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Introduction



Confessions of a Recovering Hot Mess


Confession: I’m a recovering hot mess.


It really began in college, where I operated more like a hurricane than a human being—I tore through my academic career with a voracious appetite for achievement, unbridled ambition, and a complete disdain for rest. When I wasn’t in class or writing papers, I was at volleyball practice, working on the student newspaper, or volunteering for political campaigns. Hurricane Emilie, coming through. It wasn’t uncommon for me to actually say, “I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” about my frequent all-nighters, whether they were for work or fun.


This, I was sure, was what success felt like.


And my report card confirmed it. Like so many young women, I had become quite adept at figuring out what my professors were looking for, putting my nose to the grindstone, and delivering it.


Perfecting, performing, pleasing. These are the skills I refined in school, and these were the skills for which I was rewarded. From gold stars in kindergarten to my grade point average in college, I graduated feeling like I had it all figured out. Give me a syllabus for life, and I was certain I could succeed.


Unfortunately, that’s not how life after college works. Imagine my surprise when “real” life actually began.


Like so many millennials, I had the audacity to graduate right into the Great Recession. As anyone whose early career included navigating a recession-riddled job market knows, I was told I’d be lucky to find any work at all.


So you can imagine how fortunate I felt after a few months of boredom at a lackluster (but paid!) political internship in Washington, DC, when I was given the opportunity to take a leadership position as one of fifty state directors of Organizing for America, formed by then–newly elected President Barack Obama. OFA was the first-of-its-kind continuation of a presidential campaign that would serve as a grassroots arm of the administration and work to help pass a variety of policy reforms during the president’s tenure.


All that hustle had paid off, I thought.


I hit the ground running and built an organization from the ground up, eventually recruiting, training, and managing more than two hundred volunteers across the state of Rhode Island, who took charge of organizing their communities, hosting phone banks and voter registration drives, and lobbying elected officials to pass the president’s policy initiatives, including the health-care reform legislation that would later afford me the freedom to start my own business.


But fast forward a few years and the way I was working, well… it wasn’t working.


Being busy had long been a badge of honor I was proud to wear, but I’d finally arrived at the point of diminishing returns. I was reminded of that old economic principle when I finally realized that no matter how hard I worked or how many hours I put in, my to-do list was ever expanding. Chronic overwork left me depleted, exhausted, cynical, and on the brink of burning out.


I was in the office until 9 p.m. or later most nights and habitually worked right through my lunch breaks. I started my days by bolting upright in bed in a panic, my work phone and personal phone in hand before my feet hit the floor, and ended them at political events or networking happy hours (more often they were one and the same). I was in a frazzled frenzy of trying to prove myself worthy of the opportunity I’d been given.


Ironically, I was working myself to the bone even without the direct, in-person supervision of any fellow staff in the state. As a single-staff state director, I had a level of autonomy enviable for many of my fellow recent grads, which was great, except I didn’t use that power to set myself up for long-term success. Instead, I ran myself ragged, while joking that I was fortunate to be my own boss at such a young age but that “I was a bitch to work for.” Oof.


Contributing to my misery was the fact that I’d gone from being a college athlete to having no real fitness in my life at all—for nearly three years. I bristled at my annual checkup when my doctor asked what I was doing in terms of exercise and my answer was walking my dog sometimes.
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During the most intense months of campaign season, I thought to myself, “Hey, at least I am somewhat skinny,” not stopping to examine the fact that it was most likely because I couldn’t find time for lunch. Being thin, I came to learn, was not necessarily a sign of good health. I remember sitting around a healthcare policy-makers’ table in 2012 when I joked with two fellow female lobbyists beside me that, hey, at least we got some protein in our breakfast from the soy milk in our coffee. Hilarious.


During this time, my once-close friendships took a hit, too. I rarely put in the effort necessary to keep key friendships with my college besties and childhood friends alive. I genuinely didn’t think it was a big deal that I felt isolated and alone most days, and told myself that I was making sacrifices for a job I loved.


All this was complicated by the fact that I felt stuck in a completely toxic relationship. When I stepped up into the state director role with OFA, I’d just moved in with my boyfriend of a year, a fellow politico ten years my senior, who I’d met on the campaign trail in college. He was elected to local office, a passionate advocate for working people working on behalf of many social justice issues I believed in. He was smart and hardworking, and he also happened to be an alcoholic. The former impressed me instantly. The latter took me quite a bit longer to pick up on, and, once I did, I had no idea how to handle it (somehow addiction wasn’t a topic covered in all my years of formal education).


Everyone has their breaking point. Mine happened one day as I was driving through my alma mater’s campus in the fall of 2012. My organizing work often brought me back to the charming East Side of Providence, at Brown, where I’d just spent four years studying political science, getting my education. I was stopped at a red light while racing between events, bone tired and slumped over my steering wheel. It had been a particularly crazy day, and I found myself wondering how the hell I’d gotten here. Just a few years ago I was one of those students on the other side of my windshield. I was someone who used to feel in control of life—who was downright excited about life! But years later, as I sat there behind the wheel, I realized this was decidedly not the life I’d imagined for myself, and, though I was proud of the work I was doing, I felt misaligned and out of sync.


I watched as college students saddled with heavy backpacks crossed Thayer Street in the crosswalk before me. Sure, they looked pretty beleaguered too, but they were heading home for Thanksgiving break. As they rolled their bags across the street to the airport shuttle, I desperately wished I could trade places with them. I thought, “I’ll gladly tackle your finals if you figure out my life for me.”


