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Optimism is a choice, and in Trailer Park CEO, Dawn shows us how to choose it every day. Proverbs 17:22 reminds us that a cheerful heart is good for our health, and Dawn’s focus on optimism is a game changer for leaders. She shares, from personal experiences, how staying positive in tough situations has made all the difference in her journey. Dawn teaches us that optimism isn’t about ignoring challenges—it’s about believing that God is working through them. This book will encourage you to see every setback as an opportunity and lead with a heart full of hope.


Mo Anderson, board member, Keller Williams Realty International; regional owner, Keller Williams Oklahoma Region


Dawn’s Trailer Park CEO is an extraordinary guide to leading with purpose, resilience, and faith. Each cornerstone speaks deeply to the challenges and rewards of leadership, but the bonus stone on generosity truly struck a chord with me. As someone who has witnessed the life-changing power of giving—whether that is supporting disaster-stricken communities or uplifting those in need—I can attest to generosity’s ability to multiply in ways we can’t imagine. Dawn masterfully weaves biblical principles with practical wisdom, reminding us all that leadership rooted in service and compassion is the most powerful kind. This book will inspire you to lead not just with grit but with heart.


Alexia Rodriguez, CEO, KW Cares


True transformation starts with accountability. In Trailer Park CEO, Dawn powerfully illustrates how surrounding ourselves with wise counsel and holding ourselves to higher standards, as Proverbs 13:20 reminds us, can lead to growth beyond our imagination. As a health coach, I’ve seen firsthand how accountability fuels change—whether in wellness or leadership. Dawn’s wisdom, combined with her deeply personal stories and biblical insights, provides a roadmap for embracing accountability as a gift rather than a burden. This book is a must-read for anyone ready to take responsibility for their growth and lead with purpose.


Danelle Templeton, founder, Journey to Health


Integrity is the foundation upon which trust is built, both in leadership and in life. In Trailer Park CEO, Dawn masterfully highlights the importance of walking in integrity, as captured in Proverbs 10:9, and illustrates how this cornerstone is essential for creating security and confidence in our relationships and decisions. As an attorney, I know the weight that integrity carries in building reputations and fostering long-term success. Dawn’s personal stories and biblical insights make this book a powerful guide for anyone striving to lead with authenticity and unwavering principles.


Diedra Sorohan, cofounder, O’Kelley & Sorohan, Attorneys at Law, LLC


Failure is not the end—it’s the beginning of a new path if you choose to see it that way. In Trailer Park CEO, Dawn unpacks the art of failing forward with vulnerability and wisdom, rooted in the powerful truth of 2 Corinthians 12:9–10. As a business owner, I know that embracing my weaknesses and learning from setbacks has been the key to growth and resilience. Dawn’s stories and insights will inspire you to see failure as a stepping stone rather than a stumbling block. This book is a guide for leaders who want to rise stronger and lead with grace, grit, and faith.


Manecia February, entrepreneur; cofounder, Pigeon Pair Print Studio


2 Corinthians 12:9–10 changed my life. Embracing failure was a game changer for me, and it’s one of the reasons I feel so connected to Trailer Park CEO. Dawn shows how we can take our failures, our “weaknesses,” and let them fuel our growth and future success. I learned to embrace my flaws and mistakes because they’re where God’s power shines the brightest. This book will teach you how to fail with grace and rise even higher, and that’s the essence of entrepreneurship!


McKenzie Coleman, franchise owner, Christian Brothers Automotive


True leadership isn’t about power—it’s about empowering others. This book is a masterclass in servant leadership, showing how humility, empathy, and a focus on serving others can transform communities. It’s a powerful reminder that the best leaders lift others up, inspire trust, and lead with intentionality. A must-read for anyone who wants to make an impact in their world!


Cynthia Sellers, executive director, Next Generation


Grit is the secret ingredient behind every great achievement. This book doesn’t just teach you how to persevere—it challenges you to redefine your limits and embrace the hard path toward success. A must-read for anyone striving to turn passion into progress and resilience into results!


