
Kate Broadley 

 

Lean in: Women, work and the will to lead – Sheryl Sandberg 

Sheryl Sandberg hardly needs introduction; she is the Chief Operating Officer of Facebook, 

and is listed each year as one of the most influential people in the world. In addition to being 

a highly successful American business executive, she serves on a number of powerful 

boards.  

In December 2010, Sandberg gave a TED talk titled ‘Why we have too few women leaders’. 

This presentation has since been viewed over 2 million times. Sandberg’s speech heralded a 

shift in her agenda, as she decided to speak publicly and openly about the lack of females in 

leadership positions. Lean in: Women, work and the will to lead (2013) was written in 

response to the overwhelming support that Sandberg received when she spoke.  

The Australian publication of Lean in has a foreword by Belinda Hutchinson, QBE Chairman 

and Chancellor of the University of Sydney. Hutchinson encourages women to speak up. 

She presents relevant, current statistics and commentary from an Australian perspective and 

discusses her role as president of Chief Executive Women, where she spends “time helping 

other women achieve their ambitions” (p. 14). Belinda Hutchinson was educated at an 

Alliance member school, Ascham School, and her uplifting foreword sets the tone for 

Sandberg’s following words. 

Lean in is structured cyclically; Sandberg starts and ends with her vision for a truly equal 

world, one where women run half of all countries, companies and institutes, and men run half 

of all homes (pp. 19, 166).  Along the loop, Sandberg explains several lessons, imparting 

wisdom through the use of personal anecdotes, statistics and theory. Her words and writing 

style are straight forward, there is little literary merit but it matters not in this text. Sandberg 

simply makes the case that any woman who “wants to increase her chances of making it to 

the top of her field or pursue any goal vigorously” must lean in to her pursuits by being 

ambitious (p. 21). Women must also face and challenge their internal barriers – fear, doubt, 

insecurity – as well as external work and societal barriers. 

Each chapter is an illustrative lesson for women who want to progress as high as possible in 

their career. Chapter 2, Sit at the table, states that women must physically put themselves 

into places of recognition so that they can be seen and heard. Other lessons include making 

the effort to excel in your field so that mentors will come to you, rather than seeking a mentor 

before you start. The advice “don’t leave before you leave” is sage, as it encourages young 

women to stop subconsciously and consciously planning to take time out of their careers 

before their babies are actually born. The “time to scale back is when a break is needed or 

when a child arrives – not before and certainly not years in advance.” (p. 98). 

A recurring theme in Lean in is that women especially must support other women to navigate 

the jungle gym of their working careers. Sandberg cites numerous personal experiences of 

how she has been supported (although interestingly, the vast majority of her senior 

supporters have been men) and she is clearly putting in to practice what she preaches by 

developing networks of accomplished women, presenting talks and hiring promising young 

women. The book also encourages readers to explore the Lean In Community at 

www.leanin.org 
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Feminism is also a theme. Like many women of Sandberg’s age, she rejected 1960s models 

of feminism but in Lean in, she outlines her own version of feminism and equality, albeit in a 

rather corporate way. Women are advised to make their life partners real partners, and the 

myth of ‘doing it all’ is fairly knocked on the head. Sandberg is a woman who has immense 

resources, connections, and a supportive network of friends and family. Although she does 

acknowledge women who are single-parents and women in developing countries, there is a 

lingering doubt about how women without access to money, support, education, community 

and connection can actually lean in. 

For educators at girls’ schools this text is important. Sandberg acknowledges that it is the 

highly educated women that are scaling back and dropping out of the workforce in high 

numbers, which is contributing to the leadership gap. She advises people to stop focusing on 

personal choice, instead we should “cheer on girls and women who want to sit at the table, 

seek challenges and lean in to their careers” (p. 155). We should encourage girls to aspire to 

leadership. 

There are several ideas from Lean in which would be useful for discussion among the girls in 

single-sex schools. We know that girls are empowered in girls’ schools, that they seek 

positions of leadership, and that they are encouraged to pursue excellence in their chosen 

fields. We also know that once they leave school they face different prospects; the lack of 

women in leadership roles is challenging, along with decisions about how to vigorously 

pursue careers whilst having a family. Sandberg’s text adds new strands of dialogue to these 

discussions and as such, is well worth reading for staff and senior girls in our schools. 
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