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There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening that is translated through you into action, and because there is only one of you in all time, this expression is unique. And if you block it, it will never exist through any other medium and it will be lost. The world will not have it. It is not your business to determine how good it is nor how valuable nor how it compares with other expressions. It is your business to keep it yours clearly and directly to keep the channel open. You do not even have to believe in yourself or your work. You have to keep yourself open and aware to the urges that motivate you.


Keep the channel open.


No artist is pleased. No satisfaction whatever at any time. There is only a queer, divine dissatisfaction, a blessed unrest that keeps us marching and makes us more alive than the others.


—Martha Graham


















AUTHOR’S NOTE


The client stories shared in these pages are fictional and do not depict any specific person or situation. Rather, they are composites drawn from themes and experiences I’ve encountered in sessions with hundreds of women over the last eight years. While the details have been changed, the emotions, thought patterns, and dilemmas reflect the real inner lives of many working women. The client session is a sacred space, and I will never relay its exact contents.


Additionally, some of the exercises and topics in this book may evoke painful feelings or past experiences. I encourage you to address this with a trained therapist. The practices and recommendations in this book are not a substitute for psychotherapy. I don’t present myself as a therapist or clinician. Instead, I draw on the insights of trusted experts in those fields and refer to their work throughout, while sharing what I’ve learned through coaching and lived experience.













INTRODUCTION


The Empty Cup Within


On an autumn afternoon in New York City’s Financial District, I sat across from Sutton, a vice president at a major bank next door. This was our first coaching session. She’d requested to meet during her lunch break, the only hour in the long day where she could take a few minutes for herself.


Sutton took a final sip of her second coffee and held the empty paper cup. “It’s like I have this empty cup inside of me,” she started, shaking it for effect. Imagine a cup containing all of one’s career accomplishments, big and small—well-deserved promotions, positive feedback from a manager, the satisfaction of finally cracking a tough model. Sutton’s cup should have been overflowing, but it has a leak in the bottom. “It’s never full,” she said. “I am never full.”


Despite being consistently ranked in the top 15 percent of employees at her company, Sutton always felt behind and “racing to catch up.” To what or whom, she didn’t know. “The empty-cup feeling is awful, but it motivates me,” she explained. After all, she wouldn’t want to lose her drive. But why was she feeling so inadequate?


She adjusted her glasses. Her voice wavering, she continued, “Well, I can’t hold on to the pride of these accomplishments, because the cup instantly drains and demands to be filled again.” No matter how much she accomplished, no matter what level she achieved, it never felt like enough. She never felt like enough.


Sutton’s metaphor wasn’t unique. As a career coach to highly ambitious women, I’ve heard some version of the empty-cup feeling thousands of times—in my group coaching programs at companies like Google and McKinsey, in client sessions in my private practice, and in workshops for women leaders around the globe. I have worked with over six thousand of these “Unfulfilled Achievers.” An Unfulfilled Achiever is someone who has been going above and beyond her whole life yet doubts she’ll ever reach the heights of success she craves. Nor do her achievements bring her any sense of peace. To the contrary, anxiety is ever present. She cannot separate her identity from work and relies upon approval for motivation. Highly competent, she’s always declaring, “I’ll figure it out.” Her brilliant mind can solve most problems in her life, except this one: how to feel fulfilled in her career and believe that she is enough.


If that’s you too, hi. This book is for you. You’re part of a generation of women more ambitious than ever and yet more unsatisfied than ever.


According to McKinsey’s 2023 Women in the Workplace study, 80 percent of women want to be promoted, rising to 88 percent for women of color. Three in four women under thirty years old aspire to reach senior leadership.1 But the journey to the top often comes with a price: Women in positions of power in the workplace experience higher rates of burnout, anxiety, and depression than both their male counterparts and women with less authority.2 Structural inequalities like the gender pay gap and unconscious bias are significant drivers of this dissatisfaction for women at work.


Yet after thousands of coaching sessions, I noticed something deeper. My clients described an insatiable need to achieve and to prove their worth not just as an employee but as a person. Their mood, identity, and sense of self all would rise and fall with their career wins and losses.


Determined to bring words and data to this phenomenon, I went through hundreds of pages of client notes, spanning more than 280 individuals, to look for trends. These women worked in corporate, nonprofit, and public sector roles in countries such as the United States, Australia, the United Kingdom, Singapore, Saudi Arabia, Nigeria, and France. Some consistent themes emerged: In childhood, they learned that achievement brought attention, praise, and love. In their perpetual attempt to live up to a specific standard of goodness set by their parents and cultural upbringing, they internalized the belief that their goodness was earned.


This created a wound on their psyche, an underlying pain derived from not feeling worthy exactly as they are. Now as adults with impressive careers, they do not feel safe or in control unless they are constantly producing and winning approval.


This core wound is what I call the success wound: the false belief that your worthiness of love and belonging is contingent upon what you produce, achieve, or do rather than the inherent goodness of who you are. Ultimately, it is a feeling of inadequacy that influences how we react to ourselves, to our work, and the world around us. The empty-cup feeling—that haunting feeling of never being enough, never measuring up, never getting it just right—that’s your success wound.


