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introduction





Luck. Divine intervention. Fate. Whatever you call it, Amanda and I were on the receiving end of it in November 2021. I had been commissioned by the home design website Domino to write a feature on Amanda’s renovated mid-century modern home in Provo, Utah. I already knew who she was—one of the founding editors of Kinfolk magazine and a self-employed graphic and product designer, artist, author, and influencer who uses her forces for so much good—but for all intents and purposes, this was an assignment like any other. That is, until we had our phone interview.


We both work from home, and we were still in the Covid-19 pandemic lockdown, so our kids were literally all up in our businesses. My younger daughter, Maren, was whining to be carried, as one-year-olds do, then crying intermittently throughout our call. Amanda says her three kids were making noise of their own, but I don’t recall hearing them. What we both agree on is that in that moment, there was an understanding that these kinds of interruptions were just the cost of doing business when you’re a mom. Neither of us perceived them as professional faux pas or sources of embarrassment; we didn’t silently judge each other or grit our teeth to get through the call. And we immediately established a friendly rapport that we both had been missing in a lot of our corporate work interactions. I remember ending the call and thinking, Wow, there still are some genuinely nice people out there!


I wrote the story and things went on as usual. But then out of the blue a few months later, Amanda wrote me with an exciting proposition: She had an idea for a book about mother entrepreneurs and small-business owners and was looking for a collaborator. I was all in from the get-go and eager to hear more. I’ll let Amanda take it from here. . . .
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Back in February 2021, I settled down one night to watch LuLaRich, a docuseries about a multi-level marketing scheme that recruited hundreds of women—many of them mothers—to sell defective leggings under the banner of work-from-home empowerment. I cringed behind my bedcovers through the first episode, relating deeply to those women who so desperately sought a way to support themselves and their families while also being an active presence in their children’s lives. I won’t spoil the ending for anyone, but I can tell you it’s not a happy one.


It’s also nothing new. That these enterprises exist isn’t the tragedy; it’s that women continue to sign themselves up for this sort of exploitation again and again because they feel it’s their sole alternative to the kind of inflexible corporate work that has come to define American career culture—the only way to work and still see their kids. As a mother of three who has been self-employed for twelve years, I can tell you from experience that it’s not.


As more and more women are reevaluating their career choices and seeking jobs that offer more money, more flexibility, and greater opportunities to be with their families, the logical answer for some has been entrepreneurship. But this way of life—this level of autonomy—is foreign to so many. I started dreaming up this book to help any woman who wanted to find the kind of work-life balance I enjoy yet didn’t know where to begin. But, of course, what works for me might not work for you!


There are roughly eighty-five million mothers in the United States, each with a unique set of circumstances and goals, so of course there isn’t one proven path to entrepreneurial success. By collecting the stories of more than sixty female entrepreneurs, we hope to have created in Mother / Founder an empowering resource for anyone needing inspiration as they forge a new path or career for themselves, whether they want to work from home five hours a week for some extra income or dream of owning their own Fortune 500 company.


The list of women featured here is broad but by no means comprehensive. Working moms are busy, and some of those we approached simply couldn’t find time in their schedules to participate. But those who did donate their time to this project are some of the most inspiring we’ve ever met. We hope you feel seen by their stories and find advice that sparks your imagination, suits your family’s needs, and helps you take ownership of your dreams.
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To quote the great Brené Brown, “It is a terrible myth to believe that once we have children, our journey ends and theirs begins. For many of us, the most interesting and productive times in our lives come after we have children.” In fact, the two of us found that our ability to be productive and problem solve in our work increased exponentially after having children. We wanted to spend more time with them and do great work (and make good money), so we were smarter and wiser with our time. This is why we feel so deeply passionate about this book and its message. We want to empower mothers—to support them and raise them up—because we know they are already equipped with many of the tools necessary for success. We want to reassure them that loving their children doesn’t have to mean sacrificing their professional identities if they don’t want to—and that finding meaning in work doesn’t have to mean sacrificing their relationships with their children. For whoever needs to hear it, we want to scream from the rooftops, “There is room for you.”












