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            Introduction

         

         If I’ve learned one thing in my career, it’s the importance of being able to effectively communicate your value. To be able to articulate what you are contributing, which niche you’re filling, how the group benefits from your role, and what all of that is worth. This idea of understanding what you bring to the table and being able to communicate it so that you get what you need and deserve—both in your work life and your personal life—is critical for women of all ages.

         It’s become a passion of mine: I want to help women everywhere learn how to advocate for themselves in real time, and to own their voice and messaging while they do it.

         I learned my lessons the hard way. I wrote about my own struggle to be paid fairly at work in my book Know Your Value: Women, Money, and Getting What You’re Worth. I wrote it because I wanted to explore effective strategies: How can women get the money they deserve and the promotions they want? How can they best accelerate their career opportunities and leverage their talents without provoking a backlash or being counterproductive? I learned that, bottom line, women don’t negotiate enough, and when they do, they don’t necessarily do it productively. Women can’t advocate for themselves in precisely the same way men do—it doesn’t work. As we navigate gender bias, we confront different dynamics in getting ahead.

         In my book I shared my vulnerabilities and shortcomings when it came time to go to the negotiating table. I shared what not to do. But I also explained which strategies ultimately worked for me. In the end, I closed my gender wage gap by refusing to play the victim or apologize. I was ready to walk. Most important, I learned to communicate my professional value.

         My story clearly struck a chord. Hundreds of women started coming up to me—in airports, at industry events, and on the street—to tell me how my story helped them get raises, and ultimately gave them the tools to empower their own voices. I am so proud of all the women who have taken this message and applied it to their own lives. Now they’re not only claiming higher paychecks, but also recognition and the rewards that come with it.

         I may have jump-started an important discussion, but the work didn’t end there. Over the past few years, what started as a book has evolved into the Know Your Value movement—a conference series and multiplatform digital hub that continues to give women the tools to develop and inspire their individual growth.

         But as I look back at my own career path and the ideas we talk about in my conference series, it dawns on me that the demands and pressures on women in their 20s are different now. Young women in the workplace, whether starting out or making important next steps to further their careers, have a whole new set of challenges and circumstances that make realizing their professional ambitions both exciting and difficult. They are navigating a different terrain than the one traveled by women of my generation.

         While many of the lessons in Know Your Value are still relevant—communicating what you bring to the table effectively to get paid what you are worth; advocating for yourself in the moment—there are a few lessons that need to be added for women in the early stages of their careers.

         In some ways, younger women have more going for them than I did in my 20s. The workplace is ripe with opportunity for women to succeed and get ahead. They are entering male-dominated fields in greater numbers than ever before, although some fields show greater progress than others.

         Yet young women still face a familiar set of challenges: in addition to gender bias that’s an everyday occurrence in the corporate world, they are often dismissed because of their youth. Millennial women in particular get a bad rap, accused of being part of a generation that is distracted, entitled, and lazy. They’re encouraged to present themselves as self-assured and ambitious, but not overly aggressive, which would make them less likeable (and God forbid a woman is labeled as “difficult”!). These are contradictory messages for women who are entering the workplace and don’t understand the office environment. And then there are our own tendencies, as women, to overthink situations and take things personally.

         An incident involving my former assistant brought the stereotype into sharp focus for me.

         Sitting in my office during a half-hour break from cohosting Morning Joe, I scarfed down some oatmeal and fruit before getting ready for a short interview. Even eating is a scheduled part of my morning; that particular day was otherwise swamped with meetings, conference calls, and evening events.

         André Leon Talley, the well-known fashion editor, had graciously agreed to stop by my office early that morning for a recorded interview to be used in my 2015 book, Grow Your Value. A friend and frequent contributor to my Know Your Value conferences and books, André always offers honest advice on how to get ahead in the workplace.

         Emily, my then assistant, was assigned to coordinate the interview with André, and to assist me at my scheduled events for the rest of the day. The plan was for me to do the interview with André, go back and finish the show, and then leave with Emily for Philadelphia, where I was to deliver an 11:30 a.m. speech in front of 500 women on the topic of equal pay. The timing was tight, as usual: we all had to keep moving and make it work. For the people who assist me, there is little room for error.

