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Introduction



I have to be honest with you: I had a hard time with the title of this book. The idea of being “the other” alludes to being different. At work it can feel like you stick out and don’t fit in, which can be alienating and disempowering. But for the same reason you probably decided to pick up this book, I chose to keep the title. I’ve both felt like “the other” and been identified as one, whether consciously or not, due to being an undocumented, first-generation-immigrant Latina. Being othered suggests that you don’t belong. You don’t fit in. It’s a duality that many women of color, immigrants, and children of immigrants have to navigate our entire lives. And many of us have spent a long time and lots of unnecessary energy going along with implicit rules about identity to fit into a white world, hiding our differences in order to be accepted in both our personal lives and our careers. These rules are tied to the differences in our cultures, races, ethnicities, socioeconomic backgrounds, and so on, and they suggest that achieving conventional success would be easier if we hid, repressed, and shielded parts of ourselves so that we could “belong.”


This feeling of not belonging is magnified when we enter a workforce where many of the other employees and higher-ups don’t look like us. While representation of women has improved in the overall corporate landscape, a McKinsey “Women in the Workplace” 2021 study highlights that women of color navigating their careers from entry level to the C-suite drop off by more than 75 percent and account for only 4 percent of C-suite leaders. It’s no wonder many of us feel the gaps our duality creates between us and the people around us on a daily basis. We feel forced to shape-shift and conform at work to try to achieve success, because we’ve worked our butts off to get there. And I’ve written this book to help you develop the right mindset and know-how to come to work with the fullness of who you are and get what you deserve.


I was born in Chile and permanently migrated to the United States with my parents at age eleven. I grew up in the shadows in a small town surrounded by messages that said people like me did not belong. As an immigrant and the oldest of five siblings, with parents who struggled despite working two to three jobs each, I saw assimilation and blending in as my best shot of achieving the bright and shiny American Dream. The rules I created for myself in order to be included took on different forms throughout my life and followed me into the workplace. And my strategy proved successful. I’m an on-air reporter for MSNBC’s Morning Joe; I coauthored my first book, Earn It!, with Mika Brzezinski; I’m a TEDx speaker; and I founded a mentorship program called Acceso Community. But it wasn’t easy to create a new narrative for myself as an “other” to get there.


I also realize that as a Latina who is fair-skinned, I didn’t fight half the battles many other women of color have had to reckon with, such as the systemic issues that disproportionately continue to affect them in the workplace. That’s why, as I share my journey here, I’ve also made a point to acknowledge and recognize the perspectives and experiences of Black and brown women who have to deal with the deep-seated layers of microaggressions and outright prejudice that still prevail in our society today.


This book will show you how I built the confidence and broke through challenges to stop letting other people dictate how far I could take my career. It’s about how I took back my story and flipped the script.


It was my very feeling of otherness that made me want to reach for success even more. But that feeling also limited me. The truth is, as women of color, immigrants, and children of immigrants, we have a different experience when climbing the ladder toward success. I realize now that there are many challenges and assumptions that get in the way of us taking up more space at work, using our voice effectively, and achieving our career goals. That’s why I wrote this book.


Learning to accept and step into the power of being different, finding ease and confidence in being who we are, is the very thing that ultimately will make being different your competitive advantage. It’s not a setback, and you should no longer accept that narrative. Your uniqueness is a power that only you possess, and The Other is going to show you how to use it to get what you want at work and in your career. My hope is that, after you read this book, you move like a wildfire toward your goals, that you master using your unique voice effectively to get the raise, the promotion, the next-level job, or whatever other career goals you’re set on. I want you to embrace your authenticity, cultivate an ease in being who you are, and believe you deserve your success.


Aside from putting in the effort to be excellent at what you do, working twice as hard for half the reward, I’ll bet you’ve also had to expend energy to manage other people’s perceptions of you, dealing with bias and microaggressions that turn into energy-sucking doubt, hesitancy, and a need to appease.


It’s time for you to stop waiting for anyone’s permission. It’s time for you to play big unapologetically and use your multidimensionality to your favor. It’s time to get what’s yours—to be who you are fully, come out of the shadows, and take up space as you are.


This isn’t going to be your typical career book. This is a book for us and about us.