Loretta Tobolske-Horn, ultrarunner and coach, Ultra Crazy Runner; coach, Ornery Mule Coaching; podcaster


Accountability is the foundation of long-term and sustainable success. In Trailer Park CEO, Dawn beautifully illustrates how it shapes both our character and our ability to lead. As Proverbs 13:20 teaches, the company we keep and the accountability we embrace determine the trajectory of our growth. Dawn’s insights are a call to action for leaders at every level to embrace accountability—not as a form of restriction, but as a source of empowerment. The right accountability partners will have you live up to your God-given capacity. This book will inspire you to adopt accountability as the bridge between where you are and where you are destined to be, both in leadership and in life. Never underestimate the purpose of your life and the people that will elevate you through accountability.


Kate Patulski, president and senior certified master coach, Your Performance People


This book is loaded with golden nuggets of wisdom that I know I’ll be coming back to over and over again. I can already tell it’s going to be filled with Post-it notes and highlighted lines! I read it in just two days and couldn’t resist sharing my favorite sections with my kids. If you’re like me and want to live a more meaningful life but need a little guidance and discipline, Dawn has put together the perfect tool kit for you. It’s full of encouragement and backed by Scripture, which I absolutely love! This is honestly the best book I’ve read in a long time. As a creative business owner and a mom, I found this book to be just what my heart needed after going through a rough patch. I highly recommend it to business leaders looking for inspiration and a fresh perspective!


Jessica Smith, co-owner, Anntoine Marketing & Design


One of the most powerful lessons in Trailer Park CEO is the importance of creating growth plans. Dawn’s insights, rooted in Habakkuk 2:2, remind us that a clear vision is essential not only for leaders but for everyone striving for purposeful growth. As a leader in real estate, I know firsthand the transformative power of written goals and actionable plans in turning dreams into reality. Dawn’s personal stories and practical advice make this cornerstone both relatable and inspiring. This book is a brilliant resource for anyone looking to lead with intention and build a future of meaningful impact.


Estelle Ferreira, operating partner, Keller Williams South Africa
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I dedicate this to our kids: Molly, Manly III, Mason, Nicholas, and Micah. I pray y’all—both my girls and my boys—will be encouraged to apply these stones to your lives and become even better leaders than you already are. I am who I am today because God gave you to me as a gift. I strive to be a better person because I know you are watching. I pray that one day my great-great-great-grandchildren will “rise up and call me blessed” (Proverbs 31:28), knowing that I worked hard to change the family tree (Proverbs 22:6; Philippians 4:13).


To my husband, Manly: your unwavering love and support are what keep me motivated to prune every branch in my life that needs pruning so I can bear the fruits of my labor. Thank you for your constant encouragement to keep us moving onward and upward together (Ephesians 5:33).


Finally, to my sister, Brandi, and my brother, George: No one should ever have to go through what we went through as kids, and I am grateful that, through God’s protection, we are all on the other side of that life. May God continue to provide a hedge of protection around you and your families. It is an honor to be your big sis. Ecclesiastes 3:1–22.
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How I Went from the Trailer Park to the C-Suite





I never dreamed of going into real estate. As a pre-med student back in the day, I was driven by a love of science, learning, and the idea of success. Real estate ended up being a path chosen for me. At the time, I thought it was my ex-husband who chose this path for me because he was the one who saw the opportunity to join the house-flipping craze created by the 2008 financial crisis. Real estate was something I could do as a stay-at-home homeschool mom to help us earn money to rebuild our lives after Hurricane Katrina. But now I see that real estate was a path God chose for me.


One of my two earliest memories of growing up on the Westbank of New Orleans involved going to visit my new friend and riding my bicycle past a new subdivision being built on the way. I couldn’t have been more than eight or nine years old, riding alone one evening—something no parent would ever let their child do today—when a newly completed model home, standing all freshly painted and stately, caught my eye. Perhaps most children would not have taken notice, but for some reason, I was drawn to it. I parked my bicycle in the driveway and tested the front door, surprised to find it unlocked. It was after hours, and nobody was there, so I just walked on in, full of childlike curiosity and boldness.


As I turned on the light, I was blown away by the beauty of this house. It was unlike any house I had seen before or certainly had ever lived in. Each room was decorated to make it look like a real home. There was even a little girl’s bedroom that was decorated with Hello Kitty merchandise. I loved Hello Kitty but had never been able to afford any Hello Kitty things. As I looked around this dream room in this dream house, somewhere in my young mind the thought came that there was a whole world that existed “out there,” and I had just gotten my first taste of it.


I was too young to link what I was seeing and sensing with the idea of success. I just knew that it was a far cry from the world that was my reality: moving in the middle of the night every six months and sneaking our belongings out in duffle bags and trash bags because my parents could no longer afford the year-long lease they’d signed. We were always moving, always in flux. There was never stability. It was always fear, shame, and volatility.