         I lean heavily on efficient assistants like Emily to help keep the details of my life and work on track. In our early days together, she worked primarily out of my home office, a much more relaxed and casual setup than the Morning Joe offices in Manhattan. I’m usually in sweats at home, so I suggested to Emily that she should feel free to dress casually. I had also forewarned her that the culture at the Rockefeller Center office would be different; on the days we were in the city, she’d have to look professional. But it was on Emily to figure out that balance between professionalism and comfort—I didn’t think to give her clear guidelines.

         The André Leon Talley interview took place during one of her first workdays at 30 Rock. He arrived in my office that day draped in a gorgeous maroon cape, with Emily in tow. As we sat down, I saw André’s brow furrow; he looked uncomfortable. He was watching Emily as she zipped from one side of the room to the other, setting up the interview. I could tell something about my assistant didn’t sit well with him.

         Emily had come in on a pair of four-inch heels I’d given her a long time ago—heels I’d decided were ridiculously high on me but might be fun for a younger person to wear on a night out, or even on a date. That day she wore them in the office, along with a flashy dress. Her hair, usually up in a ponytail, was blown out to full volume.

         The interview room was very small. I realized that Emily, with her perfume, her hair, her high heels, and her movements, seemed to take up the whole room. She kept interrupting us inadvertently by moving animatedly around the room, wearing a smile from ear to ear, her heels clicking from one side to the other. Once or twice, she reached in between André and me; she didn’t have much sense of personal space.

         I finally told her André and I could do the interview alone: she had set herself up right beside us, as if the meeting were for the three of us. I’m sure she thought by staying in the room she was being helpful, but when you’re working as an assistant and a high-level person comes in, less is more. It would have been more appropriate for her to have asked me beforehand, “Do you want me in here for this interview?”

         I knew her intentions were good. This was a young woman whom I was training, grooming, and mentoring professionally. And yet I found myself wondering, “What’s wrong with me, that I’m so impeded by her presence?”

         Once Emily left the room, we started to roll tape. André and I approached the subject of working, training, and identifying talent. Although sometimes too candid, André always offers insightful advice. To prove a point, he used Emily, whom he’d just met, to illustrate his point about young people entering the workforce. “She does not know her place. She’s all over the place. She thinks it’s all about her.”

         I would never use those words to describe Emily. She had already worked for me for several years and had proven herself to be trustworthy, hardworking, and very dedicated to the details of her work. And she was equally dedicated to the details of working with me and my family. She never balked at any of the sometimes-crazy tasks I assigned her and had always seemed grateful for the opportunities her job presented her. She had shown nothing but loyalty, kindness, and eagerness.

         André’s comments really threw me off. I told him: “Actually, she was a teacher in Philadelphia and is now my assistant. I really love her. She’s a wonderful girl.” I was completely taken aback.

         “It doesn’t come off that way to me at all. It’s her demeanor—it’s all wrong.” To him, André explained, her behavior read entitled.

         I didn’t think about it too much, but as the day went on I started noticing things about Emily that I hadn’t seen before. We had a rough trip to Philadelphia that day after the interview: it was a disaster. We were very rushed to get to the speech. She didn’t have a notepad for me in the car, so we had to stop and buy one, and were delayed twenty minutes. As I ran to the stage, Emily could barely keep up in those heels.

         I let the details of that day go and just put the whole thing to the back of my mind. I really adored Emily. She had been such an asset to keeping my home and work–life balance in check—and all the chaos that came with it—that I wanted to continue working on her professionally. I wanted to see her succeed. I was still processing.

         The next day, I came home from the show to find a despondent version of my normally bubbly assistant waiting for me in my home office. She was apprehensive, and worried, and looked like someone who’d just been told she was fired.

         “Do you think I’m entitled?” she asked me hesitantly, her eyes glistening.

         It turned out that the tape of my interview with André had turned up on her desk to be transcribed. How could I think that wouldn’t happen?

         Hearing those negative comments about herself firsthand was clearly a gut-punch that had rocked Emily to her core. But ultimately, as we dissected the feedback, the experience proved to be an important turning point in her budding career.

         Talking with Emily that day was also clarifying for me. I had new perspective on what it means to be a young woman today who wants to succeed, reach her career goals, and advocate for herself, but whose messaging is off—and she doesn’t even know it. While Emily might have thought she was projecting confidence and self-assurance, her audience wasn’t receiving the same message. What was causing the disconnect?

         People use the word “entitled” to describe someone who seems to feel they inherently deserve something. But isn’t that also the basis of ambition—that innate desire for, and expectation of, success? And isn’t being ambitious and self-assured a good thing? It absolutely is.

