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Preface



January 21, 2021, was a bitterly cold night, even under the glare of the studio lights. Kamala Devi Harris, clad in a black dress, tuxedo overcoat, and leather gloves, stood on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. She took a deep breath, pressed her shoulders back, and put her chin up. With a smile, she delivered her first words to the world as the forty-ninth vice president of the United States.


“We are undaunted in our belief that we shall overcome—that we will rise up. This is American aspiration. In the middle of the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln saw a better future and built it with land grant colleges and the transcontinental railroad. In the middle of the civil rights movement, Dr. King fought for racial justice and economic justice. American aspiration is what drove the women of this nation throughout history to demand equal rights and the authors of the Bill of Rights to claim freedoms that had rarely been written down before. A great experiment takes great determination, the will to do the work, and then the wisdom to keep refining, keep tinkering, keep perfecting. The same determination is being realized in America today.”


That same determination, will, wisdom, and aspiration had been realized earlier that day, as Kamala Harris was sworn in as the country’s first woman vice president, and also the first Black and South Asian vice president.


In the months that Kamala Harris went from being the junior senator from California to vice president of the United States, I asked hundreds of women what she meant to them, and the answers were incredibly varied. Hope, representation, strength, and courage were some of the most common answers, as was shattering the glass ceiling. Others commented on how she’s evolved on issues, publicly and openly. For Black women, who have been the backbone of our democracy, they felt ownership—especially in the “we” when she called President-Elect Biden and said, “We did it, Joe.” For South Asians, it was feeling a deeper belonging to America as she recognized her chithis (her mother’s sisters) in her acceptance speech. For blended and multicultural families, it was a shattering of stereotypes that had been the norm in media and culture. And for children, it showed that anyone could be elected to one of the most formidable and prestigious positions in the world. Girls saw themselves as powerful, and boys saw that power belonged to women as much as men.


As for me? I felt a lot of feelings.


As a longtime fan of Kamala Harris, I felt elated as I watched the inauguration ceremony. I felt pride—as a woman, as a South Asian, and as an American. I felt hope, which I hadn’t felt much of in the past five years. I felt a sense of relief that our vice president’s purpose in life was, and is, to make our country better for everyone. Most of all, I felt seen. I felt seen by Kamala, a woman who leads with ambition and is devoted to her family in equal measure. I felt seen because of all these things I’ve listed, and many more.


I first heard of Kamala Harris when she was attorney general of California. I was working for SciDose, an early-stage pharmaceutical company. I had just stepped into a business development role that had me at the negotiating table quite a bit. The job also had me traveling constantly, which became the basis for my blog, “Hitha on the Go.” I kept CNN on in the background whenever I was unpacking, repacking, and getting ready in the many hotel rooms I lived in.


On a random February day in a random hotel in 2012, one story captured my attention as I caught up on emails. California had secured an $18 billion settlement for relief from the subprime mortgage crisis, which was negotiated by the state’s attorney general. I remember my hands freezing on my keyboard, my full attention on the television screen. The report mentioned Kamala Harris’s rejection of the lenders’ initial offer as one of her first acts as AG, and the months of negotiations that led to this announcement. Harris appeared on the screen, in her trademark pantsuit and pearls. “Well, I’ll tell you there’s a simple principle in law and, in particular, contract law, which is the deal ain’t done just based on a promise. It’s based on a promise, and acceptance, and then performance.”


My fingers quickly flew across my keyboard attempting to capture the quote, which I’ve revisited often in my work. Negotiating deals is a large part of my career, from licensing agreements with other pharmaceutical companies to brand campaigns to investments in startups. Getting a signature on the contract is not the end goal, but merely the beginning of a partnership. This quote reminds me to build consensus (acceptance) and over-deliver on my end (performance). After hearing this quote, I spent the next few hours researching Kamala Harris, reading every interview and watching every video I could about her. For the first time in a long time, I could see myself being like Kamala, in a position of power that I wanted to earn one day.