In the workplace, women develop coping mechanisms to defend against this gnawing inadequacy. In my research, I’ve found that there are five primary ways Unfulfilled Achievers attempt to cover up the hurt of their success wound and live up to incredibly high, often unrealistic, standards. I’ve given names to these archetypes:




	The Grinder: She overworks to prove her value through constant doing.


	The Pleaser: She’s the team player who is always doing for others to maintain harmony and her reputation as agreeable.


	The Hider: She avoids risk by staying within her comfort zone.


	The Seeker: She searches endlessly for the next job, the next promotion, or external validation.


	The Work Hard, Play Hard: She pushes to perform and numbs unwanted emotions in unhealthy ways, calling it “balance.”





The very strategies that feel like success (overworking, pleasing, proving) are actually fueling burnout, anxiety, depression, workaholism, and total disengagement from work. According to market sizing done by the Training Industry in 2024, companies spent over $397 billion a year globally on leadership development to fix these exact issues ($184.9 billion of that spend is in the United States).3 Yet these programs often fail to move the needle. Why? Because they fail to address the emotional root causes of poor leadership: low self-efficacy, a lack of self-awareness, and emotional dysregulation—all of which comes from their employees’ success wounds.


In addition, more and more employees are questioning the role of work and traditional markers of achievement. According to a 2024 study conducted by PwC, after a fair paycheck, today’s workforce values fulfillment and purpose at work. Yet neither employee nor employer can provide that sense of purpose.4 This book will provide both an explanation to the question of why you’re feeling so unsatisfied at work and a plan for what to do about it.



MY UNFULFILLED ACHIEVER STORY


I know the success wound so intimately because it nearly ruined my promising career at Google and stole both my fulfillment and my sense of self.


As a teenager growing up in Silicon Valley, I had many benefits of privilege, and with them came a tremendous amount of pressure. I quickly got the message that I had to be not just above average, but extraordinary and accomplished. I noticed that the better my grades were, the more praise I received from teachers, my parents, and even my friends. The opposite was also true; a B− was met with a question (“Well, did you try your best?”) and the quiet suggestion that I wasn’t “living up to my potential.” Working harder was the only answer. I came by my success wound honestly.


Achievement pressure is not unique to students in Silicon Valley—it’s everywhere. Regardless of the childhood circumstances, nearly all my clients speak of the weight of this pressure. In her book Never Enough: When Achievement Culture Becomes Toxic—and What We Can Do About It, author and journalist Jennifer Breheny Wallace reported on a national parenting survey she conducted with the Harvard Graduate School of Education. She interviewed parents coast to coast, studying the impact of achievement culture on children, asking them to what extent they agreed with statements like “Parents in my community generally agree that getting into a selective college is one of the most important ingredients to later-life happiness” (73 percent agreed) and “I wish today’s childhood was less stressful for my kids” (87 percent agreed).5 These parenting philosophies reflect a cultural value of achievement and the pressure to meet an ever-rising standard of productivity and excellence, to which none of us is immune.


As the daughter of parents of the second-wave feminist movement, which expanded opportunities for women in the workplace, I was raised on the encouraging idea that I could do anything I set my mind to. However, in practice, “anything” I could be was a very narrow expectation of what I should be: high-achieving. If the sky was the limit, then we were expected to climb into positions of power traditionally occupied by men: CEO, president, entrepreneur. The expectation was Sure, be whatever you want, just as long as you are the best in a respected field.


I spent the next thirteen years attempting to be “the best” in the eyes of anyone who perceived me. By age twenty-four, I worked at Google and managed a portfolio of clients that spent over $80 million in advertising. At parties or on dates, I couldn’t wait for people to ask what I did for work to make their eyes widen with surprise at my answer. “I work for Google.” I hoped this brand-name, buzzworthy employer would protect me from being seen as completely ordinary (read: average, unremarkable, not enough). I imagined people—no one in particular, just people in general—responding with a blend of envy and admiration: Wow, she really has it all. In my vocabulary, envy and admiration were synonyms for connection and love, and there was no limit to the amount of both required to fill that empty cup within.


I developed a mask for my business self: a Work Hard, Play Hard persona, which is one of the five types of Unfulfilled Achievers we will discuss throughout this book. I aspired to be the hard-charging professional who was both the life of the office and the party, effortlessly competent, agreeable, and admired. In our corporate culture, happy hours were an unspoken requirement for advancement, a way to curry favor in a system where management clearly played favorites. I wanted to belong to this team of high achievers more than to myself, and working hard and playing hard was my way to fit in.


These very strategies that I thought would make me successful started to make me sick. My week went something like this: Monday through Thursday, I poured myself into work where every client presentation, every email response, every answer I gave to every question felt like a referendum on my competence and my value. By Friday, I was so depleted that I would drink to numb the emptiness, only to wake up on Sunday feeling exhausted, demoralized, anxious, and lost. As the Monday morning sun rose, bringing with it a familiar mix of adrenaline and dread, I’d peel myself out of bed, hoping this week would be different.