         Clearly there’s a disconnect and a double standard in how we expect young women to show their ambition. The challenge is to understand the playing field you’re working on, and to minimize the internal voices that get in the way of your ability to develop professionally.

         How can you be fully comfortable and exert confidence and self-assurance if someone can mistake that as looking entitled? How can you be self-aware enough to disprove the stereotypes, but have enough confidence to advocate for yourself when it’s time to grow in your career? It comes down to how you show your ambition. In the workplace, there is absolutely room for ambitious women to find a place and move on, once you figure out the office etiquette and the protocols already in place.

         I’m a daughter of a former national security advisor and an artist. I went to the best colleges. And I’ve always tried to be self-deprecating because I worried I would appear entitled. I grew up with children of presidents; I understand what entitled looks like. And Emily was not that, not at all.

         Even at the age of 24, Emily was incredibly hardworking, and had done everything and anything that was ever asked of her. She was not raised to think of herself as deserving special privileges. She went to Penn State and worked as a teacher in a tough school district in South Philadelphia before working for me. She comes from a fantastic family of teachers and has amazing parents who are kind and so loving. They’re absolutely wonderful. Their unconditional support led her to believe that the world at large would welcome her just as warmly; but in the workplace, that’s just not how it goes. Unconditional love stops at the front door.

         While it was a tough experience, Emily learned a lot from that day and has made great strides on her long-term career journey. She has contributed to books on women’s issues, written articles for the Know Your Value website, and transferred into a new role as manager of sales enablement on the business side of Know Your Value. In her role she executes the brand’s social and digital strategy and helps to oversee high-profile national events. She’s someone I trust and rely on completely both as a professional and a friend.

         But she needed that really rough day to get a jump-start. Emily today is a very different person from the young woman you just read about. She has developed self-assurance and poise, she knows her value, and she’s learned to translate that into a good salary and a solid reputation. Plus, she’s fun, self-aware, and confident enough to let us tell this story as the opening of this book. That, I say, is a winner.

         This story isn’t just about wearing the right outfit or the right shoes. It’s about owning your presence and your voice, learning to read your audience, and figuring out how to use that to your advantage. What other special hurdles do twenty-something women face in learning their value, asking for it, and getting it—and most important, how do they overcome those hurdles?

         My goal with this book is to share real lessons about the struggle that young women face today as they try to show their ambition and develop their careers.

         I see so many young women who are smart, eager, energetic, and determined to get ahead. They feel a sense of urgency to get to the top and become successful from the get-go. Young women worry about losing time if they don’t pick the “perfect job” right away, fearful that with so many choices, making the wrong one might lead them down the wrong career path entirely. By the time they reach their mid-20s, many are paralyzed by choice overload, and the pressure to succeed.

         I want young women to examine and develop their self-worth from the start of their careers, understand their power as women, and learn to use the many tools at their disposal to build a strong professional persona. We’ll go over the many ways you can own your ambition, not shy away from it.

         I’ll try and answer questions such as: How can I manage the obstacles in front of me when getting started in my career? How can I become an asset to my workplace? How can I stand out in the beginning of my career if I’m not the one calling the shots? How can I grow effectively and advocate for myself when the time is right? And how will I know when to stick it out through a tough work environment, as opposed to when to know when it’s time to jump ship and perhaps strike out on my own?”

         For this book I decided to team up with a talented young woman on our Morning Joe team, my coauthor, Daniela Pierre-Bravo, to collaborate and explore the crossroads faced by women in their 20s.

         You’ll hear her story, along with the stories of other highly successful women and men, from Hollywood to politics to business. They’ll share their stories of failures and successes, how they found their voices and navigated the workplace to their advantage, and what they advise for the next generation. You’ll also hear additional voices from young women who have paved their paths in their own way, from successful young executives who have climbed the corporate ladder to a recent grad who developed her own company in college to millennial women who started in traditional corporate jobs and decided after a while to be their own boss.

         We’ll dig deep into the things that get in the way of embracing and owning your voice—from our society’s dependency on technology to feeling lost and anxious about that next step.

         We’ll share our research collaboration with Harvard University’s Institute of Politics (IOP), and the insights from focus groups and polls that were created exclusively for this book. We’ll get to the “why” behind the questions and then offer solutions.

         The future of the workplace is for young women to define. I want young women entering the workforce to understand and be able to communicate their value right out of the gate. To build their own narrative and communicate confidently who they are and what they bring to the table.

