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‘I love a tête-à-tête with a close friend more than a party.’ Tick. 

‘I’m happy in the spotlight.’ Untick. 

‘I hate dealing with money problems.’ Trick question, surely.

Ninety-seven statements later and it is decided: I am pink, a 

delicate blend of low alpha and high beta. My other half, who may or 

may not have leapt hurriedly through his answers so as to return to 

his book, is a sturdier green. High beta, high alpha. 

I call Dr Sonya Rhodes the next day to report back. It is an excellent 

result, she says. “If you were somebody who’s high alpha, low beta, 

you’d be run over like a truck.” 

Oh but we do run over each other like trucks, I go to say. Like when 

I load the dishwasher and put the knives in blade-up, which I’m told 

is very, very wrong. Then it’s a monster-truck showdown.

But I’ll take affirmation where I can get it, including the rainbow-

hued results of an online quiz based on a book titled The Alpha 

Woman Meets Her Match: How Strong Women Can Find Love 

Without Settling. The premise: ambitious, alpha women should stop 

seeking out ambitious, alpha men. The evidence: Rhodes’ private 

practice in Manhattan, New York.

There, Rhodes – psychotherapist, academic, author – noted  

a trend: driven heterosexual women in their thirties who were 

rocketing up the career ladder but struggling to “meet and marry 

appropriate male partners”. These women were alpha, she says. 

Many were floor traders, holding their own in the merciless scrums 

of Wall Street. “Basically, very confident, strong, risk takers.  

Natural-born leaders.”

So far, so good. Except these women were also hell-bent on 

partnering with men of the same ilk, conditioned to believe only the 

driven and high powered were for them. “But what happens when an 

alpha woman is with an alpha male,” says Rhodes, from her holiday 

home upstate, “is that neither is used to compromising, and they 

tend to end up in power struggles.”

The battles are banal and manifold: whose career should come 

first, who’s going to pick the restaurant, which school the kids 

should attend. Each party is used to being in control. “Which creates 

some excitement and competition but not harmony, because alphas 

will fight to the death, ha-ha.”

Well, the alpha man will – Rhodes believes Alpha women have 

more bend. Alpha men, she says, tend to favour anachronistic 

versions of marriage, where his needs reign supreme. But bad luck, 

because women expect and demand equality in all areas now. The 

ensuing push-and-pull is Rhodes’ bread and butter. 

But it’s also a scenario she knows first-hand. Happily married for 

decades now, Rhodes says clearing the way for her own career was a 

struggle. “I had to sit down with my husband and say: ‘I’m going to 

get my PhD. I’m going to write books. I’m going to have a career. I’m 

not going to be with you if we can’t agree that our careers are both 

important.’” 

He resisted. It hadn’t occurred to him his wife might like  

a professional life of her own. “So I had to beat him over the head.  

I had to negotiate it. It wasn’t easy. We fought a lot.” 

Her husband, who owns a large architecture firm, came around in 

the end. These days, “he’s even more beta than alpha”. Still, she 

wouldn’t recommend it. Beating an alpha repeatedly over the head is 

hard work, and it’s no guarantee. Besides, there’s an easier way: Give 

up altogether on your mad, misguided dash to nab a Tarzan, and 

take up with a ‘beta’. 

In contrast to alpha men, says Rhodes, beta men possess a gentler, 

more flexible masculinity – one we’ve traditionally shunned in 

favour of socially sanctioned he-men hopped up on high salaries. 

Betas have ambition of their own, don’t get her wrong, but they 

won’t put their career ahead of yours. They won’t need to call the 

shots all the time.

“You get into the mindset of thinking that the alpha guy, who’s been 

around for generations as the breadwinner, is the most desirable 

mate. But that’s an oversight. The beta male is a catch, a really 

substantial guy. He’s not a ‘wimp’ any more than she’s a ‘bitch’.”

That’s all well and good, but do we really need a book to 

understand we should pair with a decent human being? 

It’s actually less simple than that, says Rhodes. Terms like ‘alpha’ 

and ‘beta’ might sound like she’s ground the infinitely complex 

human psyche down into colourful children’s building blocks, but 

that’s just the entry-point. This is about her clients’ lives as 

microcosms of society at large.