A car can only go full throttle for so long before it runs out of gas. I wanted to scream all the time, hoping someone would notice and rip my foot off the accelerator. A part of me wanted to keep pushing, while another was praying for absolution from this ride that never ended.


Then, suddenly, this cycle came to a screeching halt. I found myself in a situation I never expected: I experienced sexual harassment by my direct manager. The next day, I walked through the Google New York office doors as I had thousands of times and shakily put my laptop down on my desk. The shame and nausea turned my stomach and crawled up my throat, gripping it tightly. Instead of seeing this event as the abuse of power that it was, I blamed myself. How could I be so stupid? I can never report this, ever. Reporting the harassment, I believed then, might threaten my status at a company whose brand equity I borrowed as my own. Without Google, who was I? And without my bosses’ approval, what chance did I have at rising in the ranks or feeling good about myself? I was up for promotion and did not want to anger or embarrass the very people who could grant me the approval and prestige I needed.


And so I decided not to report the harassment. I chose to protect my manager and the culture he represented instead of protecting myself. My silence was deafening and demoralizing. In retrospect, I acknowledge that other imbalances of power were at play. However, this event also highlighted a dependence that I could no longer ignore.


It was the first moment where I could see myself, my choices, and this toxic cycle clearly. I realized I needed an entirely new relationship with my job, and a new way of seeing my value. At the time, I didn’t know anyone else struggling with the same issues. Years later, I learned I was surrounded by other corporate women wrestling with their relationship to their careers and workplace culture. I couldn’t find a solution or resource that combined inner healing with practical actions for working sustainably and effectively within a corporation.


So I created my own.


I researched and experimented with new working methods that brought confidence and power instead of fear. I started to heal the hurt parts of me from childhood that believed she wasn’t enough unless she was constantly achieving. I discovered an inner resource, what I like to call the True Self, that was innately confident. This part of me already knew who she was, what she wanted, and how to work sustainably; I just had to ask her for advice. From this place, I adopted a new mindset of finding my value in my presence, not my productivity. Instead of trying to do the most at work, I pursued only my most essential priorities (which you will also do in Chapter 7).


This is aligned ambition, the state of fulfillment, satisfaction, and power that comes from following the direction of your True Self over the directions of your success wound. Surprisingly, I didn’t have to leave Google to make a change. Instead, I landed a new job on an exciting new team at Google, received my highest performance rating, and was promoted within eighteen months without burning out. Work set me into a state of flow and fulfillment. People began to notice my newfound confidence and career trajectory. Two years later, during the #MeToo movement, I had the courage to do what I couldn’t before: I reported the harassment and took a stand for my younger self. Instead of being a hamster wheel, work became an arena for my growth. I was finally working in the sustainable, values-aligned way I’d always dreamed of.


One day in August 2018, about two and a half years into my aligned ambition experiment, I was on a career panel in collaboration between Google, Kate Spade, and Girls Who Code. I went off script and talked about my methods for finding career satisfaction. It struck a chord. Afterward, a woman nodding and beaming from the audience asked if I offered coaching. She became my first client, and my coaching business was born. The pillars of aligned ambition—a new way of feeling, a new way of thinking, and a new way of working—could generate replicable results for others. My clients went back into their workplaces as changed, happier people. Their friends and colleagues saw the transformation and said to them, “I want whatever you have,” and my practice grew. After years of research, experimentation, and scaling these methods in my group coaching program called Healing the Success Wound, I’m happy to report that aligned ambition is teachable and learnable.



ALIGNED AMBITION IS A NEW WAY OF WORKING THAT WORKS


Today, I have guided over six thousand women to a new way of working that works. Dozens of companies (like Google and Uber) and women’s organizations have hired me to talk to their employees about how to find career fulfillment from the inside out. These aren’t radical ideas anymore; there is an understanding among many corporate leaders that better business outcomes arise from employee engagement and motivation. For companies, my workshops and talks have resulted in a 150 percent increase in retention (saving thousands of dollars in recruiting and onboarding costs) and a 400 percent increase in critical leadership skills, as measured in pre- and post-program surveys.


Practicing aligned ambition doesn’t mean putting your career aspirations aside. Rather, it leads to faster and more sustainable goal attainment. My clients have doubled their salaries, started businesses, and secured funding; they have published their memoirs, landed their dream jobs, and pivoted their careers entirely at age forty-five. They got these results not because they were lucky but because they bravely challenged outdated notions of success that were no longer serving them, followed the steps in this book, and started listening to their True Selves.


OUR JOURNEY AHEAD


This book explores the roots—and the reach—of the success wound in professional women and offers a path to heal it fully and forever. Together, we will explore how fulfillment in both career and life is only possible through adopting a new work paradigm outside the prevailing culture.


We won’t sugarcoat the truth. We’ll name the systems (capitalism, patriarchy, achievement culture) that keep so many women disconnected from their power.