         There are so many ways to bring out your effective, strong, confident, determined, ambitious self. With the help of my millennial coauthor, who knows what your generation is up against firsthand, and many others who have contributed their expertise and advice to this book, I’ll show you the tools you need to act on the strength of your convictions and move ahead in the workplace and beyond.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Daniela’s Story

         

         Applause erupted from the audience as we wrapped Morning Joe’s three-hour live show in Charleston, South Carolina, the first of three days of broadcasting from an important primary state that would help define the presidential election of 2016.

         Less than an hour from the end of the program, I was already racing out the door to catch a jet to Chattanooga, Tennessee, to give an afternoon speech at a women’s conference. I had started my day at 3:30 a.m., and by 10 a.m. the adrenaline from being on the show was beginning to fade. I was exhausted. Staffing me that day was a young producer from Morning Joe, Daniela Pierre-Bravo.

         Originally, I had planned to have another staffer join me on the trip, but she fell ill at the last minute. As a replacement, the first person I thought of was Daniela. I knew I could count on her for everything from getting my coffee right to bigger tasks like booking a major newsmaker on Morning Joe.

         As one of the show’s producers, she was the first person on set that morning, a 4 a.m. call time. Staffing me that day meant she would travel with me to Tennessee and back that night to South Carolina to do the show from there all over again the next morning. She was just as exhausted as I was, but you wouldn’t know it from the way she handled herself. She was always on and ready to work.

         At that point, I had known her for two years, first as an NBC page.

         The day we met, she got a quick introduction to the daily chaos behind the scenes on Morning Joe. I was in the middle of a typically hectic morning, racing to get ready to go on air. Interns scuttled around in a frenzy, looking for a scarf to match my outfit that day—minutes before showtime.

         As my makeup artist dusted my face with powder, I welcomed this eager-looking newcomer before she could get in a word of greeting. After she indicated how glad she was to be part of our team, amid the hustle and bustle I asked if she would be the one getting my coffee in the morning.

         “Yes!” she exclaimed proudly.

         “Good!” I said, only half-kidding. “You better not f*** it up!”

         Laughter filled the room, but she could tell I meant it.

         Daniela remembers the moment well: “Though I knew Mika was joking, her comment also shook me: clearly I had an opportunity to gain her trust, and to stand out, even just by getting her coffee right.”

         Because I work around the clock, often late into the night, and get wake-up calls at 3 a.m. every weekday to cohost a three-or sometimes four-hour live show without breaks, trust me, that coffee will either MAKE OR BREAK ME. I NEED it to get me through the early mornings.

         Daniela quickly intuited that it was the lifeline to my day: “The details of that critical order—venti black-eye misto, extra hot, extra foam—rang in my head every morning,” she recalls. “The show-day routine was always the same. I would stand outside Starbucks at 4:45 a.m. pleading with the barista to open a few minutes early so Mika could get her order the moment she sat in the makeup chair. I had little face time with Mika back then, so making sure her coffee was done right was crucial!”

         And it was! She treated the errand like her life depended on it. And that attitude spilled over to the other parts of her job. I felt assured that whenever she was around, things were going to go smoothly. I found myself making certain to bring her along to whatever event or work commitment I had. She gained my trust initially by making my work life easier.

         The next thing she knew, Daniela was accompanying me from fashion shows to offsite shoots. Long days started with her helping me get show-ready when it was still dark out, and often ended after events that went late into the evening. It was a grueling schedule, but she was meeting and interacting with high-profile people from the editor in chief of Cosmopolitan to media moguls and CEOs of Fortune 500 companies.

         As Daniela puts it: “Mika opened up a world of access. Getting the small details of my job right helped me turn what was meant to be a three-month assignment at Morning Joe as an NBC page into a full-time job in less than a month and a half.”

         As the show’s production coordinator, she ran point in the studio, zipping between the greenrooms to the set at a mile a minute, prepping guests, and putting out fires. After a quick stop as an associate producer, she was quickly promoted to be one of the show’s booking producers. Reliable, trustworthy, quick, and scrappy, Daniela always got the job done and done right. It didn’t matter if the task at hand was big or small. There was a certain type of intensity about her that impressed me.

         Her quick thinking on a moment’s notice was on display three months into the job on a traveling show to Chicago, when I realized I’d left an entire bag back in New York City. We were going to an event where I needed to be “camera ready,” and there I was, barefaced, in desperate need of help. I panicked and called Daniela. Fifteen minutes later she was knocking on my door with a bag full of new makeup products with everything I needed and colors that matched perfectly. She was always so prepared, even though this was her first time helping to coordinate a traveling show in a city she had never been to before.