In that moment it dawned on me: I was waiting for an end of the semester that would never arrive. I wanted permission to head home for a week and put my feet up on Mom and Dad’s couch. I was desperate for permission to rest. Those same skills that got me so far academically—perfecting, performing, and pleasing—had set me up for a spectacular burnout.


This was depressing, sure, but I also started to feel bad for feeling sad. I felt guilty for wanting more when so many others had less. I thought of all the privilege I had going for me, all the opportunities I’d been given. My problems paled in comparison to those of the people on whose behalf I was fighting each day. So what the hell was my problem?


I just needed to suck it up. Do my job. Push through. Keep my nose to the grindstone, and surely I’d be rewarded, right? That’s what I’d always done before, but, this time, it wasn’t working. I was working hard but didn’t know what I was working toward. I wasn’t sure what I wanted my life to look like, and I sure as hell didn’t know how to go about advocating for it.


As I sat there at the crosswalk, tears of frustration started rolling down my cheeks. I was tired of being tired. I was sick of feeling like I was in the passenger seat of my life, just watching the world pass me by. I was done waiting for permission to start living a life that made me happy. It was time to stop looking for “the right answers” and start figuring out what felt right for me.


As this fire rose up in me, I also realized that if I want to be in this fight for the long haul—if I want a career with real and lasting impact—the way I was working was unsustainable. I felt like I was just barely making it through each week, hardly keeping my head above water. I was going to have to stop sprinting through life and start training for my career like a marathon. And no one else could—or would—steer my life for me.


Sitting there in the driver’s seat, I straightened up. Dried my eyes. The light turned green. I drove off feeling an unfamiliar sense of presence behind the steering wheel. I no longer wanted to be that harried, self-deprecating Hurricane Emilie. A calm confidence started to wash over me, and the cityscape outside seemed to move by my window more slowly.


This was the beginning of a rocky two-year journey full of reading, reflection, therapy, research, and experimentation to figure out how to own my power and step up as the boss of my own life—without apology.


My story is hardly unique. Along the way, I learned that so many of us are suffering in silence, feeling like we’re stuck playing a supporting role in our own life story. So many of us feel like life is happening to us instead of the other way around. Many of us feel like we have no choice, no power, and no options when it comes to how we steer our lives forward. Or perhaps we find ourselves achieving hollow success, still unsatisfied when we get what we thought we should want only to find out it’s not all it was cracked up to be.


And when our personal lives get in the way of our professional ambitions, we feel guilty and worry whether the two should intersect at all (spoiler alert: they always do). Exhausted, we might find ourselves asking, When is it time to stop achieving just for the sake of achieving and start designing the life we would love to live for ourselves?


I witnessed so many of my friends struggle through those internal conflicts, but my fellow young women seemed hobbled by hesitation in a way my male peers just… weren’t. As much as we may hate to admit it, there’s a sort of appeal to being a hot mess. I caught myself being especially demure and self-deprecating around prospective romantic partners, downplaying my achievements and ambition and playing up my overwhelm. The flustered young lady is often depicted as cute, loveable, and attractive to a suitor waiting in the wings to play the role of Knight in Shining Armor. This is something that is deeply ingrained in our culture and took me years to unpack (and, yes, we’ll be talking about it much more in the chapters ahead).


But if you’re a flustered young guy? The attitude is, well, you should get your shit together, bro.


This double standard is constricting for all of us. Men should be able to feel lost and unsure without reproach. And women should be able to own our lives with unapologetic swagger without being seen as bossy or braggy.


But here’s the truth: It’s hard to get out of the habit of living the hot mess lifestyle. It’s not easy to assert control in your life, get out of the cycle of burnout, and aim for a more sustainable success instead. It takes active, assertive learning and unlearning.


Sure, we have to put our own oxygen masks on first so we’re better able to help others—but because we deserve some fucking oxygen, too!


These basic principles behind self-care shouldn’t be radical, but they are—now more than ever. Investing in your personal sustainability is an especially subversive act for women, who have long been lauded as the martyrs of the family. The Black lesbian poet Audre Lorde put it best: “Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political warfare.”


As I sit here writing this updated introduction at the end of 2020, these words seem more necessary than ever before. This year of massive uncertainty and upheaval has reminded us all of the limits of our own personal agency over our lives. A global pandemic, an overturned economy, a nationwide racial reckoning spurred on by police brutality, and a contentious election have reminded us that there are systemic injustices at play that are bigger than any one of us can handle on our own. All we can do, it seems, is decide mindfully and powerfully how we choose to react. How will you radically care for yourself? How will you radically advocate for yourself? These are the questions of our time—essential first steps to getting up, brushing our shoulders off, and trying each and every day to build a meaningful, sustainable life and career.


Truly, the pursuit of sustainable success is the fight to actually use the power previous generations of feminists secured for us. From Rosie the Riveter to those shoulder-pad-wearing glass-ceiling shatterers of the 1980s, our foremothers paved the way to provide our generation with unprecedented choices. But that doesn’t mean choosing how to design our lives is easy. We no longer have to follow the prescriptive path for success so narrowly defined by the man’s world we lived in up until very recently. Now it’s on us to mindfully design the lives and careers we would love—and do the work of advocating on our own behalf to make them a reality.
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CARING FOR MYSELF IS NOT SELF-INDULGENCE, IT IS SELF-PRESERVATION,


and that is an act of political warfare.