RANDI BROOKMAN HARRIS


the plant-based mom





TEJARI ATLANTA, GEORGIA


There was a surreal moment during Roma Desai Patel’s tenure in the marketing department at Coca-Cola when she was charged with helping to create lasting relationships with the next generation of junk-food consumers while growing one of its members in her belly. The idea didn’t sit well with her.


“Professionally, I didn’t want to work with a company that was pushing the bad-for-you snacks, and then personally I was really curious about nutrition,” says Roma, who was diagnosed with hypothyroidism during her first pregnancy. She tried every protein powder in the health-food aisle but nothing was satisfying. “They were too chalky or tasted terrible,” she says. So after her maternity leave, she decided not to go back to her job, instead chasing the idea of developing a health-food product that she could be proud of.


“For me, it was never about working for myself versus a corporation,” says Roma of the launch of Tejari, a line of plant-based, nutrient-dense protein blends to boost the health content of everyday foods. “It was more about working for a purpose, challenging the norm, and creating a healthier future for my children and generations to come.”


It was also about creating a sustainable work-life balance that allowed her to spend more time with her sons, Tej and Ari, for whom Tejari is named. “Leaving my stable, full-time career was a huge leap, but a better work-life integration has allowed me to focus on myself and my family without being stretched so thin all of the time,” she says. That doesn’t mean starting the company didn’t take focus, especially in the beginning.


“Work makes me who I am, and it makes me a better mother.”


Roma invested $30,000 of her personal funds, setting up the business while working with food scientists and nutritionists for more than two years before landing on a signature blend and securing an organic certification and FDA approval. To cut costs, she leaned on her marketing background and handled the branding, outreach, and packaging on her own. “Frankly, I was doing everything, so I was saving a lot of money,” she says. “In the earlier days, our basement was Tejari.” And though she has always had support from her parents (who live a few hours away), a babysitter whom her boys love, and a husband who helps divide and conquer on the home front, Roma says her days were filled with a lot of juggling and figuring out how to push forward. “It’s sometimes glossed over how challenging and hard and isolating being a founder is. You see the success stories of what they have now, but it’s not easy, and a big part is that you’re still trying to manage life while creating a business.”


Roma tells a story from early in her company’s timeline, when she was still working part-time as a consultant while nurturing the idea of Tejari and raising her kids. “I had a business trip five weeks after I went back from maternity leave, and I was still breastfeeding. I had to ship milk back via a cooler, and my nanny didn’t receive the package, and at that point my son had never had formula. It was such a stressful time for me and taught me that if I’m not ready to travel and if I’m taking on too much, then I need to deprioritize certain things at work.”
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health-food purveyor / mother of two






Though Roma now outsources many tasks to contractors—she works with a content writer for social media, a creative designer, and someone to oversee brand partnerships—she still handles a lot of organizational tasks herself, and often includes her children after their 3:00 p.m. school pickup. “They sometimes come to the UPS Store with me and we do a little packaging station,” she says. “One will get a note card, the other will get a recipe card, and they have fun with it. But I do try to have boundaries. I try to carve out specific times where it would be a fun activity for them, rather than a chore.”


Giving the boys a glimpse of the inner workings of her company helps them feel invested in its success but also allows Roma to teach them about the value of her ambitions. “When I was doing a lot of demos at Whole Foods Market on the weekends, I’d have my husband bring them so they would understand why I wasn’t home. We’re really trying to get them involved. Just the other week, I took them to the warehouse, and they were like, ‘Wow!’ They know all of the effort that goes into that.”


For Roma, work has always been a family affair. She says much of her drive came from watching her parents go from being employees at convenience stores to owning more than twenty-five of their own. Eventually, their empire grew to include dry cleaners and real estate. “My parents had a way of finding and developing employees and making them feel part of something bigger,” Roma says. “They came to the United States with less than $50 in their pockets and worked endlessly to raise my brother and me. They’re the hardest-working entrepreneurs, and it drives me every single day to make them and my sons proud.”