You will also hear stories from other professional women about how they found their aligned ambition through the steps in this book. From investment bankers in Boston to software engineers in San Francisco to business owners in rural Texas. Daughters of determined immigrants and daughters of small-business owners, working mothers, single mothers, and women without children.


Though the details of their lives may look different, their internal landscapes feel the same. They all grappled with their relationship to work and their relationship to themselves. Whether it’s grinding to escape the financial insecurity of their childhood or feeling lost and wondering if they’ll ever find the thing that makes their heart sing, they all strive for the same goals: fulfillment, meaningful work, and authentic belonging. The practices in these pages offer you a path there.


WHAT YOU’LL FIND IN THIS BOOK


This book is divided into three parts. First, you’ll uncover the psychological and cultural roots of your success wound and identify your Unfulfilled Achiever type. Then you’ll learn how to reconnect with your True Self and shift how you feel, think, and work. Finally, you’ll step into aligned ambition, a more powerful and sustainable way of being at work and in your life.


I hope that this book can be a career guide that you return to in small moments when your confidence is waning, or in larger, pivotal times like after maternity leave or a promotion when you need to be reminded how to navigate your career from the inside out. For example, if you’re falling into people-pleasing tendencies because you just started a new job, you can revisit the Pleaser archetype and find ways to realign with your inner confidence. If your success wound flares up and you return to comparing yourself with others, you can turn to the “new way of feeling” in Chapter 5 and be guided through witnessing and releasing these old feelings and returning to a state of clarity. These tools are exactly that—tools that are timeless and cannot be taken from you.


Together, we will hold your ambition in one hand and your self-worth in another, and you will believe wholeheartedly that you are ambitious and whole and worthy. Full stop. You are worthy of achieving your big dreams, and you deserve the satisfaction of your accomplishments. You may choose to build an empire, or you may choose to eat bonbons on the couch all day. The choice is yours. Because you are still worthy of love and belonging. You are, and have always been, whole. You are enough, right now and forever.


By the end, I hope you have a new way of working and being in the world that unlocks your greatest power. This way, you can create and achieve anything you truly want while also feeling free, fulfilled, and enough.


Aligned ambition matters. This isn’t just about more women in leadership. It’s about more women in leadership who are fully themselves—tuned in, turned on, and leading from truth. That can’t happen if we’re still trying to win at a game that was never built for us. Healing the success wound is a radical act of self-care and world care. We need your aligned ambition, and we need you.


To innovate is to produce something new by applying a different method. My guess is that you’ve been using your head to approach your career—endlessly analyzing the options, consulting expert opinions—and still coming up short. We are going to innovate the space of professional development and career satisfaction by starting at the heart. We’ll look within to the part of us that has wisdom and guidance beyond career “best practices.” If you’re willing to have an open mind and an open heart, then you’re ready to get started.


This book is the one I needed most when I was burned out, unsure of my worth, and wondering if there was any alternative. I didn’t just want to survive my career. I wanted to feel like I was thriving in it. That’s what I hope this book helps you find, too.
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PART 1


THE UNFULFILLED ACHIEVER













CHAPTER 1


NEVER ENOUGH
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The Origins of Your Success Wound


So sorry for being late.” It was 2:02 p.m., yet Talia, dashing through the doorway for her coaching session, was already feeling behind. She was a rising star at a fast-growing media company, recently promoted into the director of advertising role.


“We talked about this,” I said gently. “It’s okay to give yourself a moment between meetings.” Talia took a deep breath—her first of the day—and placed her Diet Coke on the desk—her second of the day.


“I’m just not cutting it, and everyone knows it,” she lamented.


When I asked how she came to that conclusion, she replied, “Last week, I presented our annual plan, and there were so many questions and so much doubt in the room. That shouldn’t happen to someone with ‘director’ in their title.” She sighed. “A real leader should command respect. Have a vision that everyone can rally behind.”


Anytime I hear the word should I listen for the invisible standards my clients hold themselves to. We all have a mental image of a successful professional woman that we constantly strive for and compare ourselves to. Our very own collage of shoulds pasted together, forming an alluring promise of happiness. This mirage is ever-shifting and always out of reach. No matter how hard we try to live up to it, we come up empty-handed, hustling to prove our value. In the gap between this vision and reality lies a perception of inadequacy.


I asked Talia how her own mental image of a successful director affected her daily working life. She took a sip of her Diet Coke and thought for a moment. “I’m always wondering if I am living up to the image of a ‘good’ executive, especially as a Black woman. I would hate to be seen as difficult, but equally I don’t want to be a doormat, or—worst of all—disappointing. I’m always stepping in to help people, even if it’s not in my job scope. My schedule’s chaotic. I’m racing from meeting to meeting. But what I’m racing to catch up to, I don’t know.”


I echoed back to her, “Always behind. Never enough.”


“Exactly,” she said, nodding.


These thoughts reverberate throughout the minds of millions of working women. A 2023 study from the Conference Board on job satisfaction in the United States found that women, from entry level to executive, reported significantly lower career satisfaction than their male peers.1 When considering this fog of discontent—this problem with no name—that plagues my clients, I was reminded of Betty Friedan’s seminal book The Feminine Mystique. In 1963, Friedan observed a rising dissatisfaction among white American housewives. Many women were not content living in service of their children and husbands, forced to give up other educational and professional aspirations. They packed lunches and drove car pool, secretly wondering, Is this all life has to offer?