AUDRE LORDE





 


When I stopped my car at that crosswalk, my life was at a crossroads, too. I’d been waiting for permission to start reshaping my life and career, and for whatever reason seeing those students solidified my realization that it was time to make some big changes. I began asking for help (starting with my primary-care physician, who gave me tons of insight into what addiction really was and got me into the office of a very capable therapist). I began clarifying my vision for my life—and what aspects of that vision I wasn’t willing to compromise on.


Eventually I summoned the courage to leave that relationship, which had become increasingly abusive. I spent nearly six months couch-surfing with friends while I worked to get out of the lease I had with my ex. In the meantime, I found an incredible new job at a political strategy firm focused on digital media that would take me back to DC, the city I’d always wanted to call home.


I racked up about $6,000 in breakup debt (which is a very real thing we should talk about more), but it was all worth it. I moved into a one-bedroom basement apartment with not much more than my dog, a coffee table, and a mattress on the floor. Despite being in a fragile state, I felt happier than I had in years. The feeling of the blank slate before me was thrilling. I was ready to rebuild my life, on my own terms.


As I started down the road to rebuilding the career and life I wanted, I heard from so many others who were navigating life’s inevitable rocky transitions, too. It felt good to know I wasn’t alone and that, in fact, so many of us women struggle to claim our power to design the life we want for ourselves from the get-go. All the reading, research, talking, and experimentation I did over the course of those tumultuous years led me to start Bossed Up, an organization that helps other women break the cycle of burnout and craft a happy, healthy, and sustainable career path on their own terms.


Now, over seven years later, hundreds of thousands of women across the world have attended our trainings in person, taken part in our online accelerators for job-seekers, professionals, and leaders on the rise, listened to my biweekly podcast, or accessed our free resources to learn new ways to own their power and step up as the boss of their lives and careers. This book is an extension of that work, and I’m so thrilled to finally share it with you.


This book is for the recovering hot mess who, like me, finally reached a breaking point and is ready to step up as the boss of her life. This is for the wanderer who’s feeling stuck and is looking to clarify her purpose and gain new tools for making it a reality. This is for the burned-out overachiever who’s realized it’s time to stop performing for everyone else and start designing a life that will keep her sustained and satisfied for the long haul. It’s for the boss who’s always one step ahead, looking to gain new strategies for next-level, long-term success. And yes, this book is for anyone feeling knocked off course by the intensely tumultuous times we’re living through.


You are not alone. While I believe in the power of taking personal responsibility for your choices, you don’t get to a life you love any faster by going it alone. We need each other. Once the voices in your head replace self-doubt with calm confidence, there’s no need to expend energy seeing each other as competition. Bossed up women “lift as we climb,” as the original motto of America’s first Black women’s club has said since 1896. We believe in bringing those behind us up the ladder of success alongside us.


Getting bossed up is about owning your power, knowing your worth, and designing your career and life accordingly. In the pages ahead I’ll walk through how to ditch the martyrdom mindset that holds so many women back, and I’ll unpack the steps to cultivate a boss identity and see yourself as the leader you’ve been waiting for. I’ll dive deep into three core skills needed to pursue sustainable success: honing your assertive communication, cultivating resilience, and managing multiple long-term goals. Finally, I’ll get into building a community of courage to turn to when you’re navigating big life transitions.


You’ll hear more about my life and career along the way, too, but that’s certainly not the focus of this story, because the concept of getting bossed up is so much bigger than my company and me. For starters, the term “bossed up” is from hip-hop, an art form I’ve loved since I got my hands on my first Tribe Called Quest CD in high school. As a white girl growing up in suburban Connecticut, I was lucky enough to be raised by a dad who considered it part of his parental duties to give me a musical education that included everything from Beethoven and the Beatles to the Wu Tang Clan and Beastie Boys (thanks, Dad!).


So when I started to take my power into my own hands, it’s no surprise that hip-hop was there to encourage me each and every step of the way. After all, if anyone knows about rising up in the face of injustice and hardship, it’s Black America. I think that’s part of the reason why hip-hop culture has gone so mainstream—it’s telling the modern-day version of the American dream.


We all bring different privileges, challenges, and perspectives to the table, and I always strive to bring an intersectional approach to how I think about those differences. In each chapter ahead, you’ll see a few spotlight stories that chronicle the real-life experiences of women in the Bossed Up community. I’ve had the honor of working directly with each of them at our flagship weekend-long training, Bossed Up Bootcamp, and have kept in touch over the years to watch them bounce back from burnout, rise in their careers, and assertively craft fulfilling lives, too.


These women come from all walks of life, different parts of the country, various industries, and diverse backgrounds. It’s my hope that these real-life narratives help illustrate the principles covered in each chapter and inspire you to recognize that no matter where we come from, we all want the same thing: a happy, healthy, and sustainable life.


I hope you’ll add your story to the chorus of women who’ve learned to own their voice and take charge of their lives, too. Join our free online accountability community now at www.bossedup.com and weigh in as you read this book to share what you’re working toward and how you’re stepping up as the boss of your life to make it happen. I can’t wait to hear from you.


Alright, let’s get bossin’!















