average weekly wages grew steadily, while men’s didn’t grow at all. “Women are catching up to men,” says Heidi Hartmann, president of the Institute for Women’s Policy Research. Adds Robert Reich, former U.S. secretary of labor and now aprofessor of public policy at the University of California, Berkeley: “I wouldn’t be surprised if, in ten years, the typical woman in the workforce was earning more than the typical man.”

Women are not only earning more than they used to, they’re taking on different types of jobs—in fields that pay more and command more esteem and, sometimes, more power. Today, women hold 51 percent of all management, professional, and related positions in the United States. American women are starting their own businesses at nearly double the national average. Already, about 40 percent of U.S. private firms are women-owned, compared to only 26 percent in 1997.

These developments in business are not exclusive to the United States. In Cuba, women hold more technical and professional jobs than men do. And all over the world, as Joan Ahimbisibwe’s story reveals, women are starting their own businesses. These changes speak to myriad shifting impulses, ideas, roles, and realities in less than a lifetime.

At the same time these business patterns are changing, the global economy happens to be undergoing other fundamental shifts, the most profound of which is the switch from an industrial to a knowledge economy. “The economy of the future is one that depends less on physical strength and more on the ability to solve problems—to critically collaborate and empathize, and pick up on subtle emotional cues. The more people, both men and women, are able to do that, the stronger our overall economy will be,” says Robert Reich. The information economy doesn’t give men an advantage over women, as did more agricultural or manufacturing-oriented economies—where physical strength matters. A knowledge-based economy doesn’t reward strength, it rewards smarts. And women, who now equal or exceed the education levels of men in numerous countries, are poised to reap a massive benefit from the shifting economy.

In fact, they’re already reaping it.

In the United States, women already control 51.3 percent of the nation’s private wealth. One reason for this is women’s growing earning power; another is that women, in general, outlive men and inherit their wealth. Just imagine how the balance of wealth will shift between genders when those women born during the baby boomer era start to inherit their parents’ and their husbands’ assets. Meanwhile, women in the United States already control some 80 percent of all household spending decisions, according to research firm A. T. Kearney. All told, American women have a purchasing power of more than $5 trillion. That’s more than the entire economy of Japan ($4.9 trillion in 2008).

These economic forces are impossible to ignore. We’re on the brink of a massive power shift, a grinding of the gears of history into a new human condition, one where women are no longer most of the world’s poor, no longer the least educated and least powerful, a world where women can, if they choose, seize the reins of economic control.

What will a world with women in power look like? Will Anne Fleming in Dublin become a terror with her newfound riches, as bad as any stereotypically bad male boss who ever terrorized his underlings? As Sara Wood continues her way up the ladder, what kind of a leader will she become? Will Joan Ahimbisibwe’s daughter use her education to take another step out of poverty? And what of the women in Colorado who came up with the program that gave Ahimbisibwe the chance to educate her daughter? Will they continue to use their Western wealth to raise women in developing countries out of poverty?

It’s typical in Western culture to see things as either/or, as black or white: You’re either at the top or on the bottom. But it doesn’t have to be that way. Women are on their way to being in power. Gender roles and all that they imply will be transformed—are already transforming—probably beyond anything our turn-of-the-century eyes will recognize. But must one gender rule the other? Is it possible instead that the economic emancipation of women will lead to a more balanced world, where neither sex dominates but both work together in a kind of harmony? Pollyannaish, perhaps. Possible? Definitely.

But First, a Little History

Connecting the dots of women’s emancipation in the last hundred or so years brings home how quickly women’s status has changed yet also reminds us that freedom is not something achieved overnight. One obstacle was overturned, then another, until now the road ahead is no longer rife with roadblocks but is a clear, broad path stretching toward the future, with far fewer hurdles ahead.

As recently as 150 years ago, when a woman married in the United States, all of her property became her husband’s, by law. Whether or not the husband willed a wife’s inheritance back to her at the time of his death depended on his whim. Even personal items, like clothes, trinkets, and pictures, belonged to the husband. In the 1850s, and only in some states (mostly northern, Midwestern, and mid-Atlantic), married women at last were allowed to own property separate from their husbands; even then, though, a woman couldn’t sell her property without her husband’s consent—which meant she couldn’t use the value of the property to build her own economic independence. If the man and the woman divorced, the law, in all but the rarest of cases, would see the property revert back to the man, who would also keep custody of any children. So while divorce was never illegal in most of the United States, it was nearly impossible for a woman to separate herself and become financially independent—let alone hold on to her children. The briefest overview of women’s property rights at that time reveals how near to impossible it would have been for a woman to support herself if she left her husband. Legally, women were essentially property of their husbands. (Even today, there are countries, such as Uganda, where Joan Ahimbisibwe lives, where most women are still their husband’s property in practice, if not in law.)