Being a woman—a young woman of color at that—continues to be the exception in the pharmaceutical industry. I had a number of mentors and sponsors who invested their time and support in me, but I felt uncomfortable asking them what I should wear for a certain meeting, how to approach the push/pull of a negotiation, and how to speak in a room filled with men so they listen. In Kamala Harris, I had a model that showed me how to communicate, negotiate, and show up in the rooms I still felt uncomfortable in. I jotted down quotes, took notes on her style, and created a digital notebook of “Kamala-isms” that I could refer to when I needed. She became a mentor from afar, and I actively kept up with her. Kamala Harris helped me step into and own my power in every professional role I’ve held: pharmaceutical executive, tech entrepreneur, content creator, and author.


Kamala’s childhood—and her mother’s story—also helped me feel a greater sense of belonging to these United States of America. Both Kamala’s mother, Shyamala Gopalan Harris, and my father’s elder brother, Ram Palepu, came to the United States before the Immigration and Nationality Act was passed in 1965, when only one hundred Indians were granted visas every year. Shyamala raised her daughters alone with a deep sense of civic duty, much how my aunt Shanti Palepu Veluri (my father’s elder sister) raised my cousin Bob (named after Robert Kennedy). Bob grew up to attend the Naval Academy and serve as a lieutenant in the US Navy. Shyamala’s career mirrored that of Nagesh Palepu, my father, who also held numerous research jobs and seized every new opportunity that came his way. In both private and public research settings, the bar for advancement was set impossibly high for people of color. Both of them remained laser focused on their North Stars: Shyamala’s to cure cancer, my father’s to develop the best medicines possible. Shyamala also reminds me of my mother, in making the mundane magical and encouraging me to dream big and work harder. My mother approached every move precipitated by my father’s job with a sense of adventure, and the way she quickly packed and unpacked our homes was nothing short of witchcraft. “Go win the world,” she told me often. “But at home, I’m the boss. So go do what I told you to do.”


My life has come full circle from the first time I spotted Kamala Harris on television. Today, I run Rhoshan Pharmaceuticals alongside my father. I invest in early-stage companies that are founded by and focused on women, and I serve on two nonprofit boards. I’ve moved away from my travel blog, but continue to create content online with my #5SmartReads newsletter and my Instagram account. I speak frequently on entrepreneurship, investing, and the motherhood–work juggle. I am a proud wife and mother, and raising our sons to be supportive, strong, feminist men is the most important job I will ever have.


Kamala Harris has helped me own every single one of these roles with grace, confidence, and certainty of my own power. I am deeply honored to write this book and share her story in the context of helping you to do the same.


This is not a book that will magically transform you into Kamala Harris, though I hope you learn new things about her and the people who helped raise, inspire, and support her. I hope this book will help you be braver, stronger, kinder, more confident, and ready to claim your power. I hope you highlight the sections that speak to you, and bookmark the pages you find helpful. I hope you return to this book when you’re feeling low, lost, hurt, or hopeless. I hope it brings you inspiration and guidance, and helps you get back on track of the amazing life you’re creating.


Shoulders back. Chin up. Deep breath.


We’re speaking.
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“You are powerful and your voice matters. You’re going to walk into many rooms in your life and career where you may be the only one who looks like you or who has had the experiences you’ve had. But you remember that when you are in those rooms, you are not alone. We are all in that room with you, applauding you on.”















CHAPTER 1



Your Name and Your Multitudes Are Your Power


KA-ma-la, Ka-MA-la, Ka-MA-la-MA-la-MA-la, I don’t know, whatever.”


Senator David Perdue had joined President Trump for a rally, and on a sunny October day, stood on a platform warming up the crowd and purposely dismissing and poking fun at the soon-to-be history-making, glass ceiling–breaking vice president’s first name. The name of a woman who happened to be one of his colleagues.


For Kamala Harris, the incident was a common one. She had lived a lifetime of her name being mispronounced and mocked, and this was neither the first nor the last time this would happen to her. The reaction this time, however, was different. #MyNameIs quickly began to trend on Twitter, with celebrities and individuals sharing the meanings of their name and their heritage. For those with non-anglicized names, it was an opportunity to reclaim the power of their names after countless experiences of mispronunciation, mocking, or careless nicknames.