Chapter 1



Combatting the Martyrdom Mindset


Mama the Martyr


When I was growing up, my mom was the one who spent the entire dinner party in the kitchen. She was the one who stayed up until the wee hours of the morning before our camping vacations so that we’d be fully packed and could come home to a clean house. She was the one putting in extra shifts before the holidays to make sure our eight-night Hanukkah haul and Christmas morning didn’t disappoint.


My mom is also a caretaker by trade, a nurse working twelve-hour shifts at a hospital in Hartford, Connecticut, to this day. She helps bring new life into this world and cares for other mothers in their most vulnerable state. She and my dad had four children together over the span of twelve years, each of us more or less unplanned, as they readily admit with a laugh, especially considering my mom’s area of expertise. They did their best to share childcare duties, and, truthfully, my father was quite an involved parent. He ran his law practice from home, and, while Mom was working, he was always shuttling little ones off to nursery school or us older kids to after-school activities. He prides himself on being the “Grillmaster” of the household and makes a mean stir-fry, despite leaving the kitchen in utter disarray when he’s done. I know my mom appreciated the effort, if not always the execution.


My mom used her personal and vacation days to help start a medical mission in one of the most remote regions of Haiti. About four times a year she and a group of doctors, residents, and fellow nurses transport everything needed for a fully equipped operating room to Dame Marie, a small seaside village on the westernmost tip of the island. There they spend a week at a time providing critical OB-GYN care for residents who otherwise wouldn’t have access to it, and train local medical providers, too.


My mom was born in Barranquilla, Colombia, and was raised in South America before moving to the United States at the age of thirteen. Fluent in Spanish, she was the perfect person to take the lead on these medical mission trips—first organized in Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, and elsewhere in the Spanish-speaking world before setting up a permanent connection with community leaders in Haiti. My mom spearheaded acquiring all the necessary materials, managing volunteers, and dealing with the hospital administration. When she was recognized for her ten years of mission service, the Catholic hospital where she works named her a “Healthcare Hero,” and the headline in our local newspaper covering the award ceremony read, “Teaching, Caring for Others Is Aries’ Lifelong Mission.” I’m so incredibly proud and in awe of her.


But, like most caretakers in our money- and power-obsessed culture, rewards and recognition are few and far between. And although I know my mother gets satisfaction out of her work, I worry about the toll it’s taken on her along the way. When someone is so anchored in how she cares for others, she seems to leave little room for taking care of herself.


Of all the years I’ve witnessed her in action, I’ve never seen her put herself first—not once. Exhaustion remains the most common state you’ll find her in, to the point where she actually looks forward to her mission trips to Haiti to get away from the myriads of responsibilities that await her at home. For working-class moms like mine (who have never had the luxury of opting out of the workforce) and for any women who pursue an ambitious career path, this feeling of overwhelm is a familiar one.


Although some progress has certainly been made, full-time working mothers still shoulder twice the childcare and household duties of full-time working fathers.1 And this doesn’t just apply to mothers, either. Women from all walks of life report higher levels of role overload, that guilt-inducing state of wearing so many hats in relation to so many people. Far too often the “emotional labor” of managing the household or office, including all the communicating and coordinating that go into daily life, falls invisibly on women’s shoulders. These roles we play and the responsibilities that come with them are in constant competition for our limited time and resources. We want to be a good employee but also be there for our friends. We want to be a good city councilwoman but also a caring daughter. We want to be a good boss and also be present in our children’s lives. For all of us, “the second shift” of labor awaiting us at home is alive and well as much as it was when Arlie Hochschild coined the term in the 1980s.


When we try to be everything to everyone, we set ourselves up to feel inadequate. We widen the gap between who we are and who we feel we should be—and that dissonance is the birthplace of guilt and shame. I witnessed my mom struggle with this my entire life, and I found myself following in her footsteps as I began to define myself as a young adult.


I felt like I had to deliver 100 percent for my boss, my boyfriend, and my family. When my ex and I adopted a puppy, I became the primary caretaker pretty instantly. He always put his work first, and I felt like if I didn’t take care of our pup during the busy workweek, no one would. The idea of going to the gym when there was a steady stream of mission-critical work to be done felt self-indulgent, or worse—like that whole concept of self-care was for people with less demanding jobs. When we moved in together, I ended up doing the vast majority of grocery shopping, cooking, and cleaning in our little household. If I didn’t do it, I mused, it wouldn’t be done right. On the weekends, many of my campaign volunteers were hosting events and voter registration drives, and there was always some political event that needed staffing. I showed up because I didn’t want to let them down, and deep down I believed they needed me. All these teeny-tiny choices added up, and soon I felt like I had no choice at all.


I fell right into the role overload trap that’s set for all of us women, until I realized there’s a vastly different way forward, one that requires hacking into our broken system of gender roles and overwork to carve out the kind of life and career I would love. In my own personal sphere, that meant getting clear on what I wanted for myself and assertively adding what mattered most to me to my daily priorities. I had to learn to guard my time, energy, and boundaries, and tolerate the discomfort that comes with sometimes disappointing others in pursuit of making myself proud.



It’s Not You


At the risk of stating the obvious: this is not our fault.