The journey we’ll take together through these pages will help you take power over your own narrative, break barriers at work, and relish your strengths and value—from a place so deep in you that nothing will make you question your place in any workplace or career. You are unstoppable. It’s time to take a big piece of the pie.
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Turn Off Survival Mode


Growing up, I knew that I had the chance to do something my immigrant parents never did: build a career that meant something more than living paycheck to paycheck. Discipline, scrappiness, and going a mile a minute were not only traits that helped push me through the current of chaos and instability—they also felt like they were part of who I needed to be to stay focused on the goals I was hungrily pursuing. My ambition meant never taking my foot off the gas pedal. It felt counterintuitive to slow down, as if doing so would mean I was lazy, careless, or maybe even reckless. I was in the land of opportunity, and I wasn’t going to do anything to derail what was possible ahead.


If hustle culture were its own city, I’d be the mayor. But, as you’ll read, I eventually hit a plateau in my career. Years of valuing productivity as a way to prove myself led me to equate my value with how I showed up for others. But at a certain point, staying in that gofer mode was getting in the way of my professional progress. In order to climb up the ladder, I needed to do more. Yet when it came time to express my ideas and advocate for them, I found myself holding back.


When you come from a place where you learn to survive by living through the expectations of others, it affects your ability to excel and find ease in being yourself. Instead of focusing on self-development and seeking new and better opportunities, you get stuck on “getting it right.” As if there’s a gatekeeper between you and your success whom you’ve got to keep happy.


Many women of color and children of immigrants may understand when I say that I grew up in survival mode. It meant my family was constantly running from one thing to the next, doing our best to get through the next twenty-four hours, the next week. We couldn’t plan too far ahead because we hardly knew how to make it to the upcoming month as we tried to survive financially, manage our never-ending housing insecurity, and deal with the chaos of being uprooted.


I’d like to tell you my parents did well for themselves with this chance at the American Dream. That their hard work, endless jobs, and long hours gave us a comfortable living in our new life in Lima, Ohio. But the truth is that we struggled and would continue to struggle for a long time. I watched as my parents opened unsuccessful restaurant after unsuccessful restaurant, right around the time our small community was hit hard by the 2008 recession. Lima is a town of less than 40,000 people in northwest Ohio, about two hours away from any major city. Like any other industrial town dominated by steel, manufacturing, and the local oil refinery, it has borne the brunt of economic booms and busts. The many empty warehouses serve as evidence of the factories that have come and gone.


Shortly after we moved to Ohio from Chile, my father, who worked as a line operator at the health technology company Siemens and was eagerly making plans to obtain certifications to help him land a promotion, was laid off unexpectedly as the plant announced its closing. Our family scrambled for a plan B.


The tricky thing about being new immigrants to a small city with no networks or professional contacts was that each time my parents were laid off or one of their entrepreneurship aspirations failed, they had to start over from scratch. They worked hard for what they earned, and their priority was always putting their kids’ education first at all costs, but honestly, they were never good at managing their money properly. As a result, bills accumulated and savings remained low, which would affect my siblings and me down the road. Tension and screaming matches brought about by stress from all sides were the toxic status quo in our home, triggered by the volleyball games I had to miss because we didn’t have gas money, not being able to do homework because the internet bill didn’t get paid, and so on. I’ve never quite forgiven myself for all the outbursts and pressure that I placed on my already-overworked mother, who day after day placed her own physical health at risk working jobs that called for physical labor because they were the only jobs she could find. My reactions stemmed from the pressure I was putting on myself to belong and to excel. It was a factor I couldn’t control, but it also had a major role in shaping my extra-meticulous, judicious, organized, responsible, and very much type A personality.


Admittedly, my relationship with my family is complicated. I would gamble and say you would agree that no family is perfect. But above all, my parents gave us something great: a chance to be in a country where we could make our own decisions, choose our own destinies, and seek out our own dreams.


Their emphasis on our education meant that by the time I hit high school, they managed to send me to a private Catholic school that we could barely afford. My mother would have recurring conversations with a school financial administrator, who warned her that if we didn’t make our payments, I would be pulled out of class. This went on for four long years, during which I dealt with the stress of not knowing if I’d still be in the same school the next day, while my mom had to deal with the humiliation of the financial administrator chastising her.


“Your daughter will grow up to be no one in life with this sort of example,” she said, referring to the “irresponsibility” of my family’s late payments. But my mother ignored her harsh remarks and remained steadfast, pleading for an extra day, promising the next payment would come ASAP. And it would—very slowly, while my mom endured the reprimands of this stranger who said things like, “Your daughter should be out working for her education.” The financial administrator probably thought she was teaching us an important lesson, but if she could’ve spent one day in my mother’s shoes, she would have understood how out of touch her assumptions and unsolicited advice were.