Today, despite the incredible leaps in opportunities for women in political, social, and professional rights, women are still asking themselves the same question: Is this really it? This dissatisfaction has taken a new shape. Women still contend with a cultural ideal of success rather than their own. But now, instead of buying the image of the happy housewife, they are sold the image of the professional woman who can easily do it all. The having-it-all portrait might look slightly different from person to person depending upon one’s background, upbringing, and preferences. Some want to be the prestigious achiever who is envied for working at the hottest “it” company. Others seek the perfect balance between family, work, and well-being, never missing a beat. Some idolize the “Partner” title so they can finally be considered a leader, while others fantasize about being the effortless entrepreneur who enjoys both their flexible schedule and consistent revenue growth.


While there are as many different ideals as there are people, the habit is the same: attempting to emulate the successful working woman we think we should be instead of who we actually want to be. And when we fail to emulate her, we question our worth, value, and competence, instead of questioning the culture that sold us this impossible standard in the first place.


The inadequacy stems from the same place: the success wound. The success wound is the term I’ve coined for the invisible pain that comes from mistaking one’s career for self-worth. It’s an unconscious habit of tying your worthiness of love and sense of belonging to what you produce, achieve, and do, rather than who you are. Sure, you logically know that you aren’t your job. You know that real happiness isn’t found in a title or a salary. But there’s still a belief, deep down, that says you do need to prove your value.


Here are the kinds of sentiments I typically hear in sessions with my clients:




	“I’m only as good as my last piece of feedback.”


	“I could always be doing more.”


	“I feel lost and constantly question if I’m on the right career path.”


	“The wrong look from my boss can send me reeling for days.”


	“I have this constant inner voice that says, If you relax, you’ll lose your edge.”



	“I have big dreams but fear of failure stops me before I even start.”


	“I’ve reached the pinnacle of my career. It’s what I wanted, I should be happy, so why do I feel empty?”


	“I constantly feel unsafe, as if my money or job could be taken from me at any moment.”


	“I’m always onto the next thing, so I never fully enjoy what I’ve just accomplished.”





I shared this list with Talia, who nodded. “Yep, that’s me. I’ve had all those thoughts.” I explained that her success wound was to blame. “Not my perfectionism? Or imposter syndrome?” she questioned. The success wound often gets misdiagnosed as both. They are related but distinct concepts. While imposter syndrome makes you question your competence, and perfectionism is the tendency to demand an impossibly ideal standard, the success wound is the underlying belief that you are only worthy when you’re succeeding. It’s the hidden engine driving those other struggles, and healing it requires a different approach.


In the last six years, I have collected over two thousand responses to an intake form completed by professional women seeking coaching. In it, I ask what three primary factors are preventing their career satisfaction. Because respondents typically selected three options, the percentages here reflect how frequently each issue was chosen rather than totaling to 100 percent. Sixty percent blamed their perfectionism, 40 percent pointed to their imposter syndrome, 25 percent said it’s their procrastination, 55 percent reported lack of boundaries, and 65 percent blamed being in the wrong job. But these are not the real cause. Rather, they are symptoms of an unconscious habit of tying your identity to your professional outcomes. In Talia’s case, her self-esteem was pinned to how the other members of her leadership team perceived her. No wonder her natural impulse was to make things perfect, go back on her boundaries, and procrastinate the tasks she lacked expertise in.


WHERE DOES THE SUCCESS WOUND COME FROM?


Here’s the thing: You weren’t born with your success wound. Rather it slowly developed over time. It may have begun early, socialized within you by your cultural upbringing—the specific values that govern your society, community, and family. While having a success wound is not our fault, healing it is our responsibility. The first step in healing is to understand the diagnosis, to examine the origins of our discontent.



The Early Years


The success wound can form from early experiences that link achievement with self-worth. When children receive love and approval mainly for their accomplishments and desirable outcomes, they begin to equate achievement with being valuable. The wound is reinforced by early experiences—a teacher’s criticism (“You can do better than that”), a parent’s comparison (“Your sister did it, why can’t you?”), or the quiet drip of disapproval (“Did you really try your best?”). Children also pick up on what is unsaid, such as the example their parents set, how they talk about their own work, and the subtleties of how parents react with a forced smile or genuine pride.


Physician Gabor Maté suggests that children have two primary needs: authenticity and attachment. Authenticity is the need to be who we are, our True Self, while attachment is the need to feel connected and loved by caregivers. When attachment is threatened or withdrawn, even in small ways, children often blame themselves, thinking, There’s something wrong with me. Their self-worth and innate belief that they are lovable is diminished. Research shows that children who feel less loved and connected grow into adults with low self-worth.2


Children look to adults and the world around them to understand goodness: what’s optimal, socially acceptable, and appropriate behavior. “Success” is not only an ability to achieve a goal; it is our determination of this goodness and our ability to live up to it. I remember walking through the hallways of my school in sixth grade seeing the banners of elite colleges hung prominently: Yale, Princeton, Cal Berkeley, Stanford. In my eleven-year-old brain, the message was clear: This is what success looks like after graduating from high school, and everything you do from now until then is for the purpose of being admitted to an elite college.