We live in a burnout culture, where overwork and martyrdom are celebrated in countless ways that especially hold women back. We’re socialized our entire lives to believe that this kind of performance—an endless pursuit to care for others—is what makes a woman worthy. Women who are kind, caring, generous, and nurturing are aligned with traditional gender roles and are socially rewarded for it. The little girl who lends a helping hand in preschool is considered a “sweetheart,” and as that little girl grows up and enters the workforce, she’s expected to be a cooperative and helpful coworker, too.2 As for women who don’t fall in alignment with these traditional roles? They risk being seen as selfish, bossy, braggy, or—the catch-all term for a woman who doesn’t act according to societal norms—a bitch.


But although society sure seems to like women who take care of everyone around them, we don’t actually value caretaking much at all. The Census Bureau estimates that there are currently 44 million unpaid elder-care providers, most of whom are women, taking care of aging parents and loved ones in the United States today.3 None of them receive a stipend or tax break, and many of those caretakers have absolutely no workplace protections or family leave. Their work is almost completely invisible, unaccounted for, and uncompensated in our global economy.


The arrival of a new child isn’t handled much better in the United States, either. We’re the only industrialized nation in the world that doesn’t offer parental leave for all workers. In fact, barely more than 10 percent of Americans are lucky enough to have any paid family leave at all.4 We certainly made progress with the Family and Medical Leave Act, passed in 1993, by mandating some unpaid parental leave and job protection for qualified workers who had to tend to qualified family obligations, but even that extremely limited support applies to only 40 percent of the workforce. And who the hell can afford to take unpaid leave upon the arrival of a child? Not most of us.


Finally, when you look at the caring economy, it’s hard to say that our nation cares much about professional caretakers, either. The people who are changing our aging family members’ bedpans, watching our babies while we work, and educating our future generations during the most developmentally critical preschool years are among some of the lowest-paid workers in our entire economy. And, in an ironic twist, these workers often don’t have access to family leave for themselves, either.


So where does that leave us? Well, for me at twenty-four, I felt torn between two hopeless alternatives: focusing singularly on pursuing a high-octane, well-paid career that would make me feel like I would be selfishly dropping the ball on my home life or the thankless, exhausting alternative of only and always caring for everyone else around me. When we women try to live up to these impossible, paradoxical expectations, it’s no wonder we end up feeling taken for granted, undervalued, and resentful. In those early years in my career, by not choosing at all, I essentially chose both of those bad options. I was pursuing an ambitious career path while trying to be everything to everyone at the same time. So of course I wound up burned-out. I felt like I was stuck tap dancing on a tightrope—performing an impossible balancing act that everyone was bound to critique anyway.


I see so many of us—my mom and me included—internalize all these judgments and adopt what I call a martyrdom mindset, a psychological one-two punch that combines all the baggage of female gender roles with the Protestant work ethic that’s woven into the fabric of our nation. That work ethic—for better or worse—connects people’s worth with their work. The Puritans who landed on Plymouth Rock back in the day believed that a good person is a productive person. Leisure time was seen as evil—literally! Ever heard the saying, “Idle hands are the devil’s workshop?” Guess where that saying originated.


Today’s martyrdom mindset, in its simplest form, is the underlying belief that success requires suffering. It requires sacrificing yourself for others. Inversely, it’s the belief that success achieved without suffering is somehow cheap or shallow. Think about it—do you fundamentally believe that to be true?


This philosophy has a viral life online, where career inspiration includes many a mantra like “Hustle hard,” “Can’t stop, won’t stop,” and “Rise and grind.” Much of this culture is embraced by women and men alike, but it all manifests quite differently in a world that still holds women up to double standards that men just don’t have to deal with.


Hell yeah, be a #girlboss, but like, do you have to be so pushy about it? Rise and grind, for sure, but can you make the kids breakfast first? Hustle hard all day every day to launch your own start-up, but also don’t forget that your aging parents are relying on you to check in on them. In a world where women don’t have equal pay for equal work, much less equal leisure time to devote to taking care of themselves or furthering their goals, gender confounds the Protestant work ethic to leave women suffering far more for far less.


Now, the difference between working hard and suffering to get what you want might simply be a matter of intensity, but a good differentiator to keep in mind is that the martyrdom mindset makes us fundamentally uncomfortable with leisure time. It can manifest an almost compulsive need to fill our plates until they’re overflowing with obligations and duties—whether it’s the unpaid labor in our family lives or multiple side hustles. When you’re living with the martyrdom mindset, being busy is a badge of honor. Self-sacrifice is something you’re proud of; it’s what pushes your personal care to the bottom of your to-do list every single day. It’s what makes you justify being chronically exhausted. It’s what causes us to stop taking care of our own body and mind. Over the long term, we feel resentful. We want to be lauded for our sacrifices, and we expect others to sacrifice in the same way. If that doesn’t happen, we feel unappreciated.


The most troubling aspect of the martyrdom mindset is that it’s not even effective. A growing body of research shows that happier, healthier people are more productive, focused, and harder working.5 Taking care of your basic needs has been shown to improve decision making, increase creativity, and help with problem solving and efficiency. As it turns out, there’s truth to the old saying “You can’t pour from an empty cup.” Basic self-care isn’t just the moral approach, it’s the more strategic approach. It leaves you in a stronger position to do better work, help more people, and have a bigger impact.


Furthermore, what kind of model does the martyrdom mindset establish for your team at work or your family at home? Parenting experts tell us time and again that children don’t subscribe to the “do as I say, not as I do” practice that we all wish they would. They’re watching. They’re mirroring. They’re learning how to lead their lives based on how you’re leading yours.