My other earliest memory, however, was not nearly as idyllic as stumbling across that dream house. Instead, I can recall being around the same age and suddenly hearing my mom screaming at me from the kitchen in the middle of the night to grab my siblings and run! Disabled at the age of nineteen with a one-year-old daughter, my dad had nowhere to take out his anger except on my mom (and later me and my siblings). As I listened, unable to sleep, while my dad beat my mom again, her warning screams tore through me because this time he had gotten hold of a gun. This time, he was threatening to kill all of us.


I yanked my little sister out of her bed and lifted my infant brother from his crib next to us, and the three of us raced from the house barefoot in our pj’s and hid in the old car parked in our driveway. Locking ourselves inside the car, my sister and I trembled in fear as I held my brother close. My mom eventually escaped out the back door, another swollen black eye visible in the moonlight. She hurried us out of the car, still in our bare feet, to a park several blocks away, where we spent the night huddled on a bench. When we returned home the next morning, my dad was waiting for us, wondering where we’d been as if the entire ordeal had never happened. Today he would have probably been diagnosed as manic-depressive, but we had no idea what that was back then. We only lived in terror of his violent mood swings made worse by a concoction of prescription uppers and downers to numb the pain.


Soon after this incident, we moved away from the Big Easy to the boonies of Bush, Louisiana in search of a better, quieter life. If you haven’t heard of Bush, don’t feel bad. Nobody has. Back then, it felt like we were moving to the ends of the earth. At the time, Bush was a one-caution-light town, with the nearest grocery store being a thirty-minute drive away. My parents found the only vacant rental property they could afford: a rundown trailer in a Podunk trailer park. In Bush, most people lived in trailers and trailer parks. You could buy a plot of land for dirt cheap back then and put a trailer on it.


One wouldn’t ordinarily think of a trailer park in the country as a lifestyle promotion but to me, at least initially, that’s exactly what it was. Surrounded by nature, I could escape the violent cacophony of my family life and hide out in the quiet beauty of God’s creation. Compared to life in the suburb of a big city, it was heaven. The woods were also a respite from being the primary caretaker of my two younger siblings.


From the age of ten, life forced me to become a high-functioning parent so my mom could continue to commute three hours a day to her minimum-wage job at a physician’s office on the Westbank of New Orleans. The job gave us the ability to have health insurance. Starting from the age of ten, I would get my siblings ready for school, cook all our meals, clean the house, do our laundry, go to school, and work at my aunt’s day care during the summer. I also worked ironing our neighbor’s clothes and cleaning their houses to earn extra money for the family on top of doing homework after my siblings went to bed, playing school sports, and continuing to make straight A’s. I would go to sleep well after midnight and wake up each morning at 5:00 a.m. to do it all over again, every day, until I graduated from high school.


Any free time I had, I spent walking in the woods around our family’s trailer compound right near the trailer park where we lived for a short time. The woods were a place of peace and quiet compared to the television always blaring inside our trailer to drown out the noise of the beatings and my dad’s angry outbursts. I would spend so much time in the woods that I began to wear trails into the earth, paths that I alone had forged. With each walk, I would carefully collect unique and unusual stones to line my trails and separate them from the untamed wilderness. Since my dad was always breaking things in our house, I didn’t have anything of special or sentimental value. The stones I collected were my special things. Each one was different and unbreakable. They could weather any storm. Later I would learn the biblical importance of memorial stones in Joshua 4:20–24:




Those twelve stones which they took out of the Jordan, Joshua set up in Gilgal. Then he spoke to the children of Israel, saying: “When your children ask their fathers in time to come, saying, ‘What are these stones?’ then you shall let your children know, saying, ‘Israel crossed over this Jordan on dry land’; for the LORD your God dried up the waters of the Jordan before you until you had crossed over, as the LORD your God did to the Red Sea, which He dried up before us until we had crossed over, that all the peoples of the earth may know the hand of the LORD, that it is mighty, that you may fear the LORD your God forever.” (NKJV)





When I began my firm, 12 Stones Coaching, Speaking, and Consulting, I named it for those memorial stones Joshua spoke about. The name was not only to remind me of my fascination with collecting those seemingly unbreakable stones to mark my path as a child but also to remind me of how far I had come. The memorials in my own life included overcoming abuse and poverty to make it out of the trailer park, putting myself through college working three jobs to make ends meet, and learning about business by jumping in with both feet and failing forward.