         As she remembers it: “As I hightailed it back to Mika from a nearby shopping center, all I could think was THANK GOD for my stint as a Mary Kay Consultant!”

         With so many entry-level young people coming and going from our show, Daniela found a way to make herself stand out for all the right reasons. She took everything about her job seriously and it ultimately worked to her favor: she quickly gained the trust and respect of those around her. She became an indispensable part of the team.

         By the time she went on the road with me during the 2016 primary season, I knew her as an exceptional producer. But what I learned about her personal story, during the trip to Chattanooga, made her even more impressive.

         Sitting across from each other that morning during our car ride to the private plane, she asked for my opinion on a project she had been thinking about, a platform and community for millennials who came from underrepresented backgrounds that would provide an inside look at coveted jobs by highlighting professionals who had reached the top of their industries.

         “I think it would be great to provide learning tools for young people starting their careers who don’t have the proximity or access to mentors and work experience—a mix of interviews and resources for millennials so they can feel they’re learning from the professionals they could one day see themselves becoming, despite their circumstances,” she explained.

         Daniela then offered context on the reasoning behind her potential project. Up until that point, I had seen her as my go-to person on the morning show team who could solve whatever came her way. She was so self-aware and engaged in her work that it was almost scary how she anticipated my needs before I knew what they were. A wardrobe problem at 4 a.m.? She would zip through the hallways of 30 Rock and in minutes it was fixed. From show guest logistics problems and dealing with hard-to-handle publicists to early mornings and late nights, traveling and managing a team of interns and assistants, she did it all with a smile on her face and always had a can-do attitude. I always wondered how she could have all that energy so early in the morning!

         But I didn’t know much about her background: what came next left me speechless.

         Originally from South America, Daniela moved to a small rural town in the middle of Ohio at the age of 11. She came from immigrant parents and had humble beginnings. She didn’t have many opportunities to learn from professionals around her: there were no real mentors to show her the ropes. She had to learn and assimilate to the language and local culture on her own.

         She constantly fought for experiences that seemed out of reach. Not only was she constrained by her socioeconomic background, but geographically, she felt stuck in the middle of a small town, making it hard for her to find exposure to valuable shadowing experience.

         Making things more difficult was her legal status…or the lack thereof.

         Until she became a DACA recipient, a beneficiary of President Obama’s Deferred Action Executive Order allowing undocumented, hardworking young men and women like her to obtain a work permit, she lacked the basic rights and opportunities that many take for granted. Because of the limbo she found herself in through no fault of her own, she couldn’t legally work, travel, drive, or ask for loans, and was ineligible for government scholarships to aid her college tuition.

         “When I realized the reality of my situation, I had two choices—accept the constant state of restriction I lived in, or be creative about the opportunities I created for myself that didn’t necessarily exist. I worked from the bottom up in everything I did.”

         Against all odds, Daniela managed to go to college, accepting the fact that she would have to be patient, by taking a semester off to work in jobs that paid cash. Even on move-in day at school, she was winging it: “I was the first one from my family to go to an American college. I didn’t really get the memo when it came to the nuances of it all and what to expect.

         “I arrived with a suitcase of clothes and a recycled brown box full of canned goods, organized by a family friend. Meanwhile, my roommates arrived with the type of things that made you feel like you’re going to stay awhile: a build-it-yourself shelf for books, a shoe rack, and extra things to make the room homey, like frames for photos, cute flowered pencil holders, an alarm clock, and a rug for those cold wood dorm floors. The majority of my space was claimed by a plastic box with a lock I invested in for my Mary Kay business (this would be one of my lifelines!), a $59.99 buy from Walmart.”

         Even before she got to school, she didn’t know if she could make it for the four years: “I knew it wasn’t possible financially; but I didn’t think about that, because if I had, I would have come to the realization that there was no possible way for me to go. I did what I always did in a moment of insecurity, distress, confusion—a fear of the ‘what ifs’: I went into problem-solving, autopilot mode. Instead of wasting time thinking about my legal situation or lack of finances, I started putting everything in place as if it were going to happen—setting myself up to succeed if by chance things did work out.”

