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Women Pursuing Leadership and Power:
Challenging the Myth of the “Opt Out Revolution”
Overview
Recent media articles have heralded the “Opt Out Revolution,”
claiming that women are shunning leadership and power at
work for full-time motherhood. This claim has garnered
remarkable currency. Stories in The NY Times Magazine, Time,
BusinessWeek, Fortune, Fast Company, and CBS’s “60
Minutes” built on one another to create a tenacious narrative
that women are choosing to leave or avoid high powered positions at work in order to become full-time parents.1
Underpinning these arguments is the assertion that women are
ambivalent about leadership and power and are willing to sacrifice these to invest in their families.
Patricia Sellers’ lead article in Fortune’s October 2003 issue on
the 50 most powerful women in business was entitled “Power:
Do women really want it?” She concluded that women lack
power in business largely because they do not want it enough.
Lisa Belkin’s article in The New York Times Magazine led with
the title “Q: Why don’t more women get to the top? A: They
choose not to.” Belkin argued that women are not in top leadership roles because they choose to leave the workplace for motherhood. Linda Tischler’s February 2004 article, “Where are the
women?” in Fast Company argued that there are few women in
the corner offices in Corporate America because women do not
have the drive to compete as hard as men for leadership and
power. And in March 2004, Time ran a cover story with the
headline “The case for staying home: Why more young moms
are opting out of the rat race.” This article featured women who
are “sticking with the kids” rather than staying in the workplace.
These assertions about women “opting out” are disturbing and,
indeed, dangerous. First, they are stories of a few women. They
are based on anecdotal information from small samples of
women – primarily privileged, white, female managers and
executives – rather than on statistical survey data of large numbers of women.2 Second, if taken into mainstream thinking,
these assertions will curtail opportunities for women. They
reinforce gender stereotypes that women are not as committed
as men to the world of work and that women do not “have what
it takes” to be leaders. And, third, these assertions take the mantle of responsibility for change away from organizations and
policymakers and place it squarely on the shoulders of individual women.
Disturbed by the extent to which the notion of the “Opt Out
Revolution” has been taken up as “truth” despite little support-

ing data, the Simmons School of Management collaborated
with Hewlett Packard to survey professional women about their
views of power and leadership.3 Our findings challenge the
assumptions underlying the purported “Opt Out Revolution.”
Indeed, women responding to our surveys are pursuing, not
shunning, power and leadership. Even more important, they are
pursuing leadership and power for goals much broader than their
own personal gain and career advancement. They are seeking to
strengthen their organizations and make constructive contributions to their communities and society. They are also redefining
traditional models of leadership and power, moving from individualistic and hierarchical models of power over others to more
collaborative models of inclusion and expanding power through
others. Learning from these women’s perspectives can not only
help us understand women’s career motivations and aspirations,
but it can also deepen our understanding of the exercise of
power and leadership in the service of building effective organizations.

The Surveys
In 2003 and 2004 we administered two separate, but related,
surveys, each to approximately 500 professional and managerial women with extensive work experience attending leadership
conferences hosted by the Simmons School of Management.
The first survey focused on women’s aspirations and views of
leadership, while the second focused on women’s views of
power. Together, the findings from the surveys provide important insights into women’s attitudes, aspirations, and use of
power and leadership (see Endnotes for the demographic profile
of respondents and survey methodology).

Attitudes toward Leadership
Women do aspire to leadership in their organizations. Threequarters of our respondents indicated that they wanted to be
influential leaders in their organizations and viewed this as an
important criterion in selecting their next jobs. Importantly,
nearly half (47%) aspired to the highest leadership positions.4
Interestingly, leadership aspirations do not vary significantly
across generations. Indeed, women under 34 had the highest
percentage reporting aspirations for leadership influence (78%)
and leadership positions (55%). Stories on the “Opt Out
Revolution” assert that it is the mid-career women who are
exchanging leadership for parenting responsibilities. In contrast, we found no statistically significant difference in the
leadership aspirations of women with or without children.
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of color, compared to 70% of white women, aspired to be influpower and did not agree as strongly as older women that they
ential leaders. And 53% of
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focusing on rank, position, or “turf.” Only 28% reported that it achieve results (Chart 3, next page). There was a significant
was important to them to “be in charge of others.” Nor were
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els of power over others but, indeed, are comfortable in exercising power with and through others.
Attitudes toward Power
Women respondents’ attitudes toward power echo their attitudes Strategies for Acquiring Power
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We found no significant differences between women with and
without children in the ways they acquire and exercise power.
However, we did find discernable generational differences.
Compared to older women, women under 35 relied equally on
results but less on relationships to acquire power.

change their organizations to make them both more effective and
more equitable for women.

their opportunities to advance in their organizations.