In looking back at these memorials of all that I’ve overcome, I’ve been able to identify how I overcame it all. I’ve recognized and named the characteristics and traits of leadership I had observed along my way—from peers, teachers, professors, mentors, and coaches—and implemented into my own life to become successful. This led me to develop the twelve leadership cornerstones I speak from and bring to you now in this book.


While anybody can read this book, my heart is to speak to other women like myself:




	•the single woman,



	•the married woman,



	•the divorced woman,



	•the single mom,



	•the corporate woman,



	•the entrepreneurial woman,



	•the woman of faith,



	•the woman trying to find herself and her “why” for being in this world,



	•the woman who came from nothing,



	•the woman who feels like she’s doing it on her own,



	•the woman struggling to make ends meet, and



	•the woman with dreams and ambitions she longs to fulfill.






Trust me when I tell you that I have been where you are. I have walked in your shoes, and I want to share my testimony and my twelve stones to becoming a successful leader with you, no matter who you are, where you’ve come from, or where you currently are in your life. My prayer is that this book helps you take a step onward and upward.


I don’t like to say I’m a self-made CEO because I firmly believe that God has been with me every step of the way, leading me and guiding me, and I give all credit to him. But there have been many times in my life where it was just him and me: from leaving home at seventeen and being completely financially responsible for myself, from starting a coffeehouse with no business experience and a $35,000 loan, and from going through a divorce and being a single mom hauling her kids to real estate classes so I could financially provide for my family—to eventually franchising seven successful coffeehouses, being the first female CEO of a surgical hospital in southeast Louisiana, and now being the southeast regional director of seventeen thousand real estate agents at Keller Williams International Realty. I’ve worn a lot of hats born not just out of a need to survive but from a desire to thrive wherever God planted me in each season of my life.


Today I jokingly say I’m a trailer park CEO, and while it is such an oxymoron, it’s also the God’s honest truth. I started with virtually nothing and very few opportunities in a small-town Louisiana trailer park, and I’ll be perfectly honest, it has not been an easy journey. True success is earned, not given. It has taken faith, grit, discipline, endurance, surrender, and sacrifice to get where I am in my professional, personal, and spiritual life, but I see now how God has used everything—the good, the bad, and the really ugly—to get me here.


I see now how God has used everything—the good, the bad, and the really ugly—to get me here.


It is my hope that, in writing this book, I can encourage you to overcome the obstacles in your life and mentor you to become a successful leader in your relationship life, in your personal life, and in your professional life. If God could do it with me, he can do it with you too.


So let’s pour the coffee, sit down together, and talk business.















[image: ]





Part 1


Leaders Become


















1




[image: ]





What Makes a Great Leader?





I went to my first leadership conference in the summer of my junior year in high school. It was a huge deal. I was the only person selected from my high school to go because I had been elected president of our student council. It was a huge honor to be chosen to represent my high school at the Louisiana Association of Student Councils, a statewide four-day retreat at Northwestern State University. Nearly four hundred students from over eighty Louisiana high schools were to be in attendance, but there were two problems. The first was that the conference was in Natchitoches, Louisiana, at the opposite end of the state from where I lived. The second problem was that my family was so poor that I could not afford the registration fee, let alone the cost of several nights in a dorm.


The faculty coordinator for the student council wanted me to go and have this experience so much that she helped convince the school to cover my travel expenses. I will never forget how she fostered the seeds of leadership that she somehow recognized in me way back then. She saw something in me I sure didn’t see in myself and was the one who convinced me to run for student council president in the first place. I can never adequately express my gratitude to her.


However, I still had the challenge of getting to Northwestern, which was a five-hour drive. My mom commuted nearly three hours a day to work in our only car. My dad was severely disabled and couldn’t drive. They could never show up to my school events or ball games in town, yet for some reason, they both knew this was a big deal. So my mom and my dad drove me nearly five hours away in the high heat of Louisiana summer in a car without air conditioning. After they dropped me off, they turned around to make the five-hour drive home so my mom could be at work the next day. It was such a huge sacrifice by my parents.


I’ll never forget the first time I set foot on the campus at Northwestern. It was the first college I had ever visited. I had always dreamed of being the first person in my family to go to college, and being at Northwestern only fueled my desire even more. It made me feel so grown up and smart to stay in the dorms with the other students in attendance.