“Being an entrepreneur can be very difficult and isolating at times, but I always know I can turn to my friends, family, team, and advisory board when I need help.”
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WHAT I’VE LEARNED


Advice from Roma Desai Patel


START RECRUITING ADVISORS. “Setting up an advisory board was the best legal expense I budgeted for early on. I had no experience with a formal advisory board, so I hired a lawyer to tweak a friend’s contract for me. Every advisor has different terms and deliverables, but I structured it so they would get shares of the company with vesting opportunities. And I was very clear that I wasn’t going to go to them for an hour a week; you want to be mindful of their time, too. Having a trustworthy resource who is invested in you is one of the best aspects of being a founder. The board was such a big component of the business’s growth and figuring out how to handle situations. During wins and losses, they’re the first people I call, and I gain so much insight, feedback, and direction when I consult with them.”


MAKE CONNECTIONS. “I’ve never been afraid of reaching out: cold emailing, sending LinkedIn messages, DMs. When I was working on the corporate side, if there was a vice president of brand marketing who I wanted to learn from, I would email them and say, ‘Can we get coffee together?’ I took that confidence and applied it to my own business. People would be like, ‘Yeah, I’m happy to get on a call with you for thirty minutes,’ and from there it was constant follow-up until we began a friendship, and then they started to become an advisor.”


BUILD HEALTHY HABITS. “I started to build a habit of daily walks. I walk 3 to 5 miles (5 to 8 km) a day in the morning and strength-train five times a week. I think it helps me start the day in a more peaceful way so I’m not going through the laundry list of things to do. I have six or seven other founders that are some of my best friends; once a week, I get on a call or text them or we get together and talk things through. It’s wonderful having founder friends because they’re going through it, too.”


TRAVEL WISELY. “When I travel, I usually take the first flight out and the last flight in. I try not to spend more than two nights away at a time and heavily rely on my husband or mom for support back home. I’m very open with my children about traveling—I let them know ahead of time and talk to them about it. I usually leave notes for when they come home from school, along with Legos or something else as a treat. After learning the hard way, I now avoid FaceTiming or calling them too much, since it disrupts the flow of the evening and makes them sad. It’s much harder on me, but it’s for the best.”















EMMA STRAUB


the bestseller





BOOKS ARE MAGIC BROOKLYN, NEW YORK


A funny thing happens when Emma Straub walks down the street in her Cobble Hill, Brooklyn, neighborhood. “I’ll run into people—friends, neighbors, strangers—and they’ll point to me and say to their small child, ‘Do you know who that is? She owns the bookstore!’ It’s wonderful,” says the bestselling author, who despite a very successful novel-writing career has become something of a local celebrity after opening Books Are Magic with her husband, Mike, in 2017. (She opened a second location nearby in Brooklyn Heights in 2022.)


Yet it took a lot of hard work to make it so. Emma had just had her second child when she and Mike, a graphic designer by trade, learned that the beloved thirty-five-year-old bookstore where she had worked in her twenties, and which anchored her Cobble Hill community, was closing, so they scrambled to find a new location to open a bookstore of their own. “All of our friends said, ‘Don’t do it.’ Except Ann Patchett,” she says of her fellow author–bookstore owner friend. “Ann Patchett said, ‘Do it.’ ” She laughs. “We just had fallen in love with the idea and could not be dissuaded. It’s like having children in that no one could have talked me out of it. We thought, If this can just pay for itself, that would be great.”


The learning curve was steep, but Emma and Mike braced themselves with research, digging in online and talking with as many booksellers as they could find. (As a writer, Emma knew quite a few.) They salvaged thirty 8-foot (2.4 m) bookshelves from the now defunct shop and stored them in their garage while waiting for their lease to start. And they leaned into their relationship with a contractor friend and the experience they had gained manning the merchandise booth while on tour with their friends, the indie rock band the Magnetic Fields. “We didn’t know what we were doing, but there were some things that we did know,” she says. “We knew how to design things and how to sell them. We knew how to make the space look good. And we knew a million authors and had them coming in from day one, which continues to be a huge part of our success.”


“My older child is very proud of me, and my younger child is very embarrassed by me.”


Everything else they had to learn along the way, including what it meant to be managers and how to create a supportive environment for their now twenty-four employees. “I love hanging out with people who are twenty years younger than me,” she says of the team that works at her shops. “It’s actually going to prolong my life. It’s certainly made me smarter. It’s an incredible gift to know how much I’ve learned from our booksellers about existing in the world.”