Women pursuing leadership and power benefit all inside and
outside our organizations. There is no question that we need
leaders who work for the good of their organizations and society. Yet women, the majority of whom espouse and enact these
values, continue to hold few positions at the top of our organizations. Our research, and that of many others, suggests that the
paucity of women at the top has little to do with their lack of

By challenging women’s commitment to work and to their
organizations, the “Opt Out Revolution” narrative is detrimental
to the majority of women – mothers or not – who are offering
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Conclusions
of achieving bottom-line results, supporting their employees,
and making change that is beneficial to their organizations, their
The issue of mothers “opting out” of the workplace has been
communities, and society. Moreover, the majority are exercising
overplayed in the media. Women responding to our surveys
power and leadership in ways that are inclusive and collaboraindicate clearly that they are committed to workplace leadership
tive, focused on engaging and empowering followers to achieve
and to exercising power constructively. In contrast to the asserorganizational goals. Their espoused styles of leadership reflect
tions of the “Opt Out Revolution” that women with children are
contemporary models for leadership effectiveness7 and they are
turning away from leadership and power to become full-time
exercising power for positive social ends. This is most apparent
parents, we found no significant differences between women
in our final statistical model where we combined the ways
with children and those without in terms of their attitudes
women acquire power with their goals for exercising power. We
toward leadership and power. Indeed, our data tell a contrasting
found significant interrelationships between how women were
story. A significantly smaller percentage of women with chilusing power with others to obtain outcomes that benefited not
dren (24%) compared to women with no children (31%) reportonly their organization and organizations’ strategies, but also
ed that they “often think about quitting their job.” Moreover,
society more broadly.
women with children reported higher levels of satisfaction with
These findings do not imply that women with children do not
face challenges in the workplace. They do. A larger percentage
of women with children (48%) than women without children
(38%) agreed strongly that they have to adjust their styles to
advance. Our data suggest that women are making the adjustments necessary to succeed and at the same time are striving to
3
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interest in leadership and power or their choices to leave the
world of work to pursue parenting. Rather, the lack of women
at the top has much more to do with subtle, but tenacious, biases about women and leadership that persist, below the surface
and often unrecognized, in organizations today. Indeed, the
vigor by which the “Opt Out Revolution” gained currency and
escaped scrutiny reflects the power of these deeply held gendered assumptions that continue to shape models of leadership
and leaders.
Our findings redirect attention to the changes organizations need
to continue to make to ensure that they reap the full benefits of
having women as responsible and socially-minded organizational leaders. The stark message from our surveys is that while
women are committed to their organizations and to pursuing
leadership, they still do not see an even playing field. While
89% of the women in the 2003 survey considered that opportunities for women’s advancement
had improved over the past 10
years, only 58% were satisfied
Relationship
with their own opportunities to
advance. Moreover, only 30%
believed that women and men
have an equal chance of advancResults
ing to the highest levels.
The implications of these con- Acquiring Power
cerns are sobering. Our statistical
modeling revealed that dissatisfaction with advancement opportunities was the most critical factor influencing women’s considerations of leaving their organizations. Even more worrisome
is that this concern is most prominent among women who see
themselves as effective leaders. This lack of satisfaction with
advancement is directly related to women’s perceptions about
whether they have opportunities to exercise power and leadership. The lesson for organizations is that constraining possibilities for women to lead will result in the costly loss of talent. The
more intangible, and perhaps more significant, cost is the loss of
leaders – leaders who are committed to building effective organizations that serve as exemplary corporate citizens.

2U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics reports a drop in the
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60.2% in 2002. However, these data are not disaggregated by professional and
managerial rank and cannot be interpreted as supporting the argument that
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Methodology: The table below gives a
demographic profile of our participants.
Survey data was coded and analyzed using
statistical software (SPSS). Frequencies, descriptive statistics, and analysis of
means were used in the first wave of our research. Additional work on understanding the underlying themes was obtained through factor analytic techniques, also in SPSS. Final analyses and data were then submitted to structural
equation modeling (using Lisrel), thereby allowing us to adopt a rigorous
approach to understanding women’s perceptions of power and leadership and an
understanding of the complex relationships between these perceptions and how
they influence women’s behavior.
Demographic
Profile

2003 survey:
Women's aspirations
and views on leadership (n=571)

2004 survey:
Women's aspirations
and views on power (n=421)

42

43

Average Age
Average Work
Experience

D. Merrill-Sands is Acting Dean at the Simmons School of
Management and CGO Affiliate; J. Kickul is Elizabeth J. McCandless
Professor of Entrepreneurship; C. Ingols is Associate Professor of
Management.

21

20

Race

87% white Caucasian;
13% women of color

79% white Caucasian;
21% women of color

Position

50% middle and senior
managers

64% middle and senior
managers
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