When we observe how success is defined, we start to measure our worth by that definition. Not just our behaviors or talents, but us as human beings. In an article titled “Students in High-Achieving Schools Are Now Named an ‘At-Risk’ Group, Study Says,” author Jennifer Breheny Wallace explains: “When a child’s sense of self-worth is dependent on what they achieve, it can lead to anxiety and depression.”3 From age twelve, I struggled with anxiety that came with the intense pressure I felt to keep up in an academically rigorous environment. I also had bouts of depression that arose from a perpetual sense that I wasn’t smart enough to belong to one of the universities on those banners.


Years later, my clients shared their own stories of other kinds of pressure they experienced to live up to the cultural ideals of success held for them by their parents and communities. When we explored the origins of her success wound in childhood, Talia shared, “I was in classes from 7 a.m. until 3 p.m., then chess club or basketball practice, and back home to make dinner for my siblings while my dad worked late. I felt like I had to perform well in every area of my life in order to one day get a scholarship and to make things easier at home.” This habit of responding to what a parent or person in power wants us to be is carried throughout our working lives.


Consequently, as adults, our psyches may shield our success wound in the form of compensating behaviors and personality traits to keep us accepted, approved of, and seen as competent and in control. These are the parts of us that come to the rescue when we are stressed, out of our comfort zone, and feeling threatened or afraid. These behaviors—and their related archetypes—include:




	Working relentlessly, using productivity as a defense against feelings of inadequacy, striving to prove their worth through constant achievement. (The Grinder)


	Avoiding visibility or not taking on high-profile projects to protect against the potential failure, rejection, and the ensuing shame. (The Hider)


	Continually searching for new achievements—the next job, the next promotion, the next big client—hoping that the next one will finally bring validation and acceptance. (The Seeker)


	Sacrificing personal needs to meet others’ expectations; putting the needs of a boss, colleague, client, or direct report ahead of your own in order to gain acceptance. (The Pleaser)


	Working intensely and “balancing” it with unhealthy escapism as a temporary relief from the pressure to achieve. (The Work Hard, Play Hard)





Over time, the more we rely on these behaviors, the more we confuse them for who we are (“I’m a hustle and make-it-happen person”; “I’m such a people pleaser”). This further separates you from your authenticity.


The Psychology of the Success Wound


Your inner Unfulfilled Achiever is just one part of you, not your whole story. Within each of us lies a True Self, a part that inherently knows who she is, what she wants, where she’s going, and why. Though I refer to the True Self as an intuitive guide, and a counterpart to the inner Unfulfilled Achiever, I didn’t invent its concept. Multiple psychological frameworks describe this concept of True Self, or simply Self, as part of the psyche. In Internal Family Systems (IFS) therapy, developed by therapist Richard Schwartz, the Self is characterized by qualities including the 8 C’s: compassion, curiosity, clarity, creativity, calm, confidence, courage, and connectedness; and the 4 P’s: presence, playfulness, perseverance, and perspective.4 This part of you is innate. She doesn’t need to be built; she is already within you offering wisdom beyond your logical mind.


Just as an acorn carries the blueprint for an oak tree, your True Self holds the path to your fullest expression in life and work. She knows how to guide your career and inform your workday with clarity, confidence, and fulfillment. And the best part? She can never be broken. Even when hidden behind your success wound’s negative chatter, she’s still there, during stressful weeks, hunkered down at your desk or racing between meetings. She might be quiet, but she’s indeed waiting behind the scenes, ready to help you work from your innate confidence and strong presence. That’s the purpose of this book: to help you return to her.


Lasting fulfillment is only possible when working from the True Self. In my coaching programs and workshops, I see yearning in the eyes of participants when I introduce the concept of the True Self and the possibility of working from her. One woman, Suzanne, shared, “I know there’s a True Self within me, but it’s been years since I’ve accessed her.” Suzanne said that she appears fleetingly but feels impossible to grasp, let alone harness, “especially in my busy schedule and corporate environment.” Many women nod in agreement, noting they experience their intuition during meditation, playing with their kids, or in nature, but rarely at work.



A CULTURE OF “NOT ENOUGH”


Any conversation about our dissatisfaction as working women would be incomplete without examining the broader norms and expectations that contribute to it. As a cisgender white woman, I acknowledge that my perspectives and experiences within capitalism and patriarchy are privileged. I acknowledge that there are many entrenched systems of oppression facing women and underrepresented persons globally. Here, I am talking about a few examples at the intersection of patriarchy and capitalism that diminish women’s perceived value of themselves and feed the success wound.


