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Looking at Clinton,
Seeing Themselves
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When Valerie Frederickson, a Silicon Valley human-resources consultant, heard Hillary Clinton assert that she could "take the heat" after getting pummeled by opponents in a recent debate, she recalled the times in her own career when a roomful of men disrespected her. 
Once, at a national sales meeting for a large construction-products company, a male colleague passed around photographs of her in a bikini that he'd secretly taken on a prior business trip. "Instead of quitting, I focused on being better, on outselling the guys three-to-one," says Ms. Frederickson, who later founded her own firm, Valerie Frederickson & Co. 
Ms. Frederickson has donated money to John Edwards's campaign, because she thinks he has a better chance of winning, but she'll vote for Mrs. Clinton if she's the Democratic candidate. She identifies with Mrs. Clinton's determination "to pick herself up when she's shot down and figure out how to be effective." And, she notes, "As professional women we've been through so much – I feel like she's my big sister." 
A year away from the election, Mrs. Clinton, the Democratic front–runner, has a lead with women voters over male candidates of both parties. A Wall Street Journal/NBC News poll shows that when matched against Republican Rudolph Giuliani, she wins by 53% to 38% among female voters (and loses among men by 52% to 38%.) Against Democrat Sen. Barack Obama, she wins among women by 53% to 21%, while winning among men by just 37% to 31%. 
Not all women are certain that Mrs. Clinton is going to be the one to shatter what's been called "the last glass ceiling." Executive and professional women with incomes over $75,000 –– who might be perceived as having most in common with her –– support Mrs. Clinton in much lower numbers than do lower–income women, and they are slightly more likely to vote for Mr. Giuliani than for her: 46% to 45%. 
But regardless of their political views and preferences, Mrs. Clinton's campaign is stirring strong feelings among female executives about what it means to be a woman –– often the only woman –– seeking a position of power. Whether she is battling male opponents in debates, having her hair and clothing scrutinized or trying to convince voters she is strong enough to do tough tasks, the senator is publicly facing challenges that most female executives have grappled with privately throughout their careers. Her determination to win the White House is also prompting many women in business to reflect on their career goals and what price they're willing to pay to achieve them. 
"She's standing up there and taking all these arrows I identify with, even if she doesn't represent exactly what I might want for a presidential candidate," says Pat Cook, head of Cook & Co., a Bronxville, N.Y., executive–search firm who is still undecided. 
And politics is an even tougher arena than business because "you have to win or lose in public, and you're always under the cameras," says Ruth Mandel at Rutgers University's Center for American Women and Politics. 
Sandra Peterson, president of Bayer AG's Bayer HealthCare Diabetes Care and executive vice president of Bayer HealthCare, agrees that "it's hard not to identify with some of what Hillary Clinton is up against," although she's still an undecided voter. When Mrs. Clinton was criticized in a newspaper column for showing some cleavage on the Senate floor this summer, Ms. Peterson recalled the barrage of sexually suggestive "Animal House" remarks leveled at her when she began her career some 20 years ago at the American Stock Exchange. 
Today, women are treated more equally. Thousands are managers in charge of employees and multibillion–dollar businesses. But their numbers drastically dwindle in higher offices, with women occupying just 16% of senior corporate jobs and about one–sixth of boardroom seats. Those numbers are similar to those in the public sector, where women now hold 16% of seats in both the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives, and 24% of statewide elected offices. Nine of the 50 state governors are female. 
The numbers don't hint at the daily struggles women face in business and politics. "There's still a narrower band of acceptable behavior for women than men," Ms. Peterson says. "The minute Hillary steps out of line, everyone jumps all over her," she adds. Missteps can include just laughing too loudly or showing a bit of cleavage. 
"It makes my blood boil," says DeeDee Towery, president and CEO of ProActive Business Solutions, an Oakland, Calif., IT company. She says she gets so angry when she hears Mrs. Clinton attacked about her behavior that she avoids listening to the news. "It reminds me of being told by my father when I was growing up that business was for men and women belonged at home," says Ms. Towery, who is a supporter of Mrs. Clinton. 
Catalyst, the women's research organization, has found that women face "an impossible double bind" when they seek leadership jobs. When they act in stereotypical feminine ways –– showing "caring and concern for others" –– they're judged less competent, a recent survey of more than 1,200 female executives found. Yet, if they're "assertive," they're judged in performance reviews as "too tough." 
In addition, the study found that women have to prove over and over again that they're competent. And they rarely are perceived as both competent and likable. "We're watching this double–bind play out before our eyes on the campaign trail," says Ilene H. Lang, president of Catalyst. 
Yet "playing the gender card" –– or complaining that they've been attacked, held back or discriminated against because they are women –– only makes matters worse, many women say. "Sure there's still discrimination, but [women] have to figure out a way to get around and beyond it," says Kay Koplovitz, chairman of Liz Claiborne Inc. and a Mrs. Clinton backer. "If you pull the gender card, you just diminish your strength as a leader." 
Following Mrs. Clinton's rocky showing in a debate with six opponents in Philadelphia two weeks ago, one of her strategists complained there had been a piling on against her –– implying indirectly that her male rivals were beating up on the sole woman in the race. But within a few days, after a denial by Sen. Obama and criticism from several political columnists that she was playing victim, Mrs. Clinton corrected that impression. "I don't think they're picking on me because I'm a woman; I think they're picking on me because I'm winning," she said at a news conference at the Capitol after filing papers to run in the New Hampshire primary. 
Then she added, in a reversal of a famous remark she once made about how she did not want to stay home and bake cookies: "I anticipate it's going to get even hotter –– and if you can't stand the heat, get out of the kitchen. And I'm very much at home in the kitchen." 
Other executive women say they've also learned to distinguish between sexist remarks and tough criticism about their job performance –– and to accept that there are times when they'll be judged differently than men. 
If you're a woman leader and you're giving a speech or being interviewed by the media, "you are bound to be asked personal questions, such as how you balance work and family, or where you got your shoes," says Cathie Black, president of Hearst Magazines, a division of Hearst Corp., and author of "Basic Black: The Essential Guide for Getting Ahead at Work (and in Life)." 
"It comes with the territory, and I don't think railing about it gets you anywhere," she adds. Her personal strategy, she says, is to "accept it," answer a few questions, and then say firmly, "OK, that's enough; let's move on." 
It's the same in politics, Ms. Black says, where a woman will have to convince voters she's the best candidate, rather than try to seek sympathy if she is attacked. "To run, you need tremendous fortitude, not just for one day but every day for 18 months, and you have to handle the daily battles," says Ms. Black, who hasn't decided whom she will back. 
Indeed, some of the most successful women in business say they've learned to stop worrying so much about gender and to focus on leading. "The successful women I know in business, academia and elsewhere think of themselves as leaders who happen to be women" not as female executives, female college presidents or female politicians, says Nancy Koehn, a Harvard Business School professor. 
The real challenge, of course, is to get everyone else to think of them that way as well. 
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