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Introduction


Anthropologist Margaret Mead is quoted in saying to never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world.  Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has, she concluded.  The women’s movement in the United States has been ongoing for over 150 years, and Deborah Rhode contributes to the progress by creating a collection of essays that focus on women and leadership.  The book The Difference “Difference” Makes:  Women and Leadership offers an introduction by Rhode and 19 essays by various influential leaders in business.


The book grows out of a 2001 Women’s Leadership Summit that was sponsored by various organizations, mainly the American Bar Association.  The six sections of the book begin by an introduction by Rhode titled “The “Difference” Difference Makes”.  Part two is titled “What Difference Does Difference Make” and is offered as a response to the introduction.  Part three is titled “When Does Difference Make a Difference” and examines businesses that have been influenced by women.  Part four is titled “Changing the Context and Changing the Cast:  Breaking the Barriers to Gender Equality” and offers personal stories of change within business.  Part five is titled “What About Men” and explores how men influence women in leadership.  Part six is titled “Meeting the Challenge” and suggests ways to change the face of women in power.  

The Difference “Difference” Makes


While women have made a mark on history as they relate to powerful opportunities, many of them have not acquired leadership positions in their own right.  A recent study identified only 850 eminent women throughout the preceding two thousand years; adding most have exercised their influence through relationships with men.  However, in the last three decades women have taken leadership responsibilities in redefining various aspects of life.  Nonetheless, women’s leadership roles are still greatly underrepresented (Rhode, 2003, p. 3).  Rhode’s book explores reasons for lack of women in power and identifies strategies for change.  


A main point the introduction makes is the problems associated with the research that has been done on the subject of women and leadership.  Rhode states that there are two areas of focus for most research.  The first is on gender differences in opportunities and generally finds that glass ceilings exclude women from leadership positions.  The second involves gender differences in the exercise of leadership such as different styles, effectiveness, and priorities of men and women.  Still, Rhode believes that there are key concepts that remain elusive.  She states that there is no consensus on what accounts for effective leadership and that too little work has been done on the interrelationship between gender and situational forces such as race (pp. 4-5).   


Another key issue that Rhode writes of is gender differences in leadership opportunities.  She states that a central problem for American women is the lack of consensus that there is a significant problem.  It is assumed that the barriers have been coming down, women have been moving up, and therefore equal treatment is an accomplished fact.  However, women remain underrepresented at the top and overrepresented at the bottom in both private and public sectors.  To expand on this, Rhode states that opportunities continue to be constrained by traditional gender stereotypes, inadequate access to mentors and informal networks of support, and inflexible workplace structures (pp. 6 – 7).  


Rhode also explores problems with various assumptions surrounding gender differences in leadership styles and priorities.  For example, she writes that many claims of leadership styles are based on anecdotal evidence, small samples, or highly artificial laboratory studies.  From these studies, there are perceived differences in gender as it relates to leadership style and effectiveness.  However, Rhode concludes the evidence is very weak and derives largely from self-reports (p. 19).   In addition, Rhode believes that different leadership priorities between men and women are inadequately studied.  Key differences are personal experience and commitments, personal rewards and risks, and personal influence and self-confidence (p. 23).  


Rhode concludes her introduction by suggesting two agendas that need to be addressed in order for change to occur.  The first is to make certain that women have equal access to leadership opportunities.  Secondly, to enlist and empower women in using their leadership to advance the public interest in general and women’s equality (p. 25).  The responsibility of the change lies both within institutional and individual strategies.  Institutional changes range from assessment of problems and responses to the development of mentoring programs and women’s networks.  Individual strategies involve women pressing for institutional changes and actively mentoring other women (pp. 26 – 34).  

What Difference Does Difference Make?


This section of the book includes four essays that are framed as responses to various aspects of Rhode’s introduction.  The authors, two political scientists, a sociologist, and a psychologist, raise questions that range from whether difference should matter, to whether barriers regarding career opportunities can be removed, to what exactly leadership means to different women in different situations.  Barbara Kellerman’s essay titled “You’ve Come a Long Way, Baby – and You’ve Got Miles to Go” is highlighted in the following paragraphs.


Kellerman’s article questions Rhode’s statement about how history has largely excluded women from formal leadership positions.  Kellerman’s argument is that although women have not generally held formal positions of leadership, there have been documented cases of them exercising power and exerting influence.  To support her argument, she offers three questions (Kellerman, 2003, p. 54).


Kellerman’s first question asks what do women want in regards to positional leadership and power.  She suggests that there are great differences between what men and women view as leadership and states that women are likely less willing to incur the costs associated with such positions.  Her second question asks what effect time has had on gender stereotypes and speculates on how that affects leadership.  Her main point is that much of the research on gender is outdated and that time and the women’s movement has changed women in leadership.  Her third question asks which contexts matter most.  Kellerman suggests that the global arena should be better explored before assumptions are made about women in leadership positions (pp. 54 – 58).  

When Does Difference Make a Difference?


This section contains a collection of six essays written by three politicians, a president of a business, and two attorneys.  Several articles focus on the advancement of women in law and the importance of women in public office.  The remaining articles focus on promoting diversity and offer answers to what difference women make in various realms of business.  