“I wish I would have done a better job defending myself,” says my mother now when we recall those meetings. But as a newcomer with only broken English to get by, she didn’t yet have the confidence to stand her ground. Speaking to other first-generation immigrants, I know this is a feeling that arises all too often. Her focus was on keeping me in school, even if it meant swallowing her pride and dealing with the anxiety of it all. And it worked. That high school provided access to opportunities like AP classes and plenty of extracurriculars to choose from, and I threw myself headfirst into every single one within my reach. This meant that I signed up for musicals even if I only got background roles, and despite being incredibly unathletic, I enrolled in sports throughout the school year.


The feeling of always needing to do more and do it faster to compensate for our situation stuck with me, as did the constant angst that at any given moment, we could lose everything—because many times we nearly did. I normalized the scramble. The anxiety. The constant surge of adrenaline. And then my toxic addiction to it: If there was no angst, then I unconsciously felt I might be doing something wrong, because most of my family’s wins happened when we were teetering on the brink of falling apart. Because nothing in life was certain and there was always so much at stake in even the smallest of opportunities.


Like the time I felt my life had been struck by a 9.5-magnitude earthquake that threatened to demolish my one shot at developing my professional life and education.


It was a hot late afternoon in mid-July, the summer after my freshman year of college, and, as on any other weekday, I was out on delivery runs for my Mary Kay beauty and skin-care consulting business. With my windows rolled down, I breathed in the scent of Lima’s freshly mowed suburban lawns while doing a quick mental check of the best route to drop off bags of products and reach my consultation with my new client Renee on time. That’s when the phone rang, snapping me out of the map I had laid out in my mind. It was one of my repeat customers, Angela.


Against my better judgment, I flipped open my Razr cell phone and brought it to my ear. (This was pre-headphone days, and if I’d put Angela on speaker, the noise streaming through my open window would’ve drowned out my voice.) With one hand on the wheel and the other holding my cell, I almost missed my turn as I struggled to pay attention to the voice on the other end.


“I can’t for the life of me find the color from last time,” Angela said, “and I wondered if you knew… Hold on, I think I—”


Bam! I jolted in my seat, my body secured in place by my seat belt, my heart jumping into my throat, as my car came to a crashing stop. Blood rushed to my face. I frantically glanced around to get my bearings. When my eyes met the windshield, I realized there was an old, run-down beige minivan parked in front of me that I had just fender-bended. How. Did. This. Happen?!


“Found it! Apple Berry!” said Angela in her cheerful voice, defibrillating me back to reality. “That was the lipstick shade!”


“O-o-okay,” I managed to whisper back, trying to conceal my heavy, panicked breaths. “I… I have to go now. I’ll… I’ll be delivering it shortly,” I promised. Desperate to hide the fact that I had just hit a parked car, I added, my voice wobbly, “Thank you again for the order!”


Light-headed, I ended the call, my cell phone sliding out of my hand and onto my lap. The deep pit in my stomach felt like it was sucking the blood supply from every inch of my body. A stream of nightmare scenarios flashed across my mind: Jail. Never going back to school. Separated from my family. Detention center. Deported. I squeezed the steering wheel until my knuckles turned bright white.


It was the end of a series of eternally long workdays, and I had been pushing through a wiped-out feeling that was quietly taking hold of my body and mind. I shouldn’t have been driving that day. I didn’t know it then, but I was swimming in my own survival mode, yet I couldn’t and wouldn’t stop until I reached my goals. I was slated to return to Ohio’s Miami University for my sophomore year in just a few weeks, and everything was riding on how much money I could milk out of these last few weeks of working my numerous side gigs, including my work at Mary Kay. Since I was unable to apply for government scholarships or loans due to my undocumented status, and my family didn’t have the means to pay for my college education, I had to find creative ways to afford each semester’s dues. Aside from a small private scholarship that I received and some college credits that would transfer over from my AP classes, I knew there was really only one possible way to get to the finish line: pay it all in cash.


Jobs like restaurant work, babysitting, and Mary Kay consulting, which others may have seen as minor side jobs, took on new meaning and became serious opportunities for me. I was first introduced to Mary Kay by a friend who mentioned a lady at the mall complimenting her skin and offering a “free makeover.” What started as a fun opportunity to get one-on-one makeup advice turned into a life-changing opportunity: a vital piece of the financial puzzle that would help me get through college. The piling on of all those side gigs had already gotten me through my first year. Now my future was riding on doing everything in my power to save as much as I could that summer and get another round of semesters under my belt.