The Morality of Hard Work


There were days I felt guilty for leaving the office, even though it was after 5 p.m. Sometimes I would finish my work faster than my colleagues. I questioned my character. Was I lazy? Would my colleagues think I wasn’t a dedicated teammate if I didn’t stay late? Sometimes I stayed at my desk longer just to show that I was diligent, even though I wasn’t producing better work. There were other times when I received more praise for a project that came more effortlessly than work that I agonized over. I brushed off the accolades, figuring I didn’t really deserve them if the work hadn’t been challenging.


My instincts were correct: People do associate positive character traits with those who work harder. Social psychologist Azim Shariff conducted a study in which participants were presented with two hypothetical individuals, Justin and Mark. Both work in a factory making widgets at the same rate: six widgets per hour. Justin finds the work easy and requires minimal effort, while Mark finds the work difficult and effortful. When asked to evaluate these individuals, participants rated Justin as more competent due to his ease of work. However, notably, they perceived Mark, who put in more effort, as a more moral person, assigning him character traits like “responsible,” “principled,” and “trustworthy.” This phenomenon is called effort moralization: in which people tend to attribute higher moral value to putting in effort regardless of the outcome.5


Effort moralization is woven through the lives of the Unfulfilled Achievers striving to be seen as both competent and virtuous at work. This is one of many ways that we tie productivity to character. What contributes to our success wound is not the very act of going above and beyond or putting in long hours when we so choose. Rather, it’s what our culture makes it mean: You’re a good person if you take on more.


These days, as participation in religion has declined and education has risen, work has become a substitute for the identity, purpose, and community that religion once offered. Derek Thompson calls this phenomenon workism, a term coined in his 2019 piece in The Atlantic. He defines workism as “the belief that work is not only necessary to economic production, but also the centerpiece of one’s identity and life’s purpose; and the belief that any policy to promote human welfare must always encourage more work.”6


Our dissatisfaction lives in the mismatch between the promises of workism and the realities of modern work. I hear women, particularly in the Seeker archetype, yearning to find their “purpose,” plotting a career path as if it were a map to their freedom and transcendence. What they are actually seeking is clarity. They want to know who they are, where they are going, and why it matters. Work offers a lot—structure, benefits, esteem, dignity, a salary—but it cannot answer these most pressing and personal questions.


Hard work is also a sign of wealth and status. In his book The Meritocracy Trap, Daniel Markovits writes, “Asking how long people have studied and how hard they work reveals not how poor they are but how rich.”7 Busyness is now an indication of economic opportunity. As a business owner, when people ask me how I am, the correct reply is “I’m busy,” which would convey that there’s an abundance of opportunities. The language of my response also links my identity (“I am”) to my productivity (busy, booked, productive), subtly reinforcing my goodness and value in capitalistic terms.


If busyness is treated like a virtue, then rest starts to feel like a vice. In a blog post, activist and author of Rest Is Resistance: A Manifesto Tricia Hersey explains, “Capitalism was created on plantations during chattel slavery and is the same system that is driving the entire globe to exhaustion and a deep disconnection with our bodies and minds today. We are no longer divine human beings in this system and instead machines.”8 We exist within a system that dehumanizes us. We internalize our own dehumanization by tying our personal value to our productivity.


What happens when we are forced to be “unproductive” by modern standards? I’ve worked with women who temporarily step off the professional ladder for maternity leave and mental health leave, or take a career pause to care for their children. Switching roles from capital-producing to caregiving or healing can cause an unexpected shift in personal identity. My client Mei, head of product at a health-tech company, summed it up well: “The only reason I didn’t have a total meltdown on maternity leave was because I knew how hard I worked to deserve this benefit. And I also knew how hard I was going to work when I returned. Without that knowledge, I wouldn’t have been able to switch from nursing chair, to couch, to bed all day long without questioning my entire existence.” Mei isn’t alone in propping her identity against her work, only to watch it collapse when the scaffolding is gone.


Americans tend to place greater importance on jobs that provide high income and opportunities for advancement.9 Yet caregivers also generate monumental economic value. According to a report by AARP, family caregivers provide $600 billion in unpaid care in the United States.10 Despite this, caregiving is treated as invisible, undervalued labor rather than essential economic work. It is an example of how the further away one gets from capitalist values in their work, the less social standing they enjoy.


Hard work builds both our self-esteem and the world’s most groundbreaking innovations. In no way am I advocating against effort. It’s necessary, it’s noble, and it can be deeply fulfilling. The distinction I want to make is this: Hard work becomes a problem when it’s driven by fear, shame, or a belief that our worth is measured by our output. That’s when it morphs into effort moralization, the idea that your goodness, your value, your very humanity is earned by how productive you are. That’s not work. That’s worship.


There are periods throughout our careers where it is entirely necessary and gratifying to go above and beyond in order to get ahead, to put in long hours to finish a deal, and to devote all of one’s energy and brainpower to get a project over the line. The book you have in your hands now was written mostly between the hours of 5 a.m. and 10 a.m. I woke up early to get in some good writing hours before a full day of client meetings. I was pregnant at the time and turned down invitations to dinners or a friend’s comedy show so I could wake up well rested to write. I spent Sunday mornings doing administrative tasks that had piled up. Some people suggested I slow down, but I knew this message mattered. I wanted to give it everything I had before my son came. That wasn’t pressure, it was purpose. I chose that hustle. I was proud of it. That’s the beauty of hard work—it shows us what we’re made of.