#MyNameIs Meenakshi. I’m named after the Hindu goddess, as well as my great great grandmother. I come from a long line of strong women who taught me to be proud of my heritage and to demand respect—especially from racist white men like @sendavidperdue who are threatened by us. @meena—Meena Harris, founder of Phenomenal and niece of Vice President Harris


#MyNameIs Mayra. And yes, I’m constantly correcting people on how to say it. But I carry it proudly as a reminder of my Mexican culture. I used to hesitate to correct ppl, but my parents did not traverse miles and cross a border for me not to stand up for myself. @lachicamayra—Mayra Macías, executive director of Latino Victory


#MyNameIs Malcolm Kenyatta. My father named me to honor the legacy of two giants in the Black diaspora: Malcolm X and Jomo Kenyatta. @sendavidperdue might not care, but my name reminds me every day the systems of discrimination we must uproot. @malcolmkenyatta—Malcolm Kenyatta, Pennsylvania state senator


#MyNameIs Zara. My parents spent a lot of time and energy picking out a name that would be easily pronounceable for non-Indian people. But they shouldn’t have had to do that. It shouldn’t be on POC to shave off pieces of our culture to make life easier for white people. @ZarainDC—Zara Ahmed, US international policy officer for Guttmacher Institute





OWN THE POWER OF YOUR NAME


Kamala Devi Harris has always known the power of a name. Kamala means “lotus” in Sanskrit, and is another name for Lakshmi, the Hindu goddess of wealth and prosperity. Devi is the Sanskrit word for goddess, but is also attributed to the Hindu mother goddess. “A culture that worships goddesses produces strong women,” said Shyamala Gopalan Harris. Naming her daughters Kamala Devi and Maya Lakshmi (Maya is another name for the Hindu goddess Durga) was a way to preserve their Indian identity. Their names also foreshadowed the kind of women they would grow up to be.


Kamala speaks about names reverently, remarking that a name is the first gift children are given from their family. Names represent both the history and the future of the family, and are given with love. If you are ever lucky enough to meet Kamala Harris, she will ask for your full name and will make sure she pronounces it correctly. Learning someone’s name and pronouncing it correctly is a dignity owed to all of us, no matter how unfamiliar our name may be to someone else.


It takes some time and growth to step into your name’s power. For me, it took a solid fifteen years. My full name is Hitha Nagini Palepu (pronounced HIT-the NAAg-ee-nee PAAL-uh-poo). Growing up in the ’90s with darker skin and a last name that ended in -pu was a social death sentence. “Pale-poo-poo” and “Pale-poop” were familiar taunts from classmates, and one enterprising child used my full name to dub me “Hit the Pile of Poop.” I dismissed the comments and ignored the taunts in school, but would return home in tears and boldly declare I was changing my name.


Despite my attempts to change my first name to Jennifer or adopt Bharathy (my mother’s name) as my last name, my parents wiped my tears, delivered tight hugs filled with love, and reminded me of the power of my name. “Hitha means ‘good’ in Sanskrit. You are good—you have a good heart, and you will do many good things,” my mother would whisper in my ear, while smoothing down my hair and rubbing my back. “Nagini means ‘queen of the cobras.’ She is strong and powerful. It is the feminine version of my name [Nagesh], and I am proud to share the name with you,” my dad would repeat to me on our Saturday trips to his office.


As time passed, the taunts stopped but the mispronunciations remained. Rarely were they ill-intentioned, but every mispronunciation tore me up a little bit. At my graduation from the University of Washington, I was one of three students chosen to address the tens of thousands gathered at Husky Stadium, as co-chair of the senior class gift. My fellow speakers’ names were introduced clearly and correctly. I was introduced as “Hi-thu Poo-laa-poo.” I grinned, made my remarks and introduced the husky statue that would be installed by the student union building, and took my seat. But inside, I was seething.


Each of these slights, from minor ones in a new class to one made in a full football stadium, tore up my heart a little bit. But those tears healed into a stronger muscle that has helped me occupy spaces and roles that were not built for people like me, and to hold them with strength, grace, and the respect I want for myself.


