
JUNE 2014       53

careers

 PH
O

TO
G

RA
PH

Y:
 G

A
LL

O
/G

ET
TY

IM
A

G
ES

 t iffany Markman, a 33-year-old corporate 
copywriter in Johannesburg, has two very 
different approaches when it comes to 

discussing her work. With her clients and peers, 
and on her website and social media accounts, 
she describes herself as ‘very confident, very 
rah-rah, shamelessly self-promoting. If you don’t 
sell yourself, nobody else will.’

But socially, she’s the exact opposite. She is 
far more likely to downplay her skills and talent 
by attributing any successes to putting her nose 
to the grindstone: ‘I work hard. I’m not the best, 
I’m just a decent businesswoman.’ Do you catch 
yourself playing the same game?

APOLOGY NOT ACCEPTED 
Our motivation to mitigate success may vary from a 
sensitive spouse who earns less than we do to fear 
of being labelled arrogant or brassy. It may be laced 
into our language, with the words ‘I’m sorry’ peppered 
throughout our discourse – reluctance to negotiate 
a higher salary, or to ask for a raise or promotion; 
allowing male colleagues to take credit for our ideas 
or accomplishments; it may show in the way our 
voices rise uncomfortably when the subject turns  
to ourselves; self-deprecating humour; reluctance 
or refusal to talk about work accomplishments with 
family and friends; or simply in silence in a meeting 
with male colleagues.

For example, Tiffany says if she is asked about 
her work in a social situation, she clams up unless 
the acquaintance persists with their questions. ‘They 
have to really want that information.’

Despite many gains, the reality is, women still 
consistently receive less money for comparable work 
and are less likely to hold leadership positions. An 
annual international survey conducted by Universum, 
the Global Cost of Talent Index, asks recent MBA 
grads how much they expect to earn after graduating, 
and it shows that women consistently expect to earn 
less than their male counterparts – by as much as 
20%. Women respondents expected an average of 
R61 733 per month after completion of their MBA, 
whereas men expected R79 144. While both salaries 
are pretty plush, even these highly educated women 
expect to be paid 78c for every rand their male 
peers earn.

Add to this, women are reluctant to ask for their 
market-related value, lest they be seen as greedy, 
says Shireen Chengadu, the executive director at 
the Gordon Institute of Business Science’s Centre 
for Leadership and Dialogue in Sandton.

But this is hardly a local phenomenon. ‘We hold 
ourselves back in ways both big and small,’ writes 
Sheryl Sandberg, Facebook’s COO, in her best-selling 
book Lean In: Women, work, and the will to lead.  

‘By lacking self-confidence, not raising our hands 
and pulling back when we should be leaning in. We 
internalise the negative messages we get through- 
out our lives, the messages that say it’s wrong to 
be outspoken, aggressive, more powerful than men. 
We lower our expectations of what we can achieve.’

WHAT’S LUCK GOT TO DO WITH IT? 
‘There’s a small measure of real guilt,’ says Tiffany. 
‘A lot of people don’t love what they do. But I love 
what I do and I make a good living doing it.’ These 
feelings are not atypical, according to Shireen, who 
says women are more likely to say, ‘I am lucky to 

the degrees and fancy shoes behind, to avoid being 
frowned upon by elders. From this perspective, the 
patriarchal system essentially asks women to park 
their qualifications at the door, at least when they 
get home.

However, creating completely separate identities 
like this is inauthentic, difficult to maintain, and 
will lead to resentment and tension. Shireen advises 
instead learning to integrate your professional and 
private lives, rather than creating dual personalities. 
That may mean gently attenuating or amplifying 
certain behaviour in different environments – but 
not shutting down one side completely. 

‘If it really comes naturally to downplay your 
success, then do it socially, but not professionally. 
You could actually be damaging your brand that 
way,’ says Tiffany.

SORRY, NOT SORRY 
What about those two little words: ‘I’m sorry’? Being 
able to admit your faults when warranted indicates 
emotional intelligence, but apologising all day long 
can be a habit that eats away at your self-esteem 
and minimises your impact in the workplace. A 
Canadian study reveals the reason men apologise 
less frequently than women is because they often 
don’t believe they’re in the wrong. 

In many situations, you can politely state your 
preferences or ask a question without prefacing  
it with ‘I’m sorry’. For example, instead of saying, 
‘Sorry, I can’t find the report’, instead try, ‘Would 
you please show me where the report is?’

It’s tricky enough to achieve a work-life balance 
without apologising for your achievements, so make 
sure that your words and actions don’t put across 
the message that you somehow don’t deserve your 
hard-earned success. 
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have my job’, rather than, ‘I’m damn good at what  
I do’. ‘Women are hesitant to take credit for work 
done, even when it’s done exceptionally well,’ says 
Shireen. Being labelled as boastful or ambitious, or 
being seen as somebody who steps on others to get 
to the top, are taboo. Women are more likely to be 
inclusive about success, wanting to give credit to 
everyone else rather than keeping the spotlight all 
to themselves. 

TAKING IT HOME 
At a leadership session Shireen facilitated at a 
large insurance company, one senior exec advised 
younger women not to make the mistake of thinking 
their success in the boardroom would carry over if 
they had to, say, visit their in-laws in a rural village. 
In that case, the businesswoman advised leaving 