The conference divided the students into “families” and had us listen to different speakers teach us about leadership skills like how to lead meetings, how to communicate more effectively, and how to work in groups with people from different backgrounds. There were competitions among the families that taught us how to reach goals on deadline. We learned to collaborate and establish a family hierarchy, apply our different skills and experiences, create plans that broke down the problem we needed to solve, divide and delegate tasks, and organize our efforts to complete the assignment on time. It was a life-changing experience. Going to this conference gave me the knowledge to recognize and practice qualities of leadership.


When my parents made the long drive back to come get me after the conference, I remember them telling me how proud they were of me. It was one of the few times I had ever heard them use those words, and it meant the world to me.


Now as I look back over a long career in various leadership roles, I see how so many of the tenets I am about to share with you were planted in me even before that conference. I really began to learn leadership in the years growing up when I played team sports. From playing softball at the Bush Recreational Department to making the volleyball team in high school, I saw leadership modeled to me through my coaches. People will often ask me who my biggest leadership influences are, and while, of course, I look up to the John Maxwells and Dave Ramseys of the world, the people who really taught me the most about leadership were coaches. They taught me about teamwork, discipline, failing forward, communicating—so many of the tools that I will share with you in-depth throughout these pages.


I can remember learning to work hard so that I would never let my teammates down. I learned how to encourage my teammates with words of affirmation if they were going through a slump. I learned to push my team by continuing to push myself. Of course it helped that we were all so competitive, but we knew that we were only as strong as our weakest link, and none of us wanted to be that person. There were so many times when we, as a team, would study together because we had to keep a certain GPA in order to stay on the team. There were definitely several incredible athletes who struggled in the classroom. I would mentor those teammates and tutor them in the subjects in which I was strong, and in return, they would mentor me in areas where they were stronger.


Another lesson I learned is that sometimes you will lose no matter how hard or how well you played the game. In those moments, when it was easy to beat up on yourself and get stuck in failure, our coaches would remind us that it was just one game. They would shift our focus back to the bigger picture, point out how we could learn from our mistakes, and then tell us to train harder for the next game. My coaches taught me how to celebrate with my team and sacrifice with my team. I wouldn’t be half the leader I am today without all the lessons I learned from playing sports.


I was blessed to have so much about leadership modeled for me from a young age, and it wasn’t until I got into the work world that I learned this was a rarity. Part of what prompted me to write this book was that there are so few books directed solely at women who want to be leaders in business. I could find none on the market aimed at women who wanted to be godly business leaders. Sure, there were plenty of books on how to be a godly wife and mom—and don’t get me wrong, that is wonderful and greatly needed—but what about the vast number of women who are in the workplace and want to be godly influencers in business?


A 2020 study by the US Bureau of Labor Statistics shows that 52 to 58 percent of families in America are dual-income, meaning that both the husband and the wife work in the business world.1 Yet the Christian books about workplace leadership are predominantly focused on male audiences, leaving us women to turn to secular books on business and leadership if we want something that speaks specifically to us as women. That realization got me a little peeved. We, as wives, as moms, and as businesswomen, should be doing a better job of teaching and modeling godly leadership principles to our kids. But how can we do that when there are so few resources to model it for us? That’s why I wanted to write this book.


You might be wondering, Well, Dawn, why can’t women just read leadership books by men and apply it? Why do we need a leadership book specifically for women? It’s a valid question! My answer is this: I know from my own experience that when I read something that I especially want to learn from and apply to my life, I get so much more out of the reading experience when I feel like I can identify with the author. I love when I feel connected to the author and understand that she has walked a mile in my shoes. Men and women are created differently! We learn differently, and we have different challenges, struggles, strengths, weaknesses, insecurities, and genetic makeups. Look at the vast number of devotionals that are specifically aimed at women. Churches put on separate women’s nights from their men’s nights so that they can get speakers who will communicate directly to the heart of one sex. After all, each sex can’t fully identify with the other because, again, we were designed and created differently.


As a woman in leadership, sure, I have read and benefited from many books on leadership by men both secular and Christian, but I always feel like something is missing. These authors have not faced the specific challenges and glass ceilings that I have faced as a woman, as a mom, as a wife, as someone of peri-menopausal age (and if you’re not there yet, you’ll get there!). The fact of the matter is that the path to success in business is just different for women than it is for men. This is not to shame or demonize anybody; I am simply stating a fact. I wanted to write this book based on my experience as a female business leader to help other women. I can point out the unique strengths women have in the business world and discuss our unique weaknesses too. This book is for us and by us.