While some of my friends were unwinding from their school year poolside, my mornings began at the back of a Mexican restaurant, cutting limes and setting up for our nine a.m. opening. At around one p.m., I’d have an hour-long lunch break and then clock into the second shift. Depending on the day, I’d rotate between being a busser, a waitress, or a hostess. Luckily, I had the chance to train in all three roles, which made finding an available shift easier at any given day. After leaving the restaurant around five, I’d run home, trying my best to quickly scrub off the smell of fajitas before transitioning into a Mary Kay beauty consultant extraordinaire.


My late afternoons were spent offering makeup and skincare “parties” to strangers in hopes that I would at the very least make one sale. I found myself constantly looking for ways to up my game so customers would take me seriously. I’d offer a bonus follow-up service delivering the purchased products straight to the client’s door. Repeat customers like Angela, who bought Apple Berry lipsticks and eye makeup remover every five months, were my priority. I could count on their fifty-dollar purchases (before tax), twenty-five of which was my take-home commission. Add up all the Angelas and their referrals, and my delivery service was worth it. Which is why I tried to squeeze it all in, to keep going and stay afloat. Every little bit I could do added up.


I was constantly racing against the clock and doing way too much at once in an attempt to manage the swirl of uncertainty ahead. I was exhausted and mentally overloaded, my mind on autopilot, always trying to think two or three steps ahead of everything. It’s how I had conditioned myself to survive in my environment, a lesson I had incorporated into my life ever since my parents decided to leave Chile for good and follow the American Dream. A lesson that would appear over and over again throughout my life and career.


Only, on this particular day, my nonstop hustle had finally caught up with me. Maybe it was the fact that I was driving without a license or answering a client’s call while driving, or the fact that I was semi-speeding in order to make the list of deliveries before dark. (I hated driving at night for fear of being pulled over and caught without documentation.) For a split second, I had lost control, and now the consequences could be devastating. My education was at stake. How could I have made such a rookie yet colossal mistake? Why did I miscalculate the sharpness of that left turn? All I had to do was drive down that street and park in front of the porch where I was due to leave the next Mary Kay delivery. Out of all possible scenarios, I couldn’t believe hitting a parked minivan would be my undoing. A fender bender at that.


I walked over to the front of my car that day—well, really, the car I had borrowed from my parents—and immediately noticed a deep dent in its front bumper. My heart sank. I knew what I had to do, but what if this person called the cops? What if they found out I was undocumented? What if they took me away and I never got to see my family again? Paralyzed by an avalanche of fear, my only thought was: I need my mom. When I reached our house, I waited outside until she came home. The minute my mom stepped out of her car, I burst out with the story, struggling to find the words to explain what happened. She walked over to me, digesting my agitated state and the possible consequences of this turn of events, but instead of chastising me, her voice softened. “Una cosa a la vez,” she said. One thing at a time.


In a normal situation, I would have exchanged insurance information with the car’s owner and we would’ve gone our separate ways. Instead, I offered to pay her cash to avoid getting the police or any third parties involved. Normal also would have meant having a driver’s license at age twenty. Normal would have been simply enjoying my first summer break from college. Normal would have been not having three or four jobs to save up enough cash for school because I didn’t have access to any form of financial aid. We were far past normal in many ways.


There were no safety nets.


I had managed to stash away a couple thousand dollars under my mattress that summer, and although it was nothing close to the full tuition for the year, those savings, coupled with the private scholarship and my plans to continue working cash-paying jobs, were enough to get me back on campus in the next few weeks and figure it out along the way. But that night, with my mom alongside me, I went back to the owner of the car and handed over my wad of hard-earned savings, suddenly feeling my future disappear before my eyes.


What now… what now… what now?


After I handed over the cash to the owner and left to go home, numbness washed over my body as my mom turned into the Ray’s Supermarket parking lot in silence. My little sister had been sitting in the back seat all along, quietly witnessing my unraveling.


I glanced over at my mother. No matter the struggle or impossible situation ahead, my mom was always the one who forcefully told us that “todo tiene arreglo.” Everything can be fixed. And I’d revisit that advice for years into my career. She always made us feel like we were on our way to something better. She was never without a can-do attitude, and always had a deluge of opinions and advice. But this time she had no words left to offer, underscoring the gravity of the situation.