         Without even telling her parents at first, she’d made her way the three hours from Lima, Ohio, to Miami University of Ohio in Oxford, where a program that recruited and hosted high-achieving minority talent on campus had extended an invitation. The three-day engagement promised an automatic $2,500 scholarship for the first year, should she apply and be accepted. It was a glimmer of hope. The money was nothing close to the $20,000 yearly tuition, but it was something.

         Although she started without the full funds to finish the school year, she’d saved enough cash from summer and after-school jobs to pay for the first semester. The rest would be a prayer, and efforts to find private scholarships wherever she could.

         She forged ahead in a constant state of anxiety, with a knot in her stomach: “Even if I didn’t know how it would all play out, I was doing everything in my power, and sometimes more than I thought I was capable of doing, just to make things work—to put myself in a position to have a shot.”

         Then she encountered a major roadblock while making deliveries for her skin care business as a Mary Kay Consultant and independent contractor. In just one summer, she had saved up a big chunk of what it would cost to start her second year of college as a sophomore at Miami University. Out on deliveries, she hit an unexpectedly steep curve and panicked, pushing on the gas instead of the brake and hitting the fender of the parked car in front of her. In no position to argue with the car’s owner, she paid for the damage in cash—the same amount she’d saved all summer to go back to college for her second year.

         As she remembers: “I felt numb and helpless. I’ve never felt so defeated and shaken in my life. I remember being picked up by my mother and parking in an empty Ray’s supermarket lot, weeping uncontrollably. My usually unemotional mother broke down with me. Holding each other, we shared an overwhelming sense of helplessness. It was my mom’s breakdown that made me suddenly question whether everything would work out. Seeing her break down shook me. She was the anchor and rock in difficult times, the voice that soothed a situation with a ‘we’ll get through this’ mentality.

         “I had tried my best, found solutions for myself, and now in one moment it all seemed to disappear. And because of my status, there was no safety net.”

         Daniela realized she wouldn’t be going back to school that fall for her second year—not yet.

         That failure would ultimately become a source of strength: “Something powerful happens when you come to the realization that you really are the only person who can change your course—that it really is up to you. That you can take charge of your future. That at the end of the day, your willpower comes from within you. I never let the realities in front of me, however restrictive they were, dictate my ability to change them. Your ability to make choices and options is greater than other people’s opinions or your own limited environment or baggage.”

         


Something powerful happens when you come to the realization that you really are the only person who can change your course—that it really is up to you. That you can take charge of your future. That at the end of the day, your willpower comes from within you.

            —DANIELA PIERRE-BRAVO





         She feels that this willpower, inner confidence, and a take-charge mentality are not uncommon in women of her generation, who have a strong desire to make a difference, to find a use for their ambitions and vision for themselves: “Nowadays, young women don’t fit into molds or stereotypes. Our courses curve and change, but our ambition and need to make our purpose count will always drive us to succeed if we listen to ourselves closely enough.

         “I stopped victimizing myself. I picked myself up and spent the months I would have spent as a sophomore at home working instead. I ramped up my work hours and cold calls to prospective clients for my business. It was a solid 8 a.m. to 10 p.m. workday, six or sometimes seven days a week. But after those five months, not only did I return to school; I was also a changed person with a strong sense of inner confidence. Not the type of confidence that makes you okay with your bad haircut, but the type that makes you resilient in the face of setbacks. This new sense of self brought me clarity. I realized I needed to stop fighting my situation and create another road around my obstacles.”

         Remarkably, she graduated a semester ahead of schedule. She did so without any loans, government aid, or college tuition debt. Instead, she worked through the summers, sacrificing time off and forgoing vacations. She worked her Mary Kay business throughout school and took part-time side jobs as a bar back in her college town to make ends meet for her tuition and board. She also thought outside the box to help pay for tuition and board. She scoured through private scholarships to apply for, entered creative writing contests for cash prizes, and applied to organizations that supplemented her room and board. Hungry to fight for her education, she made it work. And her road to NBC was just as remarkable; I was astounded by what I was hearing.

         The summer before she graduated, she still didn’t have any certainty that her legal status would be fixed. For all she knew, the hard work and sacrifice she had made up until that point could have been in vain. Still, she had a plan.

         Early on, Daniela had plans to move to a bigger city, knowing it would increase her chances to find valuable shadowing and networking opportunities. She quickly set her sights on New York. Months before her last summer in college, she sent out her résumé to internship programs in media companies and PR and marketing agencies. She understood the importance of having one or two big company names to help validate the rest of her résumé. She also knew that her chances for a first-round interview would be heightened if the hiring managers had the assurance that she was local, making her flexible for interview times. On her résumé she included the address of an NYC college dorm, where she technically expected to live if she ended up receiving a summer internship offer.