My experiences are all too familiar for those with non-white names. But the impact goes far beyond our personal experiences. Constant mispronunciations or callous dismissal of someone’s name is a racial microaggression, with significant impact on mental health.


A 2012 study published in Race Ethnicity and Education examined the impact of racial microaggressions on K–12 students. The data showed that these microagressions negatively impacted the emotional well-being of students of color. “The racist practice of mispronouncing names has evolved from a long history of changing people of color’s names to strip them of their dignity and humanity,” Rita Kohli, the author of the study, told RadioActive.


The burden of name pronunciation typically falls on the people with unique names, which needs to change. “Learning to pronounce a colleague’s name correctly is not just a common courtesy but it’s an important effort in creating an inclusive workplace, one that emphasizes psychological safety and belonging,” says Ruchika Tulshyan. Asking “How do I pronounce your name?” is not a sign of weakness or ignorance. Rather, it’s a sign of esteem and tells that person, “I see you. I honor you. I respect you.” It is worth the extra time to ask for a proper pronunciation and to say a name correctly—even if it takes a few tries—before continuing the conversation. Instead of backtracking a mispronunciation with “I’ve never heard that name before,” just ask them how to pronounce it before you attempt to say it.


Repeating the person’s name throughout the conversation will help you master the pronunciation as well as remember it, which is something we all too often forget. If you’re reintroduced to someone, say, “Remind me of your name again.” If you’re newly aware that you’ve been mispronouncing someone’s name for some time, do something about it. Apologize, ask for clarification, and commit to mastering it.


It can feel uncomfortable or embarrassing to ask someone about their name pronunciation if you’re not used to doing this. Normalizing this exchange will lead to increased respect and honoring the legacy of each of our families. And we could all use a little more respect in our lives.


I am so proud to be Hitha Nagini Palepu. I’ve found shortcuts to help others pronounce it properly (“Hitha, like ‘hit the ball’”) and uncomplainingly spell it when I’m ordering coffee or placing an order over the phone. I will gently and patiently correct someone if they pronounce my name incorrectly until they’ve mastered it. I’ve added a phonetic pronunciation (along with my pronouns) in my email signature.


My name is my power, my history, my wildest dreams, my identity. Your name is all those things as well. It represents your family’s history and future, and their hopes and dreams for you. Your name carries great power. Speak your name with pride. Share the meaning and history of your name with others. There will be times when your name will be mispronounced, or callously mocked. Respond with grace, dignity, and a firm look, just as Kamala would. And if you’re interrupted, cut it off with a knowing smile and a curt “I’m speaking.”


Your name might be the first thing someone learns about you, but it does not define you. You define your name with your experiences, goals, dreams, and values. You may carry the name of your ancestors, but you define your future. You are the product of all these multitudes.


Like all of us, Kamala Harris is a woman of multitudes.


She was the first woman, first Black person, and first South Asian person to be elected attorney general of California, and before that, all of these firsts to be elected district attorney of San Francisco. She is also a devoted wife, stepmother, sister, aunt, godmother, and friend. Kamala loves to cook and Sunday night dinners are a beloved tradition in her home. She is as strong as she is warm, tough as she is thoughtful, and kind as she is a cunning questioner. How did Kamala cultivate these qualities and become the woman she is today?


THE MATRIARCH OF THE HARRIS FAMILY


Before Kamala grew into these multitudes, she was the firstborn of Shyamala Gopalan Harris, a woman of multitudes herself. Shyamala was a leading cancer researcher, an ardent civil rights activist, and a devoted mother. Shyamala refused to allow anyone to define her by just one thing, and she passed that same wisdom on to her daughters. “Don’t let anyone tell you who you are—you tell them who you are” was a common lesson repeated to all the Harris women, and it’s one that they all live by.


Shyamala’s parents—Kamala and Maya’s grandparents—P. V. Gopalan and Rajam Gopalan, lived a traditional life by some regards. They were born to Tamil Brahmin families (the upper caste in Hinduism), their marriage arranged by their families. P. V. began his career as a stenographer for the British government, and served in the Indian government after independence. Rajam focused on raising their four children and getting the family settled in their new home every few years, due to P. V.’s job.