Sitting in the passenger’s seat, I watched her downcast demeanor, fighting painful knots in my stomach and tears that felt like they were drowning my every breath. After what felt like an eternity, she turned to me, full of empathy and sadness.


“It’s not fair to you. You worked so hard.” Her voice was barely audible through what sounded like a lump forming in her throat. “It’s not fair to you,” she kept repeating as tears streamed down her face.


Before that, I had seen my mom cry only once, when I was seven years old. I was upstairs in my room flipping through books when I heard her devastated shrieks. She had just received a phone call announcing that her dad, Tata, my grandpa, had passed away suddenly. It took thirteen years and a miscalculated left turn to bring her guard down in front of me enough to openly share her tears again. In the parking lot, we wept together, quietly holding each other, trying to make sense of the moment. This time there was no “We’ll take it step by step” or “We’ll figure out a way around this.” We had played all our cards.


I was exhausted. Defeated.


That night I paced back and forth in my room, then flung myself to the ground, my hands pounding against the floor. I screamed my anger and devastation into my pillow and then out loud, without caring who could hear. It was a cry for help, one I knew would be in vain. Reaching out to the rosary on my bedframe, I held it tight and curled myself into a ball, pleading for answers to get me out of this mess, until eventually my tears gave way to sleep.


After months of ramping up my work hours, working seven days a week, often fifteen-hour days, I managed to get back to school.


As you’ll learn, I eventually started my own path in a new city, became financially independent, and gained access to work successes seemingly beyond my means. Survival mode took on a new form in my life. This survival mode followed me into the workplace as I did everything I could to stay afloat, clinging to every opportunity to break out of the box society had created for me as an undocumented Latina.


Survival mode marred my self-awareness. When you’re constantly trying to subsist, there is no room to question the why behind your actions and progress. Survival mode wasn’t just about my money or my goals; it was omnipresent in other ways in my life. Surviving in white American culture meant carrying the weight of inadequacy in every interaction I had and constantly feeling like I had to prove myself at every turn, whether the moment called for it or not. With every achievement, from getting my first job to starting at MSNBC and onward, I held on to the sense of having to prove that I belonged there. I learned to survive by hiding part of my identity, the fact that I was undocumented, the shame it made me feel. I swept it under the rug, pretended it wasn’t there, and kept forging ahead to succeed for myself and my family. It’s what I needed to do to create some sort of psychological safety for myself and keep going. But all that did was confirm to myself that I was an “other,” without making space for anything but repressing my own guilt and self-judgment over it.


But as time went by and my career and work experience evolved, I realized that having a seat at the table and using it meant the level of my productivity wasn’t enough, a counterintuitive notion to what I learned growing up. The quality of my work value, one that called for me to express more confidence and gravitas, was what I needed to tap into and show more of. Could it be that the very thing that defined my immigrant ethos was starting to work against me as I grew in my career? The immigrant and BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color) story—working hard, being humble, and navigating our careers with empathy—is one of the greatest generational gifts we have received, but as we move up in our careers, this narrative’s effects on our work lives can be more complicated than they initially seem. I realized that I needed to reevaluate how I was showing up at work and figure out what I ultimately needed to do to achieve not just success but also happiness, peace of mind, ease, and assertiveness at work. To climb further up the ladder, break glass ceilings, and move into our greatest power, we have to start from within.
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Why You Feel This Way


Why do I feel stuck? Am I doing something wrong? Am I good enough to be here? What is wrong with me? An avalanche of doubt-ridden thoughts crossed my mind as I stared blankly from my desk out the window to Fiftieth Street and Sixth Avenue in Midtown Manhattan, the epicenter of the Big Apple and its endless possibilities. But the once-limitless feeling of success felt fleeting. Instead, on that perfectly beautiful, sunny midsummer afternoon, I wallowed internally in the overly air-conditioned office. It was an especially slow news day, with no meetings to attend and no one at the office for small talk. Just a bunch of open tabs on my desktop staring back at me, which meant plenty of time and stillness to be a prisoner of my own thoughts.


I had started my career as a focused, scrappy production coordinator, and all of a sudden, the ascension to the next step I had always hoped for was here—a promotion to the big-girl job of junior booking producer on a cable news show. It had happened in less than two years. I had jumped from a production role, in which I manned the logistics of a live show in the mornings, to an editorial role, in which I helped identify stories and select corresponding guests or experts, which required me to have more confidence in my ideas and discernment. Yet there I was, a self-conscious mess, battling an internal monologue that I couldn’t quite kick to the curb. It was the type of toxic self-talk that wasn’t letting me fully step into this role with as much confidence as I knew I had in me.


