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INTRODUCTION
For 12 years, Iceland has been named the most gender-equal country.

When journalist Joanne Lipman visited to see what gender equality felt like, she had a striking
realization: “The reason this country ranks number one for gender equality doesn’t, it seem, have
much to do with the women at all. It’s all about the men.”

The men are dissatisfied along with the women. The men listen to and believe women’s stories. The
men don’t wince at phrases like “pay gap,” “parental leave,” or “me too.”

Lipman continues, “The men are as frustrated with inequality as their wives and daughters. The men
and women of Iceland are in this struggle together.”

Bringing men and women together in the fight for gender equality is critical. 

A recent paper in the “Academy of Management” journal supports these findings. Insiya Hussain
found that when women and men raise their voices together, they get more buy-in from managers.
Mixed-gender coalitions statistically were more successful in signaling that gender equity is an
important issue for their organizations.

Men, women, everyone—we need all these voices if we expect to see true change. 

By engaging in the work of allyship, you can be this change. Don’t know where to start? 

These seven tactics make it easy to be an ally at work, whether you’re in HR, management, or an
individual contributor. 

Note: While these tactics are addressed to men as allies, the same actions could be taken by women and
others as they support LGBTQ+ coworkers, people of color, and anyone else experiencing
discrimination at work. 



“I liked WOMAN’s idea to do THIS. I think it’s valuable because…”
“I want to reiterate THIS tactic that WOMAN brought up.”
“Thanks, WOMAN, for bringing THIS up.”

WHAT IS IT?
When a woman makes a point in a meeting, repeat it and give credit to its author. 

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
Women are 2x more likely to be interrupted when speaking. And men who repeat women’s ideas
in meetings are often praised and given credit. 

It’s sometimes called “hepeating,” “manterruption,” or “bropropriation.” The words are silly, but
the data is sound. Women are less likely to be heard when they speak out. 

This even happened in the White House. Despite Obama’s administration being the most diverse
in U.S. history—with 30% female representation—women in the oval office were still being
ignored. 

So Obama’s female staffers adopted a new meeting strategy called “amplification.”

When a woman made a key point, the allies in the room restated the idea and gave credit to the
woman who said it. This forced men to recognize women’s contributions without claiming the
ideas as their own. 

WHAT DOES IT SOUND LIKE? 

WHAT IS IT NOT? 
Amplification is not groupthink, validating bad ideas, or agreeing for agreement’s sake. Instead,
amplification is a way of celebrating women’s contributions and returning the spotlight where it
belongs. 

“I have experienced this and it feels so good when it happens! It is so rare in the workplace

that I’m often taken by surprise when it happens. I make a point to do this for others as well.

Years ago, I didn’t know this was a thing until a white woman colleague did this repeatedly in

our leadership meetings together. I started doing it for others as well, especially for those who

noticeably didn’t get as much air time. I felt her allyship before I even knew to call her an ally.

Leading by example is really the way.”

—Alina

AMPLIFICATION

AMPLIFICATION 
FOR AGATHA



“That networking event won’t work for me. It’s during family dinner. Can we grab coffee tomorrow
instead?”
“I’m going to be working from home this week as my grandma recovers from surgery.”
Slack status: “Sick kid — May be slow to respond”

WHAT IS IT?
When you leave work early for a dance recital or parent-teacher conference, say it out loud. This gives
permission to mothers to do the same.

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
Women’s earnings decrease by 6% when she has a child. Men’s earnings increase by 4%. It’s a phenomenon
called the “Motherhood Penalty” (and alternatively, the “Fatherhood Bonus”). Mothers at work are paid less,
considered less competent, and seen as undedicated. Men who become fathers, on the other hand, receive
financial and social benefits. 

In Sheryl Sandberg’s words, “everyone’s like ‘He’s leaving early for soccer. Oh my God, he’s such a great guy.’”

Because of this risk, mothers are less likely to flaunt their parenthood in the office. Instead, mothers often
filter themselves for fear of not being taken seriously. Parenting out loud helps prove that it’s possible to be
dedicated to your family and dedicated to your work at the same time. 