So the question isn’t whether we should work hard. It’s why. Are you working from a desire to collaborate, contribute, create, or crack a problem? Or just trying to prove you deserve to exist? In other words, is your hard work coming from your success wound or your wholeness? That’s a central question we will continue to evaluate.


The Gender Pay Gap and the Maternal Wall


Despite important advances, there are signals that our culture continues to undervalue the work of women. It’s no wonder we learn to question ourselves in a culture that does the same. First and foremost, this is evident in the gender pay gap, which is a measurement of the difference in earnings between men and women. Despite a greater awareness around the issue, the gender gap in pay has remained relatively stable in the United States over the past twenty years. In 2024, women earned an average of 85 percent of what men earned, according to a Pew Research Center analysis of median hourly earnings of both full- and part-time workers.11 These results are similar to where the pay gap stood in 2003, when women earned 81 percent as much as men. In 2022, Black and Hispanic women experienced the largest pay gap, with Black women earning 70 cents to every white, non-Hispanic dollar, even with a graduate degree.12


There’s also an economic penalty to being a working mother. There is no government-subsidized child care in the United States, unlike other countries, such as Canada, Australia, and Sweden. While flexible work is on the rise in some companies, maternal and gender discrimination remain. When my client Mei returned to work after her maternity leave, she discovered that two major product areas had been permanently transferred to another team member, leaving her with less prestigious products in her remit and a lower likelihood of getting her bonus. Her boss explained that these products had to go to someone who was going to give 110 percent of their focus and time. “They assumed that I wasn’t going to be as dedicated to my work now that I was a mother,” Mei said.


Mei’s experience is indicative of the maternal wall, the barrier to advancement working mothers hit after having their first child. Research has shown that even women who might become pregnant also fall victim to the “maybe baby effect,” a reluctance to award a woman of childbearing age promotions or opportunities because she might be out on maternity leave soon.13


Many working mothers are forced to prove that motherhood won’t get in the way of their career by producing at an even higher level or working the same hours they had before maternity leave. When I asked Mei how this pressure affected her day-to-day, she replied, “It’s exhausting to live with the constant worry that if I don’t overdeliver, then they might think I’m slacking.” While eliminating biases like the maternal wall are impossible to do alone, Mei was able to find new ways to get around it. She was intentional about what she worked on and how she worked, in a way that centered both her work and her impact (more on this in Chapters 6 and 7).


In an attempt to curb the epidemic of working mothers leaving the workplace, Sheryl Sandberg famously wrote her book (and motto) Lean In. Sandberg insisted women could make it in corporations through relentless work and unflinching personal responsibility. But Sandberg overlooked structural bias in suggesting these two factors were enough for a woman to succeed professionally. While personal agency is an important factor in career advancement, it makes women feel like failures if they can’t make it work. Additionally, it supposes a binary option of being either a working mother or a stay-at-home mother, when in fact some women may step off the corporate ladder for a time, maybe have a side business or do part-time work, and choose to return to a company later. Years later, Michelle Obama correctly observed, “It’s not always enough to lean in, because that shit doesn’t work all the time.”


Women without kids are in a different bind. Talia is the only woman of her seniority without children. “All the shit rolls downhill to me,” she explained. “If someone can’t meet a deadline because of school drop-off, I’m expected to pick up the slack. I’ve worked Christmas Day, Easter Sunday, and all the hours where my colleagues are off for bath time. From my vantage point, working parents are granted more concessions than single, childless people.” Talia’s perspective is illustrative of the plight of the working woman without children. Talia sought out coaching to find a new way of working that didn’t result in burnout and people pleasing. “The fact that I can work all the time doesn’t mean that I should. And I’m saying that just as much to myself as I am to the world.”


In an attempt to keep up in a sick culture, women get physically sick. In the intake survey responses I’ve received from over two thousand working women seeking coaching, 78 percent of them stated that they’ve had physical ailments arising from a litany of workplace stressors. In my own career, I was plagued with chronic sinus infections that would arise like clockwork whenever I pushed past my capacity, sprinting toward a deadline for longer than a few months. In his book The Myth of Normal: Trauma, Illness, and Healing in a Toxic Culture, Dr. Gabor Maté argues that women’s chronic illness can arise from social causes. Maté explains how rising rates of chronic illness, addiction, and mental health issues are a result of inequality and poverty, disproportionately affecting women and underrepresented and under-resourced communities. “Women often serve as the emotional glue—the connective tissue, if you like—that keeps nuclear and extended families and communities together. In our ailing culture, it is no coincidence they suffer far more than men do from diseases of actual connective tissue, among which lupus, rheumatoid arthritis, scleroderma, fibromyalgia, and their multiple relatives are variants. These conditions, as most chronic maladies do, reflect social dynamics, not simply individual physiology gone rogue.”14
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