In the United States and Europe, circumstances changed again for women at the turn of the last century, when agricultural economies evolved into industrial ones and people became more dependent for survival on jobs than on property. Women could, and frequently did, take factory jobs in cities like London, Berlin, and New York. But a factory job during the Industrial Revolution was hardly the ticket to financial independence. Whether she worked or not, a snapshot of a young woman’s life at the turn of the last century shows she had none of the opportunities we take for granted today:


	She couldn’t vote.

	She couldn’t choose when to get pregnant.

	She couldn’t pursue higher education.

	She couldn’t expect to find a job outside domestic work or factory labor.



It’s easy to forget how new women’s freedoms really are and what a radical departure they are from most of human history. (“My mother was born before women could vote,” Hillary Clinton reminded the Democratic National Convention in 2008. “But in this election, my daughter got to vote for her mother for President.”) The right to vote, to choose when to have children, to educate ourselves and support ourselves—these fundamentals seem so basic we barely notice them today. But almost none of those freedoms were possible for a woman at the turn of the twentieth century, not in the United States or anywhere else. The idea of granting women the right to vote was so radical that Susan B. Anthony named her magazine about women and the vote The Revolution. (Motto: “The true republic—men, their rights and nothing more; women, their rights and nothing less.”) Women first got the vote in New Zealand in 1893; in the United States, the Nineteenth Amendment, granting women’s suffrage, didn’t pass until 1920; and, worldwide, the fight for a woman’s right to vote continues: Kuwaiti women won the vote in 2005, and women in the United Arab Emirates will likely have suffrage by 2010. It’s been a long struggle indeed—but one that I believe is nearly at an end.

If the idea of voting was controversial, the concept of women choosing whether and when to have children was literally criminal. In 1873, the United States outlawed the sale or delivery of contraception (back then, just condoms or diaphragms) through the mail. Even publishing information about how to avoid pregnancy was illegal. Margaret Sanger, a nurse on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, published a magazine describing ways to avoid pregnancy for women too poor or sick to raise children. She had to flee the country or face prosecution.

All this ruckus was over relatively primitive, ineffective methods of birth control. The real brouhaha began at a dinner party in 1951, when Sanger, then in her seventies, met a scientist named Gregory Pincus. Pincus had a theory that injections of progesterone could stop ovulation. Sanger introduced him to Katharine McCormick, heir to the International Harvester fortune, who had joined the fight for birth control because of her own experiences: Her husband had schizophrenia and she didn’t want to pass the disease along. Ultimately, she provided $16 million in today’s dollars to develop the birth control pill. Her economic power made possible the Pill’s introduction in 1960, changing women’s lives forever.

And when the Supreme Court legalized abortion in 1973 (after more than a decade of protests, marches, and intense legal debate), safer abortions became a reality, allowing women further reproductive choice.

In the 1960s and 1970s, feminists lobbied for equal rights in all spheres, and their push for equality took hold in academia, which until the 1970s had been heavily segregated. Columbia University did not start admitting women undergraduates until 1983. (To be fair, Barnard College still does not admit men.) Common thought held that wives, sisters, and daughters shouldn’t be intellectuals and that a professional education in law, medicine, or business would be wasted on women, who were going to stay home raising children and weren’t going to enter the marketplace.

Today, women hold 57.5 percent of all U.S. college bachelor’s degrees, 61 percent of all master’s degrees, and 49 percent of all doctorate degrees.

“Education has been a prime driver for women’s income growth in the U.S. and around the world,” says Heidi Hartmann. The powerful impact of women’s education on earning power is now sweeping the globe, and its effects will be dramatic. “In Latin America, education gaps are starting to close, in patterns similar to those seen in Western countries, and women are starting to be present in higher education in bigger numbers than men,” says World Economic Forum’s Zahidi. In the Arab world, literacy rates for women climbed from 16.6 percent in 1970 to more than 50 percent in 2000. In the years ahead, countries that let these educated women put their knowledge into the marketplace will reap dramatic dividends.

From Survival to Influence: The Stages of Economic Power

Together, these revolutions, in suffrage, birth control, and education, unshackled women and provided them with the tools any person needs to improve his or her lot—independence, knowledge, and the ability to work. The challenge before us is to continue women’s progress, to identify what still holds women back, and to prepare ourselves for full economic equality. To do that, we need to understand the steps in the journey ahead. In many ways, the fight ahead is an internal one—understanding what women’s newfound economic power means to each of us personally and to our society, and figuring out how we want to use it.

In 1970, distinguished psychologist Abraham Maslow published a groundbreaking paper called “A Theory of Human Motivation,” wherein he outlined his now-famous theory on the hierarchy of needs: Only after certain fundamental needs have been met, he argued, do we seek to fulfill the next set of needs. We need to eat and have basic shelter before we can worry about finding love and affection; we need love and affection before we can seek social status or strive to change the world for the better.