We’re in a time of flux, she says. For the first time in the history of 

capitalism, women are “out-educating” men, and there are clear 

signs social norms haven’t yet caught up. She cites a study by the 

University of Chicago Booth School of Business, which found that 

when a woman out-earns her mate, marital troubles increase. 

Are successful, driven women doing themselves a disservice by 
seeking equally ambitious men? Rebecca Kamm speaks to one 

author who says yes – and she knows how to fix it. 
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“The wife may decide to work less or even go for a lower-paying job 

in order to protect the traditional belief that a man must be the 

family breadwinner.”

Notably, whether the wife earned a little bit more or a lot more 

didn’t make a jot of difference. All that mattered was that she  

did in fact make more. “Even [worse], the wife will often take on 

more of the household chores as a way to compensate for her greater 

earning power,” adds Rhodes, “with the aim of being non-

threatening to her husband.” 

The academic term for this, she says, “is ‘gender deviation 

neutralisation’. Translation: If you dare deviate from the norm, that 

husband equals breadwinner, then you must somehow compensate 

for your ‘abnormal’ behaviour.”

Rhodes’ concerns (though not necessarily her solution) mirror  

a report released last year by Yale University, which looked at  

the increasing disparity between the pay gap and women’s 

educational advancement in developed nations. In it, demographer 

Joseph Chamie came to this conclusion: women now outnumber 

men in both university attendance and graduation, “but societal 

expectations and attitudes are still lagging behind. Greater efforts are 

needed to overcome gender stereotypes that reinforce status, 

hierarchies, biases and sexism.”

Chamie also noted that relationships are changing as a result. 

“Well-educated and financially self-sufficient women… are less 

willing to tolerate a troubled relationship.” In other words, the  

more economic power women accrue, the less dependent they are 

on their mates for survival. Which means women are now more 

likely to fight for what they want. 

The upshot of this tension, according to Rhodes, is a surge of power 

struggles at home – and screeds of ambitious women on her couch, 

trying to work out why and when their relationships  

became battlegrounds. 

In 2011, Lean In author and Facebook COO Sheryl Sandberg spoke 

at a conference in New York on the future of media, and  

women’s place within it. “The most important career choice  

you’ll make is who you marry,” she said. “I have an awesome 

husband, and we’re 50/50.” 

Here in New Zealand, among other disparities, private sector 

directorship is overwhelmingly male (87 percent of those listed on  

the stock exchange). Could something as seemingly simple as 

women forgoing dominant men – assuming they want a man at all – 

help raise these sorts of numbers? 

“Perhaps,” says Dr Pantea Farvid, gender expert and senior lecturer 

in psychology at AUT. “But instead of individualistic approaches,  

I prefer to see this as a societal issue. Rather than telling women to 

pair up with this or that person, and putting the burden of remedying 

the problem on individual women, we need to change how our society 

functions and how it deals with entrenched gender norms.” 

Besides, a woman who may be considered ‘alpha’ at work may be 

easy-going in her personal life – and vice versa for men. 

That said, “Rhodes’ premise has merit in that women need to stop 

rewarding men who treat them badly. As women, we need to reward 

softer masculinity, nice masculinity and caring masculinity. In turn, 

eventually, macho masculinity will hopefully dissipate.

“It’s that simple: if the macho alpha men stop getting attention 

from women, they will change.”

A few weeks after I speak with Rhodes, a study on dishwashers and 

relationships starts doing the rounds. Sponsored by home appliance 

manufacturer Bosch, a cartoon called ‘Dalia, the dishwashing 

marriage counsellor’ explains that 40 percent of couples fight about 

the correct way to load the dishwasher. Thirty-nine percent of those 

couples spar over whether the knife blade goes in up or down. 

I email the link to my opponent. See, I say, there is no right or 

wrong. I think we may be caught in a power struggle. “Actually,” he 

replies, “someone told me knives shouldn’t go in there at all.” And 

just like that, the trucks roll to a stop.    

American author 
Sonya Rhodes.
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