I believe any woman can be called by God to leadership regardless of what you were born into or what obstacles you’ve had to overcome. If you lead a Bible study or a small group, you’re a leader. If you’re a mom, you’re a leader in your household and to your children. If you’re a teacher, you’re a leader to your students. If you started your own business or are CEO of a Fortune 500 company, you are a leader. Why do all these things signal leadership?


Leadership is not a position; it’s a lifestyle.


I believe any woman can be called by God to leadership regardless of what you were born into or what obstacles you’ve had to overcome.


But what makes some leaders seem greater than others? Why do we gravitate to certain leaders and find them easier or more inspirational to follow than others? What are the common traits of truly great leaders?


There is a joke that goes, “Are leaders born?” to which the answer is “Yes, leaders are born.” The humor is in the fact that leaders do not arrive on this planet differently than anyone else. They are not born with a special leadership gene. Anyone can grow up to be a leader. Everything we encounter after we are born is an opportunity to mold us into leaders. However, not all leaders are great leaders. Some leaders can be really intelligent but poor communicators. Others can be driven taskmasters but maybe aren’t kind. Great leaders are the ones who are not only effective in their giftings or positions but also the kind of leaders that people want to follow. The real question we should be asking is “What makes a great leader?”






Great Leaders Inspire Their Teams to Greatness





Think about it: nobody likes the leader who micromanages, is overly critical or passive aggressive, does not communicate clearly, and generally makes the people around them feel overworked and underappreciated. Even if that leader runs a tight ship, is highly organized, and seems to be meeting key performance indicators (KPIs), the whole culture they create feels toxic. People don’t have the same motivation or dedication to following that leader and usually will not follow them for long.


On the other hand, think of the leaders in your life who have had a profound impact on you, be it a teacher, pastor, boss, friend, or someone else. They’re people with an optimistic outlook, filled with big vision and encouraging words, even when giving correction. Instead of telling people what to do, they ask good questions and inspire their team to think for themselves. They don’t view failure as the end of the world but as an opportunity for learning and improvement. They make others feel valued while still getting the job done and, as a result, get better results because the people around them want to follow their leadership. It’s infectious.









Great Leaders Teach People How to Think





Great leaders don’t just tell people what to do—they teach people how to think. I want you to really stop and think about that for a second because it is so counterintuitive to how we learn to lead as kids. Remember back to when you used to play “Follow the Leader” on the playground at recess? One kid was elected (or often proclaimed themselves to be) leader, and they took great joy bossing the other children around, telling them what to do. Even as we got older and began to play sports, our coaches barked orders at us that we had to obey. Our parents would tell us what to do with some negative consequence at the ready if we did not comply. My husband, Manly, is a United States Air Force and Army veteran, and his descriptions of the military illustrate how many of us picture leadership: orders are given, and soldiers are not to question them.


Great leaders don’t just tell people what to do—they teach people how to think.


But when you look at the truly great leaders you have known, the ones who made a lasting impact, they didn’t just tell you what to do—although that is certainly a key part of being a leader. They also asked great questions, challenged you to broaden your mind, pushed you to make decisions, and taught you how to think for yourself.


As a parent, one way I taught my children how to think was by giving them choices. Instead of telling them what to wear every day, I would present them with options. That way, they learned to make their own choices, and they couldn’t blame me for whatever decision they made. As they grew into teenagers and began to choose their own clothes—and my girls would want to do their own hair and makeup (moms, can you relate to the stress I felt?!)—sometimes they would try to push outfits that weren’t completely appropriate for an occasion. Instead of telling them to march right back into their room and put on something else, I would give them a new set of options to choose from.


If they wanted to wear the outfit they were so stubbornly set on, it might have consequences. I would let them know ahead of time what these consequences could be. Depending on what they chose to wear, sometimes they would have to forgo certain activities they wanted to participate in simply because they weren’t dressed suitably or appropriately to do them. I would let them know ahead of time that their decision to wear a particular outfit might limit their freedom, but ultimately I let them make the choice and live with the consequences.


Recently we went through some old family photos, and when my kids saw themselves in certain outfits they had chosen for family pictures, they exclaimed, “Mom! How could you let us wear that?”