Note: Individual contributors may (rightfully) be hesitant to do this if they’re not seeing leaders do this first.
We need managers and executives to lead the charge in normalizing life first. 

WHAT DOES IT SOUND LIKE? 

WHAT IS IT NOT? 
Be vocal about the ways you’re putting life first—including prioritizing the people you love—and be generous
towards other life circumstances. This might include taking time off to support a friend or saying “Hi” when a
co-worker's kid or pet pops up on zoom. 

"“Being a parent can be lonely. You question your career, your parenting choices, and your

overall sanity. It’s those little glimpses of reality your coworkers showcase that make it okay

for someone to

Start work late because their little one threw up all over them. 

Leave work early because there’s tee-ball practice.

Take time off in the middle of the day to attend preschool orientation.

It’s not only about setting an example but being honest about your life as a parent. These tiny

moments can be a supportive hand to another parent who needs to see themselves in you.”

—Daniela

PARENT 
OUT LOUD



Keep men and women safe—By holding one-on-one conversations in open daylight, you reduce the chance of
rumors and allow women to feel safe.
Reinforce being home for dinner—Bosses set the example of work-life balance by holding these boundaries. 
Create equal access to casual 1:1 mentoring—Two men sharing a meal may naturally speak about their ambitions
and share advice. When you leave women out because you’re “uncomfortable,” you could be inhibiting her
career progression. 

“Want to pick my brain? Let’s grab coffee next door tomorrow morning. I was there just this morning having a
mentoring conversation with Arturo.”
“I’d love to give you some advice. Feel free to use my calendar link, and let’s set up a zoom call.”
“Hey Rick, I appreciate the dinner invite, but I keep that time reserved for my family. I’d love to talk shop with
you. Let’s do it over lunch tomorrow.”

WHAT IS IT?
If you’re worried about appearances, eliminate casual networking dinners that give unfair access to men. 

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
We need more men who are gung-ho about mentoring women. However, smart allies consider the optics of their
actions. 

Bob Steel caused a stir at Goldman Sachs when he instituted a “breakfast or lunch only policy.”

Instead of accepting dinner invites from men and rejecting those from women, Bob set a standard that made
access equal for everyone.

The “no dinner policy” also helps: 

WHAT DOES IT SOUND LIKE? 

WHAT IS IT NOT? 
If you don’t have a working relationship with a woman, this isn’t permission to invite her to coffee or lunch (don’t
be creepy). 

WHAT IF YOU LOVE GOING OUT TO DINNER?
There’s an easy workaround: Include your partner if you’re planning to socialize outside of work. 

This can apply whether you’re having dinner with a male or female colleague. Tell the mentee that you’re bringing
your partner with you and encourage them to bring a partner or a friend. This makes it clear that you’re not
pursuing a romantic dinner—and frankly, adds witnesses to protect either of you from gossip or allegations.

Whether you adopt a no-dinner policy or a dinner-with-anyone policy, keep the rules the same regardless of
gender. 

NO DINNER
MEETINGS



“Hey Sofia, I know you’re on the marketing team, but we’d really like a woman included in this hiring panel. Would you
mind sitting in?”
“Hey Anne, I got asked to participate in this hiring panel, but since you and I are peers, I thought it’d be more
appropriate for you to fill the slot.”

WHAT IS IT?
Include at least one woman on every hiring panel. Invite women from other departments if needed.

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
In 2003, the NFL created the “Rooney Rule,” which required teams to interview candidates of color for head coaching
positions. The goal was to diversify hiring pools, especially for leadership positions. 

While many tech companies have followed suit for applicants—baking inclusive policies into recruiting—they sometimes
miss the mark when it comes to interviewers. If all of your interviewers are white men, what message are you sending to
applicants?

Trust me, they’ll notice. 

An easy solution is to apply the Rooney Rule to your hiring panel as well as your hiring pool. Not only does this help
women see themselves represented in your company’s leadership, but it also gives them a chance to ask other moms the
tricky work-life balance questions. (Like, is it really okay if my sick toddler sits on my lap during zoom calls?)