That became abundantly clear when this doozy of a question was lobbed at me as I was starting to come to terms with my burnout:


“How long are you going to live your mother’s life, Emilie?”


I was in my therapist’s office—a tiny space on the East Side of Providence I’d been going to for about two months after finding myself at my absolute lowest. I was there at the urging of my concerned primary-care physician and was sure it’d prove to be a waste of my time and (very scarce) finances.


I was there to figure out how to get my addict boyfriend the help he needed, or so I thought. I didn’t need help. He needed the help. He needed to understand all the ways I’d been sacrificing for him over the years, all the ways I felt responsible for saving his life, even when he didn’t seem to want me to.


What a recipe for misery.


“How long are you going to live your mother’s life, Emilie?”


The question hit me hard. This horrible, piercing, insulting question. I love my mom and immediately felt the need to defend her. She had the right to live the way she wanted! She made her own choices as a grown woman! And, hell, I’m grateful for the many sacrifices she made for me. She put aside her happiness, her leisure, her comfort, and her rest for my siblings and me.


But behind all that defensiveness was an admission: I wish she hadn’t. I wish we didn’t worry about her health, her exhaustion, and her stress levels. I wish she enjoyed herself more, both for her sake and for all of ours. It was in that moment that I realized I didn’t want that to be the path I follow.


“Not anymore,” I replied.


That was step one, admitting that I wanted something different. The next step was acknowledging that this was not a rejection of my mom or even a judgment of her choices, I was simply freeing myself to iterate, adapt, and adjust. I was giving myself permission to get out of the martyr paradigm and chart a new course.


Once we acknowledge that we’re still carrying around the psychological baggage of the Protestant work ethic along with the remnants of prescriptive gender roles that were expected of our grandmothers and mothers, we can begin to lay those burdens down. They’re not ours to carry. They read like dated scripts handed down from generation to generation, and they’re long overdue for a rewrite. Each time my mother sacrificed her own well-being to be of service to others, despite her pure intentions, she was setting the example for me to do the same when my time came.


The truth is, we can edit that script as we see fit to better align with our own wants, needs, and expectations. Choosing to live differently is not a rejection, it’s an evolution.


And in today’s world, where it feels like we’re witnessing an anti-woman renaissance and a long-overdue reckoning all at once, daring to care for yourself is a radical act. While a self-proclaimed pussy-grabbing president inhabits the same moment as the powerful #MeToo movement, staying vigilant about advocating for your basic rights is essential. We’re living through a time of tectonic shifts in gender roles, where debates over safe spaces and civil rights are more omnipresent than ever.


It’s up to you to internalize these macro shifts on a more personal level. It’s time to forge a new path forward—your own path.



Our Choices [image: images] Our Culture


Mindfully deciding how to lead your own life and choose your own career path has broad implications. Our personal choices both shape our collective culture and are constrained by it.


For example, it’s no wonder so many of us struggle with the martyrdom mindset and find ourselves stuck in this cycle of overwhelm—we’re simply trying to make it work in a culture where burnout is the norm. Although worker productivity has risen over the past fifteen years, most Americans’ wages have remained more or less stagnant, leaving millions feeling financially vulnerable even as hiring rates rise.6 For those of us fortunate enough to be fully employed, the boundaries between work and the rest of our lives have been blurred beyond recognition. The relatively new possibility of being “always on”—work email on our personal phones, late-night texts from bosses, leaving the office and booting up the laptop as soon as we get home—has led many workplaces to expect it, which may be part of the reason Americans work more late nights and weekends than workers in any other nation.7


Stress levels have increased 18 percent for women over the past thirty years and even more for men, who continue to spend even more hours at the office per week than women. Americans report working longer days and retire later than workers anywhere else in the industrialized world. The US Travel Association was alarmed to learn that four in ten Americans leave vacation time on the table each year, citing a lack of time or money to get away, belying a deeper fear, I suspect, of being seen as less than fully committed to our work.8 We actually want to be seen as the office martyr in a culture that applauds such devotion.


But when we make choices like that—keeping our nose to the grindstone instead of taking the vacation time we’re entitled to, or spending our nights and weekends behind the glow of our laptop screens instead of spending quality time with friends and family, we collectively contribute to that new normal. When we make day-to-day choices with a martyrdom mindset that puts everyone and everything else before our own personal sustainability, we collectively construct our burnout culture. It becomes a self-perpetuating toxic cycle of churn and burn.


There’s a bit of a chicken-or-egg debate raging about how exactly we arrived at this toxic workplace culture. Did our overwork culture come first? Or did our personal choices shape our culture? Some feminists argue that women’s overwhelm is mostly due to our broken government’s deteriorating social safety net and a broad burnout culture at work.9 Others encourage women to just “lean in” more and combat our own internal barriers.10


I’m tired of being told it’s one or the other. It’s not a binary choice. We could all benefit from big changes on the systemic level through Congress and among the leadership ranks of organizations and businesses, and we can make small changes right now that start with us.


President Obama struck this balance perfectly when I saw him speak at the first-ever United State of Women Summit held in Washington in 2016, comments he later expanded upon in Glamour magazine:




There’s still a lot of work we need to do to improve the prospects of women and girls here and around the world. And while I’ll keep working on good policies—from equal pay for equal work to protecting reproductive rights—there are some changes that have nothing to do with passing new laws.