When it came to their four children, P. V. and Rajam prioritized education and letting each child forge their own path over arranging marriages with other Tamil Brahmin families. The typical path for a woman like Shyamala was to marry a man selected by her parents, raise a family, and teach singing (she was an accomplished singer in India and won a national competition as a teen). With her family’s blessing and financial support, Shyamala immigrated to the United States in 1958 to earn her PhD in nutrition and endocrinology at the University of California, Berkeley.


Shyamala was one of twelve thousand Indians in the United States at the time, as the Luce–Celler Act of 1946 allowed only one hundred Indians into the United States per year. She landed in a rapidly changing America: one that was leading a new global order and had a rising civil rights movement. Berkeley was an epicenter for the protests against the Vietnam War and for civil rights, and Shyamala quickly made herself at home. She found friendship and community in the Afro-American Association, a study group at Cal that discussed the works of Black writers. This group would go on to inspire the formation of the Black Panther Party in 1966, help establish the academic field of African American studies, and help elect Ronald V. Dellums as the mayor of Oakland and to the United States Congress. The group would quickly restrict its membership to people of African descent, with Shyamala being the exception.


She found her family in the Afro-American Association, meeting her future husband at a meeting. Donald Harris was a man of multitudes himself, a scholar seeking a PhD in economics and to break away from the British culture that still lingered in his home country of Jamaica. The scholarship he won from the British colonial government was traditionally redeemed at a university in England, but he chose to head to the west coast of America instead. Gopalan and Harris bonded over their similar paths to California from British-held territories, their shared passion for civil rights, and finding their chosen family in the Afro-American Association.


Shyamala and Donald’s marriage ended when Kamala was five, and her friends from the Afro-American Association stepped in to support Shyamala and her two daughters however they could. It was through these friends that Shyamala and the girls met Regina Shelton, whom Kamala refers to as her second mother. Kamala and Maya joined Shelton’s children after school, on Sundays at the 23rd Avenue Church of God, and for visits to the family farm in a neighboring town. Kamala and Maya joined the Shelton family on outings to expose them to African American culture, and they participated in the lively discussions that followed. Shyamala’s career moved their family to Montreal, where she received tenure at McGill University. Oakland was always home base for the Harris women, and Kamala and Maya returned to the Sheltons’ home every summer until they finally moved back to California. Shelton’s table was where Kamala would return to for a hug, advice, and Southern home cooking early in her career.


Shyamala gave her all to each of her primary roles—scientist, activist, mother—and defined herself by all of them.


HOW KAMALA OWNS HER MULTITUDES—AND HOW TO DO THE SAME


Kamala’s certainty in her multitudes was forged by her mother, and her grandparents before her. Kamala Harris has made history not just for being the first to do many things, but for being many firsts at the same time. In her acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention, she said Shyamala “raised us to be proud, strong Black women. And she raised us to know and be proud of our Indian heritage.” When talking about the family that supported her, she mentioned her chithis and Mrs. Shelton in the same breath. Kamala Harris is proud to be a Black, South Asian woman. She is proudly American.


And yet, her critics and some members of the press portray her otherwise. People have tried to minimize Kamala into narrow tropes to sell a story or win a debate. They look for slivers of her career or identity to paint a superficial portrait of her—someone who is not Black enough, not Indian enough, too mean during a Senate hearing, laughs too much in a debate. Nearly every woman can empathize with their multitudes being hacked away and their whole self reduced to a caricature.


Kamala’s strength was forged in being “the first” so many times in her career, with the weight of expectations and the higher bar that is set for women, and especially women of color. Your experiences can weigh you down, but they can also fuel your fire. Kamala has been insulted, mocked, and her record misrepresented to millions of Americans over the course of her career. But she forges on, with relentless preparation and total certainty in herself. She knows how to filter constructive criticism from childish taunts and shallow insults, and the latter says more about those who speak them than it will ever say about her.


How will you show up, with the full power of your name and your multitudes? You need confidence, and you need to be ready to guide.