A diverse workforce needs to know that they will be represented and valued on your team. Showcase your allyship in
hiring.

WHAT DOES IT SOUND LIKE? 

WHAT IF THERE ARE NO WOMEN AT YOUR COMPANY?
Well, then you might need to start by incentivizing women to apply. Take a step back and look at what policies, culture,
and incentives you offer. Could you expand your parental leave? Could you offer flexible or remote options? Could you
reduce the number of sports metaphors in your job descriptions?  

You want women to feel safe when they come on board, so make sure your house is in order first. 

“My male counterpart was going to represent our department in a hiring round. But when the

panel was decided, it turned out to be all men. And the final candidates? They were all female. 

I was so impressed when he asked, 'Would you be comfortable swapping me, so we have a

female presence and perspective in those interviews?' Not only was he actively thinking

about what message that panel would send—he was willing to sacrifice his seat at the table to

make representation happen.”

—Rose

INCLUDE WOMEN
IN HIRING



Work with your HR department to set up a company-wide mentorship program. 
Use one-on-ones within your department as mentoring opportunities until a formal program is
launched. 
Reach out to your Women’s ERG leaders and volunteer to be a mentor for events. (Pro tip: If you’re
already going to the meetings and speaking up as an ally, it will be less presumptuous when you
volunteer). 

WHAT IS IT?
Launch (or participate in) a formal mentorship program at your company. Go out of your way to advocate for
your mentee in public settings and introduce them to your network.

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
60% of men are uncomfortable having mentoring relationships with women, especially in a post-#metoo
world. 

There are a couple of problems with this: 
Mathematically, there aren’t enough women in leadership for female-only mentorships.
Financially, women make more and receive promotions when they have a male mentor. 
Statistically, men experience benefits from mentoring women—from increased access to information to
better interpersonal skills. 

But what about the uncomfortable feeling? What about the attraction issue? David Smith and Brad Johnson
made me laugh out loud with their response to this dilemma: Turns out, men have a frontal lobe. 

You can mentor a woman (attractive or not) and still have good judgment. 

Because women are less likely to have informal relationships with male leaders, formal mentoring programs
can make a huge difference.  

WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE? 

“The 3-month mentorship program at my company literally changed the trajectory of my

career. I was paired with a mentor who complemented my skill set—who taught me when to

be more assertive and where to hone the skills I already had. I received a significant

promotion because of it. And I gained an ongoing advocate.”

—Mia 

FORMAL
MENTORSHIP

“Our one-on-ones were so helpful. He’d say, 'You’re going to shoot for the stars, so tell me

where we’re aiming.' His attitude was, 'You will succeed; let’s talk about it so I can help you.' I

can’t even say how much that meant to me at that point in my career.”

—Coco



WHAT IS IT?
When you hear a sexist comment, don’t wait. Instead, say “Ouch.” It interrupts the conversation
and buys you time to think about what you really want to say next.

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
According to Inc, 60% of women have experienced sexism in the workplace. These slights are
often brushed off or even laughed at, but they represent a prevailing lack of respect for women in
society. 

When an inappropriate comment is made, you've got about two seconds to respond. After that
time, it's harder to revisit the comment—the damage is done and the rude behavior reinforced.

So when it comes to sexism (or discrimination of any kind), keep a one-word retort ready to go.

“Ouch.”
“What?”
"Yikes."
“Sorry?”

It might not be the most clever retort, but it does the important job of drawing negative attention
to what was said. Plus, it buys you time to think about what you really want to say next. 

WHAT DO YOU SAY NEXT? 
While some inappropriate comments are hostile, it can be helpful to assume positive intent. A
great follow-up to your one-world reply is, “You may not have meant it this way, but that
comment came across a little bit sexist.” 

You can also draw on the collective integrity of men and highlight the “We:” “We don’t do that
here” or “We don’t find that funny.” 