I sat there at my desk, doing that thing we do where we try to nonsensically fix past scenarios we wish would have gone differently by replaying them in a mental loop. The times I thought I hadn’t spoken articulately enough, questioning if I had enough gravitas—a word I had suddenly come to know well—to excel in this world of media. I looped mentally through a handful of scenarios at work in which I felt less than confident, questioning my skills for this new position, sending myself into a spiral. Ever since my promotion, something had felt off. I was doing everything to remain in the shadows and downplay this development. I had reverted back to my tried-and-true customer-service mode, putting too much emphasis on getting things “right” instead of making space for what my job actually required: communicating new ideas with authority, building a strong and confident editorial eye, and owning my worth enough to do my job assertively. I was in the trenches of a struggle that is all too familiar to many young women, particularly women of color. I’d put in the work and deserved to be there, so why was I stuck in self-destructive thoughts about my own abilities?


I didn’t get it. Like you, I was a go-getter, hardworking and confident enough to get me this far, working at one of the biggest media conglomerates in the world. Yet, in many ways I was led by a nagging fear that the differences between me and the people around me would now be too clear to go unnoticed. Although my first language is Spanish and I learned English early enough in life to lose my accent, I was hard on myself for the way I spoke and how I sometimes mispronounced my words. I still remember the blank stares I received from my college classmates when I pronounced the s in Illinois; experiences like these pushed me to constantly monitor my diction and compare my vocabulary to that of everyone else in the newsroom. My feeling of self-reproach at not getting my words “right” turned into a whole story I told myself about my level of intelligence. What started out as simply mispronouncing a few words turned into wondering if my life experiences were too far removed from those of my coworkers, along with a host of other shortcomings that I believed could and would surface if I took up the space that was called for to do my job. I went from zero to one hundred in self-doubt.


The result? I’d stay quiet in meetings for fear of not being articulate or smart enough. I knew intellectually it didn’t make sense. I got the job, damn it! But that wasn’t enough to make me raise my hand and provide my insight. I even shied away from small talk and opportunities to build rapport with my new colleagues in editorial. My physical, emotional, and intellectual selves weren’t coordinating with one another. I had become totally off-balance.


In the emptiness of the expansive office that summer day, I couldn’t concentrate. I realized that I had read the same opening passage of a political story five times over. Then the familiar self-reproach and criticism took over—my thoughts became overbearing and spiraled like a never-ending merry-go-round in my mind. I felt bad about feeling bad, because my family and I had sacrificed so much to get me to that coveted spot in my very own cubicle within a mass media and entertainment conglomerate. My parents and siblings had cleaned movie theaters at night while I lay deep asleep in my college dorm room after endless hours of classes and homework. My mom took on double shifts at work despite her arthritis flare-ups just to send bits of cash my way so I could fulfill my version of the American Dream. Deep guilt lodged itself in my mind for feeling so empty and unsettled now that I had “made it.” Then shame washed over me. I have no right to feel this way. I felt like I had betrayed myself and my family with my own selfish discontentment.


Suddenly, the walls in the office began to close in on me. I jumped out of my chair, grabbed my phone, and rushed to the elevator. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Through heavy breaths and shaky hands, as I exited the building, I struggled to dial my mom. A sense of impotence surged through me and a golf-ball-sized lump began to form in my throat as I speed-walked across Fifty-First Street with no destination in mind.


Pick up, please pick up.


The outside heat went straight to my head. My rapid-fire heartbeat and tightening chest left me gasping for air. And when I heard my mom’s voice on the other end of the line, a stream of uncontrollable tears came rushing down my face. Embarrassed, I tried to find a corner where no one would see me (impossible in the middle of Midtown, by the way).


What is happening to me?


With every passing day since the promotion, my confidence had begun to slowly dissipate. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what was bothering me. I knew in my core that it didn’t have to do with my skills or the work at hand, though I had questioned both these things as I wrestled with my self-doubt. When I got down to it, my sudden insecurity was less about my promotion or new job title and more about me in that job title or role. There was a disconnect between how I wanted to show up—or knew I could—and how I was actually showing up at work. I wasn’t asserting myself like I knew I could.


What is that sense of doubt that can completely overpower your confidence in certain spaces, especially at work and in places of privilege where you might feel “less than”? Why do we feel this way?