That the wife-and-husband duo has done this while raising their two sons and finding time for Emma to continue writing is a testament to their ability to delegate and communicate as much as their flexible schedules and the store’s close proximity to their home. They also put in equal time with their boys. “In the beginning, we were basically always playing hot potato with the babies, and it was great,” says Emma, who started using a babysitter for her seven- and nine-year-olds only a couple of years ago; she also gets help from her mother, who lives nearby, when she’s traveling on book tours or working events at the store. “Then, as now, I understood that I had certain windows of time in any given day, and in the windows that belonged to me, I had to work,” she says. “We ran on fumes for the first two years, but I wouldn’t do it differently because I was and remain pretty obsessed with my children. If they’re home, I can’t stay away.”
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bookstore owner / mother of two
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“The thing that I’ve come to accept is that change is a constant.”


For that reason, Mike manages Books Are Magic full-time, but Emma is a constant presence. “All kudos to my husband, whereas I come in like Amelia Bedelia or a fairy godmother, depending on your perspective,” she says. “I’m like an enthusiasm hurricane, leaving chaos somewhat in my wake. But also joy.” Likewise, the shop looms large in Emma’s brain even when she’s not there. “When you’re operating a small business, you’re not working full-time hours—you’re working way more than that. There’s always something to think about or figure out.”


But despite the increase in mental gymnastics, the bookstores sustain and fulfill Emma in ways she never could have anticipated. “At this point, they feel inextricable from my career as a writer,” she says. “On the one hand, it’s been horrible for my career because I have so much less time to write. But my relationship to other writers is so different than it would have been otherwise. I get to catch up with Jennifer Egan for a half hour while she signs some books, and that wouldn’t happen if I didn’t own a bookstore. At heart I’m a fan, and I get to be that every day.”
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WHAT I’VE LEARNED


Advice from Emma Straub


ADJUST YOUR WORK EXPECTATIONS. “When you have a very small child, your day is broken up into distinct segments: eating, sleeping, pooping, reading this book, playing this game. Your loop starts so small and then changes over and over again. From when my kids were born, it was about identifying the windows of time that were mine and using them. When I was younger, I’d write twenty-five pages a week. Now, the idea of writing twenty-five pages a week is a fantasy. But if I can write ten pages, I write ten pages. And that’s okay.”


DON’T FEEL GUILTY—ABOUT ANYTHING. “I know that I’m extremely present and extremely loving. I have no time or desire to indulge in feeling guilty about being away. I just took it off of my plate. And that’s true for everything. My children’s food intake is my biggest failure as a mother because they don’t eat. They might have a chicken nugget and a strawberry for dinner, and that’s it. But the truth is my kids are safe, they’re healthy, they are fine. They have a lot of years in their life to try sushi. Some people have really strict rules about screen time. We have rules and we have limits, but my kids watch The Simpsons—and they’ve learned a lot! I enjoy watching movies, and my kids enjoy them, and it’s something that we can do together. It’s all fine.”


DON’T WORRY ABOUT MISSING OUT. “There are opportunities that I’ve had to turn down because I was nine months pregnant or just had a baby. Many things in life are not truly once-in-a-lifetime; I’ve been offered them again. Some are, but so is having a baby.”


“I just believed I was going to be a writer. I just believed it was going to happen even though people kept telling me it wasn’t.”
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CHAMIN AJJAN


the private-practice mom





CHAMIN AJJAN PSYCHOTHERAPY MAPLEWOOD, NEW JERSEY


Every once in a while there’s a moment of levity in Chamin Ajjan’s therapy sessions, in the form of an unexpected visitor: her six-year-old son, Kingston. “If my kids may be at home or they have a sick day, I give my clients the option to reschedule; if they don’t want to reschedule, they know that Kingston might come in, even though he knows not to,” says the New Jersey–based psychotherapist, who conducts telehealth appointments from her house, while her staff clinicians see patients out of her practice’s office in Brooklyn. “They all know him because he often does come in, and they say hi and get to see him briefly, but that’s something that’s agreed upon.”