In fact, the most important change may be the toughest of all—and that’s changing ourselves.11





 




THE MOST IMPORTANT CHANGE MAY BE THE TOUGHEST OF ALL—


and that’s changing ourselves.


BARACK OBAMA





 


I believe in playing the cards we’ve been dealt, while changing the game. We can take the reins in our career and life right now to ensure we’re living up to our own deeply held values while we lobby for change on a systemic level, too. We can advocate for what we need to be successful in our own careers while pushing for the social safety nets that would level the playing field for all Americans to do so, too.


Bottom line: I’m impatient. It’s a trait that has served me well and has proven to be one of my biggest weaknesses. I quit my job (perhaps prematurely) to start Bossed Up because I wanted to get to work on these issues and didn’t want to wait around for someone else to start the kind of organization I was looking for. I’m impatient with Congress. As someone who started her career lobbying elected officials to get things done, I became all too familiar with the glacial pace of policy change, even when working under President Obama, who I believe will go down in history as one of our most productive presidents of all time.


So my focus is on how you, starting right this very moment, can take the reins in your own life, despite the unjust stage upon which this is all playing out. Acknowledging that our culture can constrain our options, I’m focused on how you can make mindful—maybe even radical—choices about how you live and work that start to change our burnout work culture from the inside out.


And if there’s ever been a time to focus on sustaining the change we want to see in our lifetimes, this is it. With the renewed activism and engagement we saw with the Women’s March in 2017, which became the largest global protest in history, we know women are rightfully outraged about a culture that doesn’t seem to validate our humanity. As we figure out how to harness our power and grow this movement collectively, we have to make sure we’re sustaining ourselves personally.
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I BELIEVE IN PLAYING THE CARDS WE’VE BEEN DEALT,


while changing the game.


EMILIE ARIES





 


In fact, I argue that all of us—each and every person looking to grow her power and advance her personal and professional life through reading this book—will be in a better position to advocate for the sweeping reform we all need, from a place of personal sustainability. Grow your power, and you’ll be better able to grow the power of others. Lift as you climb. It’s what bossed up women do. And, truly, it’s what this entire book is designed to help you do, starting right now.




SPOTLIGHT


“I didn’t think I could make more and contribute to the greater good.”


Emma is a proud graduate of a liberal arts college, where she studied sociology. “There were a lot of women, people of color, and LGBTQ folks in my program,” said Emma. “I felt like we were encouraged to enter more of a ‘soft’ major like sociology once it was clear that we cared about people and social justice.” She never considered any other course of study, even when her parents asked what kind of job prospects might come with a sociology degree.


Upon graduation, she and most of her peers happily entered the nonprofit sector. Emma served as a nonprofit program manager for a mentorship organization in DC helping students get into college. She loved her work and had a lot of ambition and drive but was already starting to feel the pinch of a not-so-hot salary coupled with living in a not-so-cheap city. After attending Bossed Up Bootcamp, Emma successfully negotiated two raises and promotions in the following two years, and before she knew it she was the only young professional—and the only woman, for that matter—serving in a senior leadership role.


She loved being able to serve others through her work and was excited to bring her analytical thinking skills to help the organization operate more efficiently, maximize its funding, and use data analytics to make more strategic decisions.


But, after two and a half years, Emma started to feel like she was plateauing and wasn’t being fully compensated for her contributions. It took her community, including a close mentor and a few friends, to take notice of her leadership and analytical skills and encourage her to consider a career in tech.


“Me? The nonprofiteer?!” Emma thought. “I hadn’t even considered working for a company before. If I care about making a positive change, I figured I needed to stay in the nonprofit sector. Who cares if my salary is $30,000 less than my friends working at companies?”


Based on what she knew about the for-profit sector, Emma figured that if you’re worried about the bottom line, you can’t possibly have values or make strategic decisions based on anything beyond that. But, in connecting with the women she met through Bossed Up Bootcamp who came from other industries, Emma’s eyes were opened to the world of social-impact start-ups, companies that furthered a social good within a for-profit model. She was intrigued.


After years of paying rent in DC, meeting and marrying the love of her life, and rising in the ranks at her nonprofit, Emma was craving financial stability. She was committed to social justice and fighting for underserved communities, but the reality was, she wanted to pay down her student loans and start saving for a home, too.


“For a long time I felt like asking for more was selfish,” Emma told me. “If I’m this middle-class white woman and I’m trying to make more money for myself, am I standing in the way of others?”


Despite Emma’s trepidation, her positive impact was being noticed even beyond her organization and its community partners. She was tapped to give a talk at a major tech conference in San Francisco that brings together more than a hundred thousand data experts and tech professionals. Her growth in using tech for her nonprofit without an IT background and her record advising on data-driven decisions made her the perfect person to give a talk on becoming “An Accidental Admin,” in which she shared how she was using technology for good.


Her talk led to contacts from a few interested consulting firms, and Emma quickly realized that her ability to communicate and think about the interconnectedness of people, culture, and society was, in fact, quite valuable in the tech labor market.


“Looking at strategy, focusing on communication, and building trust among teams were my strengths,” Emma observed, “but up until then I didn’t believe that I could pursue a job in tech and work for a company that aligned with my values.”


That all changed when Emma found herself in conversation with a technology consulting firm that focused specifically on supporting nonprofits. Maybe she could do well for herself and continue to do good in the world. Maybe she didn’t have to compromise on what she cared about in order to care more for herself, too.