My go-to is holding a mirror to the speaker by asking, “What did you mean by that?” This forces
them to think twice about what they said. Then, they can either explain it again (and get called out
for being sexist) or backpedal and apologize.

“Men fear they’re the only guy in the room who objects to a sexist comment or raunchy joke

(though evidence shows lots of men are offended), so they stay silent when they could break

the spell and enable other male allies to find their voice if only they’d speak up.”

—W. Brad Johnson and David G. Smith

TWO-SECOND
RULE



“I believe you.”
“Tell me more.”
“What do YOU want?”

WHAT IS IT?
Give women the benefit of the doubt. Rather than questioning their stories, say “I believe you. Tell me more.” 

WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
The more men let women speak, the more equitable our workplaces will become. When a woman comes to
you with a concern in your workplace, aim first to build trust, and second, to solve problems. When a woman
brings you feedback or asks for advice, be a generous listener—let her share her story. When a woman is
trying to make a decision about her career, don’t assume intentions for her. 

We have to do this work together. Pay parity, parental leave, mentorship, flexible work, inclusion, belonging.
These aren’t male or female issues. These are societal issues. And we won’t see improvements unless we
work together. 

WHAT DOES IT SOUND LIKE? 

WHAT IS IT NOT? 
In "Atlas of the Heart," Brene Brown refuted her previous belief that you can read emotion in other people.
Because every individual—woman, man, everyone—carries emotion differently. 

So how do we know how other people are feeling at work? We ask them. 

We don’t try to walk in women’s shoes or assume their ambitions. Instead, we listen to them and we believe
their stories. Each woman has a different story and may benefit from a different kind of allyship. Allies don’t
just treat women as a group, they treat everyone as individual human beings. 

It may seem simple, but believing women is the first step toward true allyship.

“I’m a man. I will never have the experience in the workplace that a woman will have. And understanding

that and being willing to accept that is hugely important in allyship. 

What I’ve seen is that that builds connections and relationships across the gender divide—it’s really the

only path forward. If I go chat with my male colleagues about this, I can get some thoughts and insights, but

it’s never going to be as impactful as a woman’s point of view when it is an issue in this area.

Building those relationships, showing that willingness, that vulnerability, the humility to say, “I don’t know

what the right answer is here. I don’t know what your experience is. I don’t know what women’s experience

is in general.” That’s the only way to build relationships of mutual trust.”

—Marcus

SAY "I BELIEVE
YOU"



RESOURCES
"Global Gender Gap Report 2022" by World Economic Forum 
That’s what she said by Joanne Lipman
“Genders Should Unite for Workplace Equity” by Insiya Hussain
“Women Get Interrupted More—Even By Other Women” by Alice Robb
“The amazing tool that women in the White House used to fight gender bias” by Emily Crockett
“Getting a job: Is there a motherhood penalty?” by Harvard’s Gender Action Portal
Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead By Sheryl Sandberg
Good Guys: How Men Can Be Better Allies for Women in the Workplace by David G. Smith and W. Brad Johnson
“54 Percent of Women Report Workplace Harassment. How Is Your Company Responding?” by Minda Zetlin
“How Men Can Confront Other Men About Sexist Behavior” by W. Brad Johnson and David G. Smith
Atlas of the Heart by Brené Brown
Inclusion on Purpose by Ruchika Tulshyan 
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RACHEL COTTAM
As a high school English teacher turned marketing director, I
went from a female-majority career to being the only woman in
the office. While I’ve loved my time in tech, I’ve also seen the
need to bring men into the gender conversation—creating allies,
not enemies. 

The companies I’ve worked for know that inclusion and allyship
should be at the top of their priority lists, but they haven’t always
known where to start. 

That’s why I created this playbook—to make it easy for everyone
to be an ally at work. 

Whether you’re in HR, management, or you’re an individual
contributor, you can implement any of these seven tactics today. 

Have a personal experience with one of these tactics? I’d love to share your story. 

Reach out to me on LinkedIn and let’s start making workplaces better—one tactic at a time. 

linkedin.com/in/rachel-cottam/
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