These emotions are more common than we imagine. As members of underrepresented communities in the workspace, whether as BIPOCs or immigrants or LGBTQ people, most of the time, we feel like we’ve worked our butts off to get ourselves in the door and gain access to the type of career opportunities that we’ve been told by society were not meant for people like us. Many of us have struggled to get a seat at the table or even just a foot in the back of the room. We’ve had to overcome generational poverty or structural inequities against all odds while learning how to play by the rules of a white world to gain access and inclusion. Stay in your lane, be accommodating, be the yes-girl, overwork yourself until you burn out, be eager but not too eager, show ambition but not too much of it. We read and read, doing research to improve our skills and make ourselves “better” till our eyes burn, scarfing down career advice, whatever we can to carefully strategize our words, appearance, and demeanor so that we can stand out from the pack while also fitting in.


And sometimes it works for us. We get noticed and picked out of a crowd of other employees for being hardworking, always going above and beyond with a positive attitude. (I wrote a whole book on this.) These are the unwritten rules that let any budding employee get ahead in the game. But what happens when you’re ready for more? What happens when you’re ready for levels that they didn’t imagine were for you? Or levels where there aren’t many people like you? And more important, how do you level up when you’re ready? How much internal work will it take for you to know, for a fact, that you are ready? To reach the point where you no longer question yourself or need someone else’s approval to validate you? Where you know that, even though you’re “different,” you still belong?


The reality is that part of our value is entrenched in making ourselves useful to others by making their lives easier, allowing our superiors to shine. In a manner of speaking, it’s a useful way to learn the ropes at work and do what’s expected of us in corporate America when we’re starting out. We do the work that our role requires and more without taking up too much space, for fear of feeling like a nuisance or being cast as disruptive. We’re sooo grateful. We’re grateful to have rules to guide us. We’re grateful for this opportunity but also scared to lose it. God forbid we lose our chance. So we follow the rules of inclusion that got us noticed, believing they will be equally effective for us in years two, three, and beyond, as our careers grow, as we achieve more and blossom and become prosperous like we’re supposed to, because we worked for it… but then we’re disappointed. The voices of caution take center stage. Why do I feel this way?


Eventually, our titles change and our responsibilities shift, yet we continue to rely on those fundamental rules of inclusion, playing small and “grateful” because that’s our safe place. It has helped us snatch and keep what feels like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and create a reality that years ago seemed completely inaccessible. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it, right? So, even though our positions may now call on us to be bigger, to have own our seat at the table and use it, we continue volunteering to take on tasks or projects below our pay grade. We pick up the slack on the administrative work no one else is doing and hope those around us will take note of the extra hours and careful attention to detail we’re putting in—that they’ll finally, truly see us, value us, and offer us that raise or promotion we so deserve.


Meanwhile, we don’t ask to be in meetings we aren’t invited to, even though those meetings may be crucial to our development; instead, we play along with office politics. As the menial tasks pile up on our desk, we begin to wonder about what we should be pushing back on, but these thoughts don’t translate into action. Why? We know what we should do: own our greatness. So what’s holding us back?


It’s a feeling, but we can’t quite pinpoint the root cause. We’ve muted and minimized ourselves from a place so deep inside of us that we literally can’t articulate why we’re feeling inferior when we know we don’t have to. It’s an alienation from what we know we deserve. We often don’t speak up about it to our peers, even if they can relate, because we think, How can I even feel this way? I should be grateful. We should be grateful we’re even here to begin with. Done. Although we feel different and carry that sense of not belonging, we cut these thoughts short by sweeping them under the proverbial rug. And we keep going until the next trigger brings it all to the forefront once again. Eventually they can’t stay bottled up and manifest themselves in unexpected and unhelpful ways.


The reason behind my full-fledged anxiety attack in the middle of Midtown Manhattan on that sunny afternoon was difficult to understand at first, because it didn’t trace back to just one thing. Bubbling up was a confrontation with my old self—the one who found validation in my work through others’ approval. I was following a bunch of outdated rules, rules that had once been guiding lights not just on how to navigate the workplace but also on how to navigate life as an undocumented immigrant living in the shadows and growing up in a conservative, majority-white town, reaching for opportunities outside of my societal and economic reality. I was used to feeling like I didn’t belong, an outsider waiting to be caught, a DACA recipient proving my worthiness at every turn, an other.


My breakdown that day was my very own reflection; as if from a mirror, it was screaming at me that I needed a change. I was Jekyll and Hyde in my own mind, allowing myself to feel these emotions, then scolding myself for them. I knew what I needed to do: step up, find my voice in my role, learn to distinguish myself, stop taking the work dynamics so personally, and get over that feeling of not being good enough. But that was easier said than done. What I really needed was to get to the root of why I wasn’t doing that, what was holding me back. And that was more nuanced and complex.