I laughed and told them, “Oh, no. I gave you choices. You chose to wear that!”


When I homeschooled my kids, my son Mason never wanted to sit down at a desk to do his schoolwork. He didn’t love school. All he wanted was to play outside from sunup till sundown. He was one of those kids who was a constant bundle of energy, always in motion. It was physically painful for him to sit at a desk and do school. For a while, I tried fighting with him to get him to sit in a chair and do his homework in a conventional manner, but ultimately we would both end up in tears of frustration. So I decided to give him options.


I realized that it ultimately didn’t matter where Mason wanted to do his schoolwork as long as it got done. I told him that if he wanted to play outside, he had to do his schoolwork first but he could choose where he wanted to do it. Would you believe that his favorite place to do school was crouched under our kitchen table? He would hover over his feet, knees hugged to his chest under the table until he got his work done. As a mom, I didn’t understand it, but he kept his end of the bargain so, as soon as he was done, I allowed him to go outside and play to his heart’s content. Today we both look back and laugh at the memory of him huddled under the table, but it was where he felt he could be most productive at the time. Even though it was unconventional, it wasn’t harming anyone and, in the end, we both got what we wanted out of the arrangement.


Not all choices are quite this simple. I can remember when my daughter, Micah, was in high school and wanted to join every single club the school offered. She even joined the swim team and became the only female swimmer on the team despite not being a competitive swimmer like my older daughter, Molly.


I remember sitting Micah down and telling her that I was worried she was overcommitting her time. I was worried that with all the extracurricular and social activities she was dedicating her time to, her grades would suffer and she would become overwhelmed. However, I ultimately let her decide what to do. I warned her that there would be consequences if her grades started to suffer and she would have to drop out of some things. As a mom, I certainly worried whether she could handle the emotional stress of all that she was putting on her shoulders. It was hard not to step in and try to rescue her. I wanted to tell her what to do to save her from herself, but I knew that the only way she could learn time management was to go through the process and potentially fail.


Sure enough, there came a point in the semester where she became overloaded to the point of breaking down crying to me. I wanted to rush in and tell her what to do, but I knew that that was not how you train leaders. Instead, I made her decide how to fix the situation. She had to choose which organizations were most important to her and which she had to bow out of—even if it meant disappointing her peers and her teachers. She had to learn how to regain control of managing her time, and she did. It wasn’t easy for her. She loved all of the things she was involved in and all of the people she was involved with. She didn’t want to quit any of them, but she had to make those tough choices for herself in order to regain a work-life balance as a high school student. I knew that it would be a priceless life skill she would need to develop for when she eventually went out into the professional world where she would be making even bigger decisions in higher-stakes scenarios.


As parents and especially as moms, we want to protect our children so badly that we tell them what to do in an attempt to save them from the hurt of consequences. In reality, we are failing to prepare them for adulthood, when they will have to make endless choices for themselves. It is best to let them begin learning in small, low-stakes situations how to think and evaluate consequences so that when they are faced with bigger choices and higher stakes, they are prepared to make those decisions. It is not easy—especially when we mommas know what is best for our children—but fight that urge to tell your children what to do and start teaching them how to think and make good decisions for themselves. Give them options, educate them about the potential consequences, but then let them make the choices and learn to navigate the outcomes. Don’t tell them what to do and take the reins; teach them how to think.









Godly Leaders Know Their “Why”





As Christians, we know that this world is not our home. God placed us on this planet for a specific purpose. Great leaders know what that purpose is. They know why they are here, and they keep that “why” at the forefront of their minds and their decision-making at all times.


Ultimately, our why is to spend eternity with our Father in heaven and to bring as many people as possible with us. But why has God put you on this earth? Is it to start a ministry? Become an educator? Have a family? Create a business? Influence the people you work with? Write a book? Only God can reveal that why to you, and in order for him to do that, you have to ask him and be willing to listen. So many people struggle with this. But once you find this out, you’re on your assignment. It helps you look at your job as more than a job. Who remembers that ’90s TV show Touched by an Angel? In the show, the angels were sent on “assignments” to minister to individuals and point them toward God. Even though it is a fictional drama, it has powerful relevance to our lives. The difference between knowing your purpose and following your assignment here on earth is that your purpose is ultimately eternal, but your assignment is how you live out that purpose on earth. We’ll talk about this more in later chapters.