Confidence is tricky. It’s become synonymous with affirmations, pleas to “love yourself,” and an effective marketing tool to sell everything from T-shirts to personal care products. But there is no substitute for pure belief in yourself. When wielded fully, it becomes your armor and shields you from the negativity that comes your way.


While cultivating confidence is a lifelong journey, the idea of “borrowed confidence” can help accelerate it. Coined by leadership expert Darrah Brustein, it’s borrowing the confidence others have in you until you begin to believe and own it for yourself. Create a hype file—a place to save screenshots of emails, DMs, and texts, and voice messages or videos showcasing the wonderful things people tell you about yourself. Whenever you need a boost, review the file and go on to win the challenge ahead of you.


My hype file is an album in my photos app. I go back and reread the emails from mentors and old partners when I get a rejection from a potential investor or partner. When I second-guess whether to share a specific topic or my personal thoughts on a sensitive issue in #5SmartReads, I go back and reread an email from someone who told me that #5SmartReads helped her hold her own in a political conversation with her father. If I’ve had a hard day wrangling my boys, I watch the videos of them hugging and playing nicely, or the recordings of Rho telling me, “Mommy, I love you. You’re the best mommy!” Don’t restrict your hype file to your career or school. You are a woman of multitudes, and your hype file should represent your best in all of your multidimensional glory.


Confidence is only one part of owning your multitudes. The other is guiding how others perceive you. Kamala is a master guide, and uses every public opportunity to her advantage. When you watch her in a Senate Judiciary hearing, you can’t help but be impressed (and a little intimidated) with her rapid questions, attention to detail, and composure. In both her DNC and VP acceptance speeches, you feel deeply connected to her as she recounts her childhood and the women who inspired and raised her. And as she teaches Senator Mark Warner to make a tuna fish sandwich over Instagram, you can’t help but laugh and crave one of those sandwiches yourself. In every moment, Harris is guiding us to feel and see her fully, but also to focus on specific aspects of her personality and background she wants to highlight.


Guiding is the third step outlined in EDGE, a leadership framework created by Harvard Business School professor Laura Huang. She defines it as a way to “reframe potentially negative perceptions,” and it starts with putting yourself in someone else’s shoes to understand how they see you. Does that vision differ from the value you bring to the table, and if so, how can you bridge that divide? You can take a page from Harris’s book by using your words carefully, and showing the work. Harris always speaks the truth and is careful in the words she chooses, knowing full well that how something is defined will influence how we think about it. Delivery and performance have been trumped over the truth in recent years, but there is power in a clear message rooted in the facts. Show the work that helped you arrive at this position: the steps taken, the information used, the other options considered. Harris calls this technique “showing the math,” and it’s how she has prepared her closing arguments, evaluated policies and proposals, and taught others to do the same.


Guiding is easier said than done. Questions are the key to successful guiding—the more open-ended, the better. When I pitch to a potential investor, I ask them to share a previous successful investment, and the specific factors that made the investment successful. I ask how they support their portfolio companies between raises, or how they’ve assisted in any exit transactions. If I’m meeting with a potential sponsor, I ask them what the goals are for the campaign. Is it downloads of an app, purchases, or general awareness? I ask what metrics matter the most to them, and why. I request best practices and examples of previous successful engagements. Getting the answers to these questions helps you understand exactly how you may be viewed negatively, and it allows you to proactively address those concerns.


For example, if an investor had concerns about how small our team was, I would respond with a story of how our founder (and my father) helped develop the formulation of Veletri (an enhanced formulation of epoprostenol, which treats pulmonary arterial hypertension). The product was developed in his first lab, a two-room apartment above a horse stable in Hyderabad, with the same core people that continue to work for him seventeen years later. The story would flow into how this team successfully did the same for other thriving pharmaceutical products. I’d end the story with our development expenses sheet, demonstrating that a lean, highly productive team allows for the funds to be focused on development and commercialization—not extraneous overhead or unnecessary expenses.


There is no substitute for hard work and knowing your facts inside out, which we will tackle in the next chapter. But asking thoughtful questions to understand the person’s concerns or beliefs and telling a story that addresses them pointedly is a skill worth cultivating and practicing. It creates a clear line between the person you are and the work you’re doing, helping to establish healthy boundaries to protect your energy and your multitudes.