         Daniela not only got callbacks for interview inquiries, but also ended up on the list of her top two company choices: MTV and Sean “Diddy” Combs’s Blue Flame Agency, part of Combs Enterprises. The hiring manager at Combs asked if she could come the next day for an interview. Without thinking twice, Daniela accepted.

         “I was so overwhelmed with excitement that I forgot I was still in the middle of Oxford, Ohio, and that I couldn’t just jump on a plane and get there in two hours. A few minutes later, I was on the Greyhound bus website booking the next bus out,” she explains.

         She used the next eighteen hours on the bus to study every angle of the companies, and prep for any potential interview curveballs. She didn’t really have the opportunity for a second chance: all her eggs were in one basket. Arriving at New York’s Port Authority bus station an hour before her interview, Daniela cleaned herself up and changed in the bus station’s public restroom, making sure she was interview-ready.

         Surprised and impressed when she confessed her commute from Ohio, the staff at Blue Flame greeted her warmly. All the hours of research and preparation had finally paid off. When she received an email with an official internship offer a few days later, she was elated and eager to start, even if it meant doing the grunt work.

         She observes: “I made a lot of coffee runs, as well as organizing and running errands. I was a fish out of fresh water. I remember being asked to go out and get some decorative coffee-table books for one of Mr. Combs’s brand activation events. Back then I didn’t know what a coffee-table book was! There were lots of ‘figure it out’ moments during the internship. But it didn’t matter, because it was my way in the door. It was the experience I needed to stand out, to absorb—to learn how others communicated and how they reacted and acted day-to-day in an office environment.”

         Daniela’s hard work and commitment to her own success proved to be worth it. Not only did she get the internship offer for the summer from Diddy’s offices, she also managed to get the other internship at the top of her list, Viacom Media Networks, working for MTV and VH1. In preparation for this summer opportunity, Daniela had saved up for what she knew would be hefty lodging fees to live for a few months in New York City. She did anything she could to make money to support herself for those unpaid internships. She babysat and walked dogs. And when that wasn’t enough, she helped promote events at bars and clubs on nights and weekends.

         Once she found a smidgen of hope, she clung to it for dear life.

         “I remember some days, packing lunch in my purse, and using my internship lunch hours to walk dogs. It was a lot of hard work, but I didn’t feel any burden. I was getting my foot in the door and getting valuable exposure I wouldn’t have had otherwise. I was grateful just to be there.”

         Unbelievable!

         Sitting at her desk during one of her internships that summer, she remembers getting a text from a family member back in Ohio: “Turn on the TV now.”

         At that moment President Obama was delivering an official White House statement issuing an executive action of protection for undocumented people like Daniela, which meant they would get a work permit, and could apply for a driver’s license and a state ID.

         She recalls that she felt numb: “But this time, the numbness turned into euphoria, a type of overwhelming relief, joy, and intense gratitude. Everything from that moment on would be different. I finally had options—real options!—for myself. Everything I had done before then would have the chance to pay off. I finally had the chance to use my degree. Hiding the tears of joy at my desk, I patiently waited until the end of my day to break out in a dance.”

         Heading back to school that semester, she applied confidently for jobs. Her work permit would arrive right around her graduation—just in time. In the meantime, she applied to the coveted Page Program at NBCUniversal, though she’d heard how tough and competitive it was to get in: “You really don’t stand a chance if you don’t know anyone that works in the BIZ,” read a comment on an online message board.

         “The prestigious program is statistically harder to get in to than Harvard University,” another article read.

         Still, Daniela had a deep desire to work in media, “To be a storyteller, to work creatively and be part of how culture is shared, told, and shaped. But before that summer, I considered it out of reach. But then again, hadn’t it felt like everything was out of reach then? I convinced myself to apply.”

         A phone interview later, she was back on a Greyhound to New York City, this time headed to 30 Rockefeller Center for her final interview for the NBC Page Program. A few weeks later, the program sent her a job offer. With her work permit finally in hand, she accepted.

         The rest is history.

         After rotating throughout different departments at NBCUniversal including Marketing and Promotions for MSNBC, working in the talent department of Saturday Night Live, assisting in audience coordination for Late Night with Jimmy Fallon, and other special projects within the company, she ended up at Morning Joe.