As leaders, we can have so much rolling around in our minds and become so busy that we neglect to put God first. But it is only when we spend time daily with God in prayer and devotion and quiet our brains enough to listen to his still, small voice that God will reveal his purpose for our lives. So many people struggle with finding their purpose, and I believe it is because they are more tuned in to distractions and the constant bombardment of stimuli like social media than they are to God. Reorienting focus is one of the many areas where leaders must develop discipline. Discipline, after all, sets up routines and systems that keep us focused on what’s really important so we can succeed.


I get up at 4:44 a.m. every single morning. No, this is not a typo! While it may seem absurdly and painfully early to some, I have always been an early bird. The 4:44 a.m. time stamp has special significance to me because the number four is my favorite number. Not only was I born on the 4th of December, but the number four has Scriptural significance, symbolizing foundation and stability. It encourages me each morning as I make my cup of coffee (or Yerba Mate) and start my day with gratitude, Scripture, and prayer before I go on my morning run. My morning routine helps me get my mind, spirit, and body in the right place, setting up each and every day for success. Are there days when I want to sleep in? Absolutely! But I have spent enough of my life establishing discipline to push through those mornings when my emotions tempt me to give in to what momentarily feels good. I know myself well enough now to know that if I give in, I will feel worse in the long run than if I push through that initial discomfort. And I know that when I show up, God will always meet me, whether through a special verse, an encouraging word, or even just a feeling of peace.


Jesus told us in Luke 12:48, “For everyone to whom much is given, from him much will be required; and to whom much has been committed, of him they will ask the more” (NKJV). Leadership is not an easy path, but neither is it an exclusive or elite club. I love how The Message Bible translates Romans 2:11: “God pays no attention to what others say (or what you think) about you. He makes up his own mind.” God didn’t care that I was raised in a trailer park, and he didn’t care that sometimes I was the only woman in a room full of businessmen. He saw that I was willing to put in the hard work, discover my why, and have influence where I was planted. And he used that willingness to put me in places where I sometimes had to ask him if I really belonged. If I can do it, girlfriend, I guarantee, God can do it with you too.


Leadership is not an easy path, but neither is it an exclusive or elite club.
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What Makes a Great Female Leader?





According to an article in Forbes, the percentage of women CEOs of Fortune 500 companies finally broke into the double digits, rising from 8 percent to 10 percent in 2023.2 Also in 2023, there were only twenty-five women occupying seats in the US Senate.3 And despite the fact that more than 56 percent of all PhD and Master’s degrees were earned by women in the last twelve years in the US,4 we still see very few women—less than 25 percent—in leadership positions in STEM categories.5


So why aren’t there more great female leaders? Judging by these statistics, the answer is not that women aren’t smart enough or qualified enough, nor is it that they lack access to education or positions of influence. There are so many opportunities for women today—way more than there were one hundred years ago, when women first got the right to vote, or even fifty years ago, when I was growing up and watched my mom struggle to support three children and a disabled husband while limited to secretarial work with no chance for upward mobility. Times have definitely changed for the better in this respect.


Now don’t get me wrong: this is not going to be a chapter that denigrates men or blames men in order to lift women up. That’s not the way I do things. As a mom of both sons and daughters, I want to equip them all for success regardless of their gender, and I firmly subscribe to what the Bible says in Genesis 1:27: “God created man in His own image; He created him in the image of God; He created them male and female” (HCSB).


God created both men and women in his holy image, and he has gifted men and women with different talents and characteristics that complement each other. God even used both men and women in the Bible to lead and have influence. Think about Esther. Talk about influence—she saved the entire Hebrew race! However, in order for women to succeed as leaders today in a predominantly male-dominated workforce, we need to be aware of our strengths and weaknesses so we can lean into our God-given strengths and work to overcome weaknesses.


As I already established in the last chapter, great leaders don’t tell others what to do but teach them how to think. So I am going to give you some things to think about that will help you, especially as women, to reframe the way you look at leadership. There are certain characteristics I have learned and other traits I’ve had to overcome in my lifetime to become a leader, and through this book, I want to equip and empower you to stand out as female leaders.






Keeping Emotions Between the Lines





One thing I admire about pilots is that they always sound calm when they speak over the intercom. Whether facing turbulence or something more serious, a pilot’s ability to keep their emotions in check goes a long way toward making their passengers confident they will land the aircraft safely.
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