Years later, I’d create Acceso Community during the start of the pandemic, a mentorship program that helps empower women in developing their professional goals, to address this very sentiment. Many of our members are highly educated, determined, hardworking, professional women of color, immigrants, or children of immigrants, who are all bound by a similar predicament. They also feel stuck as they wrestle with a sense of belonging. That affects how we show up at work; it shrinks our greatness. It keeps us from growing and ascending the corporate ladder, or making bigger career moves. We remain reactive instead of purposefully pragmatic. Because of this sense of not belonging, the ladder doesn’t tend to feel as safe for us.


Often we are so worried about staying above water, clinging to opportunities and ways to prove ourselves, that we forget to take the time to metabolize what is churning inside us. And even less helpfully, we judge those emotions away. I had grown used to feeling anxious, resentful, and angry about whatever the struggle of the day was, and every time my exasperation culminated in an outburst, my family met me with phrases like “It’s not that bad!” “It could be worse!” “We had it worse!” That line of thought really did a number on me. Every time I tried to get to the bottom of why I was feeling so helpless, that phrase would play on repeat in my mind: We had it worse. It automatically guilted me into dismissing my emotions altogether. Parallel to this was my mom’s other favorite phrase when she felt my mind and emotions were spinning into a tornado: “Stop.” As if I actually had a choice. As if it were that easy to switch my emotions off at the drop of a hat. “Stop feeling that way,” she’d say, and I’d automatically lose it: blood boiling, heart racing, skin crawling, the feeling of being suffocated in my own body.


What she didn’t understand, and what I didn’t quite grasp either, was that we can’t rationalize our way out of our emotions. By trying to do this, I grew up with the sense that I was too uptight or intense, and that my stress and anxiety were my fault, an inevitable part of my personality. I carried that with me into the workplace, into the anxiety attack on that summer day that jolted me into a sense of awareness.


I’ve always felt the need to prove myself. Some may call that intense, but I considered it being laser-focused. It made me incredibly good at completing menial tasks, multitasking a million things at once, zipping around as the point person for a three- or sometimes four-hour live news show, being the first one on set at four in the morning during traveling shows, making coffee runs, and staffing talent at the last minute. Being scrappy and preempting everyone’s needs in the confines of that job worked well for me. But now, after the promotion, the metrics were blurry. I no longer knew what I had to do to feel needed and validated, and that stopped me from stepping into the power of my new role.


Like many of you reading this, I was the first one in my family to acquire professional success, and there was a mountain of hard work and sacrifice in my rearview mirror that I wasn’t willing to put on the line by changing the formula that had gotten me this far. The struggle to get through college without loans or government scholarships as an undocumented student. The time I took off from school to work endless odd jobs. And the collective sweat and tears my family shared to help forge educational opportunities in my path.


Naturally, everything in my mind screamed: Know your place. This unassuming phrase perfectly embodies that tug-of-war playing out in our minds each time we feel the need to speak up, do more, take a chance. Wait, don’t do it! The sense that there is always so much at stake. This is one of the plights of the other in the workplace. Most of us have been following the rules of inclusion for so long that it’s almost as if we’re waiting for someone to give us permission to stop treading lightly. Yet while we desperately attempt to follow these mandates, we forget about the power we hold in our own voice, and this prevents us from stepping into a fuller version of ourselves.


Sometimes the complications we encounter in showing others our value creep up in the moments when we least expect it, reminding us how different we are. In Acceso Community, many of the women of color talk about how their sense of inadequacy in the workplace—which is tied to their background, ethnicity, or identity—flares up every time they find themselves pressured to fit in and belong.


Janelle, a young woman who grew up in a modest household and was the first of her family to go to college, recently shared with me that she automatically tensed up and felt adrenaline rush through her gut every time partners at her law firm made small talk about the fabulous time they had hitting the slopes in Aspen or lounging by the pool at their summer homes in the Hamptons. She’d smile along, nodding “knowingly,” while racking her mind for something she could contribute so as to belong to this group of colleagues whose backgrounds were far removed from hers. But she feared that whatever she did share might pronounce her otherness, since her reality, lifestyle, and appearance—she was often the lone Black woman in the group—fell on the opposite side of the spectrum from those of the mainly well-off white men holding these chats.
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