Chamin says that therapists are often expected to be blank slates, but being seen for who she is is important to her, whether in her sessions or on her Instagram account, where she frequently posts images of her children and their adventures together. “I made the choice to be my full authentic self, and that’s worked for me,” she says. “It doesn’t work for everybody.” Hence the Kingston cameos, which are welcome though not always encouraged. “I have an open-door policy—I don’t want my kids to feel like they can’t access me—but we talk about the difference between needing me and not needing me. And then Kingston will knock and say, ‘I need you,’ and ask for a Popsicle.”


“There’s something so rewarding about having a business that is yours, that you create from the ground up.”


Much of the reason Chamin established her private practice in 2011, before she left her full-time job at the nation’s third-largest labor union, was to lay the foundation for a more flexible schedule whenever she decided to have children. Today, that foresight is paying off. She’s proud to say she’s never missed the childhood rites of passage—the baseball games or dance recitals and the like. “I could cancel and reschedule sessions if I needed to. If something’s important I’m there, and even if it’s not important I’m mostly there.”


Chamin was intentional about being available by choice—not by necessity. “From the very beginning, I made sure he knew how to do her hair,” she says of her husband, a musician who sold gym memberships to pay the bills during the day while she was at home with their daughter, Brooklyn, and took on many of the child-rearing tasks at night so that Chamin could offer evening sessions to clients. “I work when he’s not working, and he works when I’m not working. I made sure we were sharing the tasks so he knew how to do everything that I could do, and the transition was pretty seamless.” (He now works in music education.)


But as flexible and accommodating as she’s made her schedule, Chamin acknowledges that sacrifices are still part of the deal. “There are conferences that I miss out on all the time,” she says, “opportunities for retreats and things that I’m not willing to do at this stage. But it excites me that that’s something that’s on the horizon. It shows me how much more potential is out there for growth. As my daughter got a little older, I started playing around with that, but then I had Kingston so I had to reset. As he grows, I’ll do the same to figure out what the boundaries are and what makes sense.”
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therapist / mother of two
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For now, that means getting back to date nights—even if they’re date days spent running errands or grabbing lunch with her husband while fifteen-year-old Brooklyn bonds with Kingston at home for an hour or two. It’s all part of her evolving relationship with motherhood. “Change is uncomfortable, even if it’s a wonderful change,” she admits. “But we can be successful putting ourselves in these uncomfortable spaces, and it’s such a rewarding experience to do that and grow.”
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WHAT I’VE LEARNED


Advice from Chamin Ajjan


CONSULT AN EXPERT. “There is no business psychotherapy practice class that you take in graduate school, and people hold that information very close to them. I didn’t have a mentor or anybody to turn to, so I just went to my CPA, who had worked with other people who had private practices, and asked him what I needed to do to incorporate my business. He helped me decide the structure for taxation, made sure I knew how to file everything. I really just relied on him initially, which was pretty naive, but it all worked out.”


HAVE A DAILY MINDFULNESS PRACTICE. “I can sometimes catastrophize about a situation, but being mindful allows me to stop, get out of my head, and tune in to what’s happening in my body. Washing the dishes or taking a shower can be extremely mindful experiences because I’m listening to the sounds of the water or the clanking of the dishes; I’ll shift my focus to the smell of the dish soap or the temperature of the water or how the sponge feels in my hand. When a thought pops in, I’m able to recognize it and then refocus on what it is I’m doing, and that eventually allows me to do the same when I’m not intending to be mindful. It allows me to have those thoughts and not hold on to them for so long, to not let my thoughts lead me into being reactive. I’m able to think about that thought more critically.”


STAY OPEN TO CHANGING YOUR MIND. “I thought I was going to be a stay-at-home mom—I wanted to be the Black I Love Lucy—but I probably would have been miserable. There was obviously a piece of me that I needed to express or do something with even if I couldn’t verbalize it at the time, but I don’t know that I would have known that I needed it had I not been a mother.”







WHAT I’VE LEARNED


BY AMANDA JANE JONES


Dream Big


When I speak to young mothers about running my own business, one of the questions I’m asked most is, “Where do I even begin?”