I believe Maslow’s hierarchy is directly applicable to understanding the full range of women’s economic rise. Most women are in the two early stages of what I call the Three Stages of Economic Power, an idea built on Maslow’s hierarchy. A combination of extraordinary forces are now in place to help raise women to the third and highest level of economic power—influence—if women will choose to make the leap.

THREE STAGES OF ECONOMIC POWER

[image: Three Stages of Economic Power]

The first of Maslow’s needs are physiological—the drive for food, water, sleep, and shelter. The basics. In the Three Stages of Economic Power, we call the first stage Survival. Survival is a woman earning enough money to put a roof over her family’s heads and feed and clothe her children, but not much more. Survival is Joan Ahimbisibwe before she began making beads for BeadforLife.

The second stage of economic power I call Independence. I don’t mean that women in this sphere are independently wealthy and don’t need to work. Far from it. I mean they’re free from daily worries about food and shelter and can rely on themselves to provide the basics—and, gradually, much more. (In my adaptation of Maslow’s theory, this second step, of independence, is equivalent to the stages that Maslow called security, love, and self-esteem.)

When women reach this stage, they’re eating well and living in reliable housing—and as their confidence grows, they’re investing in their own futures. At one end of the spectrum of independence is Joan Ahimbisibwe, making sure her family will have enough to eat today, taking entrepreneurial steps to improve her family’s future. At the other is Anne Fleming, with a lifetime of savings socked away. Many women fall somewhere in between. In fact, women around the world have done a phenomenal job moving into this middle place.

And significant numbers of those women will soon learn that there is even more to life than security and independence.

At the top of Maslow’s hierarchy is the stage he called “self-actualization.” Self-actualization occurs when one can project one’s self—one’s best self—onto the world and, in so doing, change the world. For our purposes in understanding the Three Stages of Economic Power, we call this third stage Influence. Katharine McCormick was certainly in the influence stage when she funded the development of the Pill. She was imprinting her vision on the world through her economic power.

Powerful men are in the habit of thinking about their lives as historically meaningful. They are accustomed to asking, “What effect do I have?” “What will my legacy be?” They consider it normal to think that they ought to leave a mark, that they have the right to do so. But acknowledging and using their influence is new territory for many women. For most of history, women have had only one powerful way to make their mark on the world—the character they establish in their homes and in their children. The time has come for women to make their mark in the public sphere as well. What will we do? It’s one of the central questions facing the world in the twenty-first century, and how women answer it will affect both men and women in every corner of the globe: How will women use their newfound economic independence to self-actualize? What will that mean for the world? For men? For our families? That’s why I wrote this book: to take a peek at the future that’s arriving faster than we can write.

Urgent Choices

In the chapters ahead, you’ll learn about women around the globe who are using their influence to change the fundamentals of the family, theworkplace, the marketplace, and politics. How are these women rewriting the rules of the game, questioning old assumptions and inventing new paradigms? How are powerful economic forces—including globalization, demographic change, environmental challenges, and new technology—converging to add new urgency to women’s choices?

In unprecedented numbers, women have already moved into that middle stage of economic power—the stage of independence—but now our families and our countries need us to take the next step. As the global economy emerges from the economic tumult of the early twenty-first century, countries and companies are entering a unique time of rebuilding. There are unprecedented opportunities to throw out old models and try new ones. In the decade beyond 2010, women—and men—will be shaping a “new normal.”

We are at a turning point in history. For the first time, the smartest nations, corporations, and communities know that they must seek better ways to nurture and harness the full talents of their entire population, both women and men. And there is ample hard evidence to show that tapping women’s talents, in every sphere, will make the world more equitable and more prosperous.

When a country educates its girls and women, its gross domestic product grows. When a corporation adds more women to its senior leadership, the company performs better financially than if there are only men at the top. When a nation makes it easier for two-income families to work and have a balanced life, its children and its economy thrive.

Countries and companies face a unique opportunity, here and now: to create a world where both women and men can bring their wide array of talents to bear on the problems of the world. But this moment won’t last forever. Those countries and companies that heed the call—accepting and facilitating women’s rising power—will emerge as winners in the economy of the future. Those that don’t will be left behind. For women, too, this is an unparalleled moment: For the good of families, personal economies, countries, and women around the world, it’s time for women to take the step to influence. It’s time not to seize power from men, but toshift it, so half the world’s citizens hold half the world’s economic influence.

Once the power shift happens, the world will never be the same.
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“The news that Dychtwald and Larson share in Influence is big and good.”

—Jody Williams, Nobel Peace Laureate

MADDY DYCHTWALD

WITH CHRISTINE LARSON

INFLUENCE

How Women'’s

Soaring Economic Power

Will Transform Our World
for the Better






OEBPS/images/ch01_img01.jpg
Survival