There will be instances where confidence and guiding won’t sway others’ opinions of you. Knowing exactly who you are and what you stand for gives you the strength to bring your whole self to the world, and shrug off those who try to minimize it. Kamala Devi Harris brings her whole self and tells the world exactly who she is at every moment. She’s the daughter of Shyamala Gopalan Harris, and sister to Maya Harris. She’s a proud Black and South Asian woman. She’s been the first woman and person of color to be elected district attorney of San Francisco and attorney general of California. She was California’s first Black senator, and the first South Asian to be elected to the Senate. As vice president, she is many firsts: the first woman, first Black VP, first VP of South Asian descent. She is all of these multitudes, and more. And no one is going to tell the world who Kamala Harris is—only SHE will.




CONNECTING THE DOTS OF YOUR MULTITUDES


by Esther Ayorinde


I am a woman of multitudes.


I’ve spent the past fifteen years at a Fortune 100 technology company, starting in sales in various industries like entertainment, media, and sports, and working my way up to a global executive role. I’m an active mentor and public speaker. I’ve also danced professionally in the NFL and the NBA for seven seasons, five of these while at the technology company. This professional dance career earned me the title as the first Black captain (group leader) on the Jets Flight Crew as well as a feature in the San Francisco 49ers Museum. I’ve enjoyed being a choreographer, teaching dance with various dance studios and professional teams. I’m most proud of my advocacy for young girls in STEM and the arts, both as a board member for a nonprofit in Silicon Valley as well as growing a dance and self-esteem camps company that empowered hundreds of young girls through our programs across the US.


Hitha calls this being a multihyphenate. I call it intentional congruence.


While I may have found myself in tech, dance, and entrepreneurship in seemingly random ways, each of these passions has influenced and amplified the others throughout my career. They’ve helped me identify and accept new opportunities, work smarter, and be unapologetically myself. I can’t do all these things without them feeding one another in some way.


Intentional congruence is the principle of each aspect of something feeding the other. This is a practice that helps me stay the course in pursuing my multifaceted passions while striving for success.


Think about Whom This Serves. There are plenty of things I can do. What I choose to do has to tie back in to how this will help make an impact in the world. From high school to my early years at Cisco, I continued to work as a dance teacher and cocktail waitress or bartender to help support my family and my goals. Later in my career, I was offered the opportunity to help build Cisco’s growth strategy for Africa. The job gave me an opportunity to connect to the place my parents fled forty years ago as well as leverage the power of a Fortune 100 company to contribute to the continent that will have the largest working-age population in the next ten to fifteen years. Whether serving a steak or transforming go-to-market opportunities in emerging countries, each of these opportunities served me personally and professionally, and prepared me for future opportunities that I didn’t realize were possible.


Prioritize Ruthlessly. One of my mentors taught me how to reclaim my thinking time. Every Sunday, she looks over her calendar and cuts out about 40 percent of what’s there that doesn’t move her closer to her priorities, and creates more space to think. Take a step back, look at the big picture, and do some planning. The amount of time you waste in the spin of reactive work is a lot, and investing this time makes you and your team more productive. I’ve seen the impact of this practice myself, and it’s one I try to do as often as I can. If you’re just starting out, filter every item on your calendar and the emails awaiting a response and ask yourself, “Is this the best and most effective use of my time?” Doing this will help you understand where you should be spending your time for maximum impact or maximum satisfaction.


Make Time to Play. I couldn’t rely on dancing as my sole form of work—I needed something stable and consistent, and that brought in a solid income. I made the time to continue dancing in the NFL and NBA while studying at college and in my early years at Cisco because I needed that space to be unapologetically feminine. Dance gave me that outlet and allowed me to stay connected in the community, but also gave me the time to build my career and to make the switch into the more masculine world of technology easier. Dancing in the NFL and NBA also taught me a lot of skills—both as a businesswoman and about sports in general—that has helped me advance my career, from talking about last night’s game with a client to helping brainstorm the sports solutions at my company.
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