         Daniela’s story is not only remarkable because of the sacrifices and guts she showed to achieve her goals, but that she did so while knocking down stereotypical traits inevitably associated with her generation: being entitled, lazy, or self-involved.

         And we’ve got to be honest about this: the stereotypes exist in part because there are young adults who come into the workplace and think they are above getting the coffee. They imagine that they’re ready to move up after a month or two on the job. And their workplace demeanor could use work.

         But the reality is that most of Daniela’s generation isn’t like that and doesn’t identify with these stereotypes. And they shouldn’t feel defined by them.

         
            Approximately 1 in 5 (21 percent) millennial women under 30 say that entitled is a word that describes them—while twice that number used words like underestimated (41 percent), driven (41 percent), passionate (47 percent), and socially conscious (48 percent) (Harvard Kennedy School IOP, Fall 2017 Survey).

         

         Ultimately, her story impressed me because her background conditioned her from early on to shatter stereotypes. Her unwillingness to accept limits on her goals was a source of confidence. As she puts it: “I never felt defined by being undocumented, not being able to afford the things my friends could, not coming from a well-connected family, or by being a young Latina trying to enter a tough industry without contacts. Stereotypes don’t sit well with me because they don’t make sense to me. Everyone has a choice on the path they can take, but you have to understand your power in defining your own story.”

         


Everyone has a choice on the path they can take, but you have to understand your power in defining your own story.

            —DANIELA PIERRE-BRAVO





         Daniela’s story is important because it’s one many young people might share as they struggle to get access to opportunities, struggle financially, or feel marginalized. Or perhaps they have the connections and networks but don’t know how to navigate them. Maybe they’re exacerbating stereotypes in subtle ways that need to be corrected; or maybe their roadblocks are psychological. We’ve all been there—you’re not alone.

         We’re going to help you focus on what you need to do to turn those stereotypes on their head and learn to navigate this crazy (and exciting!) journey in the new world of work.

         Working with Daniela, first as a coordinator on the show and now as a collaborator, has shown me the value young working professionals can bring if they come in with the right tools—including their attitude, a sense of professionalism, and a focus on achieving success. You want to come across as someone who can define and execute tasks, solve problems, or provide service efficiently. It will give you leverage to build your career the way Daniela has.

         Looking confident and competent comes from showing that you’re listening, being engaged and not distracted, following up promptly, and answering questions completely. It also means, when you’re starting out, knowing your role in relation to those around you and using it to support the greater group or the person you report to. Daniela understood all that from the start and leveraged her position to make the team around her more efficient and effective.

         Her backstory and her eagerness to succeed inspired me to write this book. She is a great example of the right road map to take as a young professional.

         I have given her a space to grow her brand within Know Your Value and share her story in the hopes that other young women will learn from the way she was able to navigate her environment so effectively. Daniela’s success is based partly on her profound understanding of how to be self-aware in terms of the abilities and skills she possesses, while at the same time understanding her environment and how to engage and present herself. She debunks the negative stereotypes associated with millennials and instead highlights their assets and strengths.

         When she joined our staff, Daniela did so with conviction. She had fought hard to get herself in, so when she was given the chance to produce, she meant business. Her demeanor was professional, serious, and purposeful. And that impressed me.

         That’s the drive and professional demeanor I encourage young women to have from the get-go in order to stand out. Be focused, and take any tasks in front of you seriously, no matter how menial they seem to you: they mean something to someone. And eventually you’ll get to where you want to be; but let your drive, conviction, and eagerness to be there show. Stereotypes should be kicked to the curb from the get go.

         


Be focused, and take any tasks in front of you seriously, no matter how menial they seem to you: they mean something to someone.





         As you try to navigate the road ahead, it’s important to build a strong foundation in the workplace like Daniela has, to ensure you can take up the bigger challenges down the road. It all goes back to the central message of what I advocate for women: Know and understand your value. Be able to communicate it. But first, you have to grow it—and then figure out what that value is! Because when you do—like Daniela—there is little that can stop you.

         As she puts it, her generation has to take the time “to silence our distractions and quiet the naysayers (which sometimes come from inside our own heads) to build up confidence in ourselves.

         “When we do that, the only voices we’ll hear are our own; that’s when we’ll know which of our values make us stand out. For me, the values that made me strong in the face of obstacles, that brought me confidence and success, were being resilient and scrappy—a true problem-solver. And once I was able to acknowledge and truly live through those values, I found that doors opened for me, even if I had to start by going through the side door.”
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