The highlighted article is titled “Where Have All the Sisters Gone” by Muzette Hill.  In Hill’s essay, she speculates on why there were only nine African American women law partners in Chicago in 1996.  Hill believes that many women left the profession because they were different and those differences were not celebrated, nurtured, or even valued or exploited.  Furthermore, she states that the differences were misunderstood, punished, and used as a basis for their extinction (Hill, 2003, p. 99).  


In addition, Hill expresses astonishment that after so many years of change there are still a great many instances of ‘firsts’.  For example, she was the first African American partner in her law firm’s eighty-five-year history and the first African American woman to reach a leadership level position at Ford Motor Credit Company.  Hill states that only when every ‘first’ makes it her business to guarantee that there will be a second – that’s when difference will make a difference (p. 101).

Breaking the Barriers to Gender Equality

This part of the book contains five essays by two professors, two attorneys, and a major law firm chair.  These articles mainly contain personal stories that builds on Rhode’s findings that the difference women leaders make in the private sector is minimal.  The main focus is on the crucial role that mentoring plays in a woman’s career success.  

The most useful essay titled “Using Difference to Make a Difference” suggests that narrowly framed goals have made the effects of women’s leadership in business insignificant.   Written by Robin Ely and Debra Meyerson, this article suggests creating “an ongoing process of incremental organizational change anchored in a vision of productive work and social interaction unconstrained by oppressive roles, images, and relations” (Ely & Meyerson, 2003, p. 139).  

To break the barriers of gender, Ely and Meyerson offer three frames that are taken to understanding women and leadership.  The first frame is to fix the women, meaning that if a woman does not have the necessary leadership skills they should then be offered the training.  The second frame is to create equal opportunities by fixing the policies and practices that block women’s advancement.  The third frame is to celebrate the feminine.  The authors believe that greater diversity will promote more effective leadership because women bring distinct perspectives and interests (pp. 130 – 134).

What About Men?


Two attorneys have written two short essays in this section that discuss how men can become change agents for women and how they can contribute to a women’s quest for leadership.  The highlighted article written by Teveia Barnes is titled “Strategies for Developing White Men as Change Agents for Women Leaders”.  Barnes believes that women will need powerful allies to overcome the distance to leadership, focusing on white men as an initial force (Barnes, 2003, p. 181).  


Barnes suggests two steps to developing a white, male champion that can act as a change agent.  First, she states to identify a man who has influence, power, and authority and can be persuaded to take on women’s issues as his personal mission.  Secondly, develop a strategy for approaching him.  It is suggested that an outside representative initially develops this idea and approaches the male champion.  Barnes suggests this can be achieved by various steps including emphasizing the need for diversity and supporting diversity training for all members of the organization (p. 183).   

Meeting the Challenges


This final section of the book includes two essays that involve personal reflection and analysis on how progress can be made so that difference does make a difference.  The highlighted article is titled “Progress Versus Equality:  Are We There Yet?” and is written by Patricia Ireland, a former National Organization for Women president.  Ireland’s article reflects on lessons about mechanisms of inequality and of change in the past and how that can be used to mold the future (Ireland, 2003, p. 193).  


Ireland states three important points about progress.  First, she says that progress is not inevitable.  She believes that only when individuals and movements give society a big push, then progress will be made.  In addition, progress does not mean equality.  Ireland states that as women move into leadership positions, they are still hindered by bearing the primary responsibility of families.  Thirdly, Ireland says that progress is not irreversible.  For example, women in Afghanistan who were once able to be professionals were restricted from practicing when the Taliban was in power.  While the face of Afghanistan has recently changed, progress that was earlier made was revoke because of a different leadership style (pp. 195 – 200).  

Reflections and Conclusion


The majority of this book is made up of short essays.  For that reason, I chose to select just one essay from each section to write about rather than a brief synopsis of all 19 articles.  Since the book was born from a law conference, many of the articles focused on changing the legal world.  Articles that were selected and written about were those that I thought were the most useful and applicable to any situation rather than just law offices.  Nonetheless, the majority of the essays provided insightful views and if given the time, should be read by those in positions of power or aspiring leaders.  If anything, the book proves that attorneys can write more interesting pieces than just legal briefs.     


While reading this book, I experienced a variety of emotions ranging from depression to enthusiasm.  The reality of the number of women in leadership positions was very upsetting.  It was disheartening to read that only one percent of the Fortune 500 CEO’s and that only six percent of state governors are positions held by women (Rhode, 2003, p. 6).  And as the world remembers the recent passing of President Reagan and the changes he brought about, it amazes me that it was not until 1981 that he appointed the first woman to the Supreme Court.  As the statistics continued to be discouraging, I was then inspired by the stories and excited about the opportunities that the essayists presented.  Their enthusiasm and words stimulated ideas and gave me encouragement.  I have realized the importance of mentoring not just women, but also men in the advancement of women in power.  Overall, I have concluded that the numbers are just numbers and what really matters are the experiences and opportunities that have and will cross my path. 


From Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s first draft of the Declaration of Sentiments in 1848, to earning the right to vote in 1920, to the second wave of activism in the 1960’s, women and leadership have played an important part in the formation of the United States.  As Margaret Mead expressed the power of small committed groups, Rhode’s introduction and collection of essays offers a modest step toward the advancement of women in leadership positions.  And for that reason alone, those who strive to make ‘difference’ a difference should read this book.    
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