“I had to get out of this mindset that there’s only one way to do meaningful work and that it somehow required sacrificing my well-being, my financial stability, and my own long-term goals,” said Emma. “By getting past that guilt, I realized that I could have an even greater impact fighting for the causes I care about by helping more nonprofits be smarter with their data and do more with technology.”


Emma made the leap into the role of project manager at a nonprofit technology consulting firm and found that not only is she making $10,000 more a year, but she also has more flexibility in her lifestyle and is feeling more confident and valued than ever before.


“I realized I could make this career shift without compromising my values and it would afford me the time to volunteer and contribute to the local initiatives I care deeply about without making it my 9-to-5,” Emma reported. “Just because society tells women we need to be on the grind, caring for others 24/7 to succeed doesn’t make it true. Because guess what? That’s not what men are doing. And me being on the go, working away all the time won’t change that.”






Okay, Back to Basics


Despite all the systemic challenges that constrain our choices, the first step to combat the martyrdom mindset, is to go back to basics. Our basic human needs transcend race, class, age, and industry. Psychologist Abraham Maslow’s famous hierarchy of needs chart is as relevant today as it was back in 1943 when he first published A Theory of Human Motivation.


Maslow argued that all healthy human beings have certain fundamental needs that must be fulfilled for them to operate at their highest order of being—to achieve their fullest potential. You can’t operate at your best before covering the basics first. The very foundation of a high-functioning human being starts with things like food, water, warmth, rest, security, and safety. It seems like these are things most of our colleagues have on lock, right?
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You might be surprised. You don’t have to be on the street for these fundamental needs to be tenuous in your life. A high-achieving media friend of mine passed out in an elevator in the NYC skyscraper where she was working, only to awake in the hospital with extreme dehydration. She’d been working around the clock for too many consecutive hours and hadn’t stopped for water. Arianna Huffington shared how she hit such a point of extreme exhaustion and sleep deprivation that she collapsed in her office, breaking her cheekbone on her desk as she fell to the floor.


We sometimes wrongly assume that our colleagues—especially those white-collar workers who seem like they have it all together—have basic needs like security and safety all taken care of. Only once I started sharing with other women what I had gone through while living with my ex did I realize that so many high-achieving women find themselves in abusive relationships, too. Whether you’re facing physical or psychological danger, it impacts your basic sense of safety. I didn’t realize how exhausting it was to live that way until I was resettled in a new apartment of my own after my six months of tumultuous couch-surfing.


And that doesn’t even begin to unpack the financial insecurity that keeps so many Americans up at night. In the latest federal report, four in ten Americans said they could not come up with the cash to cover an unanticipated $400 expense without selling something they own or borrowing it.12 A quarter of Americans said they were not “living comfortably” or “doing okay,” including more than a third of Black and Hispanic adults.


When we talk about women and money in particular, the conversation invariably drifts to the gender wage gap, because even today the average American woman earns only eighty cents on the dollar compared to the average man, even when you control for factors like education, hours worked, and occupational segregation. For Black, Latina, and Native American women, the numbers are even worse: sixty-three cents, fifty-four cents, and fifty-seven cents respectively.13 But few people realize that the wealth gap—which is a far better indicator of financial safety—is even bigger.


The wealth gap compares familial finances more broadly: accounting for all assets (homes, retirement funds, vehicles, and cash, among others) minus all debts (loans, mortgages, credit card debt, etc.). Those are the resources you have to fall back on in an emergency, to retire on, or to finance your or your children’s education. This gap paints a more accurate picture of who’s feeling deep financial anxiety, and the numbers are abysmal—especially for women of color. The average single woman owns just thirty-two cents for every dollar owned by the average white man, and Black and Latina women own less than one penny!


The reality is, many Americans—including those who identify as being “middle class”—continue to live deeply indebted, paycheck-to-paycheck, financially insecure lives. These chronic insecurities and anxieties can add up and chip away at your psychological foundation.


So the very first step to getting Bossed Up is ensuring that you’re not going to burn out. How can you assess your basic needs, starting right now? How are you measuring up when it comes to caring for yourself through basic nutrition, regular rest, and a sense of emotional, physical, and financial security? No one can build an empire on a crumbling foundation.


Here’s a simple and quick exercise to use for self-assessing your own basic needs:





Try It!


In the wheel below, you’ll see six lines representing some of the foundational basic needs in your life. A dot on the perimeter of the circle means you’re feeling 100 percent fulfilled and satisfied and that need is being fully met. A dot in the center means that need isn’t currently being met at all.
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Place a dot on each line based on how you’re feeling about that particular basic need right now, and then draw a line connecting them. Look out for valleys and peaks as feedback on where to refocus your attention and take even more care of yourself moving forward.





In the section ahead, we’ll walk through how to prevent burnout from becoming your norm, beyond prioritizing your basic needs. I’ll cover in detail the four main causes of burnout so you can prevent it from happening to you or begin to bounce back right away.




SPOTLIGHT


“At one point I was working five part-time jobs.”


Lauren had always been told that education is the key to success. She grew up in a small town in Wisconsin, and when her parents divorced when she was just ten, times were tough. Her stay-at-home mom became the primary caregiver while putting herself through nursing school in order to reenter the workforce. Child support payments barely covered what Lauren and her siblings needed to get by, but Lauren’s mom reminded her: if you work hard, study, and seize every opportunity, you’ll make your way in this world.
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