I always start with a goal list. Setting personal goals has been key to my professional success. Something I had to wrap my head around early on was that no one was going to make my career but me. In design school, I wasn’t the frontrunner. In fact, I was one of two students left out of the internship program, which was an important step to employment in the design field. So I made my own way and ended up in New York. In my early years, I wasted time feeling jealous and wishing I was doing what others were, but eventually I learned to say to myself, “That’s amazing. Good for them!” and then ask, “What is my plan to get there, too?”


To start your own goal list, think through the questions below. Don’t be overwhelmed—just begin by tackling one thing, and then move on to the next.




	
1. What do you want your life to look like? Be very specific. What exactly do you want to be doing day-to-day—regardless of what your spouse, society, or parents think you should be doing?


	
2. What would you like your work-life balance to look like? Do you want a side hustle while your kids are in school? Or do you dream of owning a business with a twenty-member team?


	
3. How much money do you have set aside to start a business? It’s important to know whether you have enough to support your family while you get the business up and running and/or enough to put start-up capital into your business. Will you need to keep working and build your business on the side during free time?


	
4. Will you need additional childcare? If so, what will it cost? If you can’t afford it, what are some alternative solutions or ways you can raise funds to make it a possibility? Can family help? Are there local programs your kids can attend?


	
5. How much do you need to live each month, and how much can you spare for business start-up capital? List your costs: childcare, supplies, studio space. But think carefully through that last point. For my first five years, a desk next to my bed was my office. Amanda Stewart (here) ran Mochi Kids out of her basement for three years. You don’t need everything at once.


	
6. What are your strengths? What things do you think you’ll be able to handle for your business, and what will you need to hire out? For example, I work with an accountant and web developer, and some days I think I need a personal assistant. I also occasionally hire people to help me pack and ship.


	
7. Does your dream job require a degree, or do you need any special training? Do you need to take any classes before you begin? How much will these cost? List your options and research scholarships and grant programs that offer parental support (see here for a few recommendations for entrepreneurs in the arts).


	
8. Do you have the resources to set up your business as an entity? It’s better for your taxes if you do. I filed as a sole proprietor for five years before switching to an LLC. Talk to an accountant, who can help you find the right options for your specific company. 





After the basics, it’s time to write out the fun stuff. Don’t feel intimidated by dreaming big. I find it empowering and exciting! The fun stuff might be financial goals, people or brands you’d like to work with, or career milestones you’re aiming for. I’m a huge believer in manifesting and putting your hopes and dreams out into the universe. For example, over the past decade, a few of my big goals have been to write a children’s book, create a mural, make an art exhibit, and meet my favorite artist (Maira Kalman, here!).


Place your goal list somewhere that’s easily accessible—not in some notebook you’re going to forget about. I keep mine on a screen I look at every time I open my computer. This way, when I have a lag in my client work or I’m waiting for feedback on a project, I’m reminded to switch over to one of my personal goals. When I put my ideas and dreams into the universe and put in the work, I’m happy (but also a little shocked) to report that all of these goals have become real-life opportunities.


As you move forward with your goals, big or small, write about your experience. Keep a work journal with all your accomplishments and ideas. When you’re feeling low, you can look back to see how far you’ve come. And remember: baby steps! Success doesn’t come overnight.















JOY CHO


the O.G. blogger





OH JOY! LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA


When Joy Cho’s design studio was operating at its peak size, the founder of eponymous lifestyle brand Oh Joy! found that she had inadvertently fallen into an all-too-familiar trope of motherhood—only it wasn’t her children she was losing herself to, it was her seven-person staff.


“I was working all day, going home and having my family time, and then working again after the kids would go to sleep. I was also working every day from evening until bedtime. I did that for years,” Joy says. “I loved the growth, but I was having to constantly hustle to continue getting more and more jobs to pay for it. It was a lot of pressure on me, and I realized I was working so hard to make my employees’ lives the best they could be, but I wasn’t doing the same thing for myself.”


She faced a difficult but necessary decision: take on an investor, hire another high-level person to help her grow, or scale back. Ultimately, she chose to downsize. “The thing is that I don’t regret having grown my team to that size because I loved it. There was so much magic happening,” she says of the more than forty-five licensing partnerships with brands like Target, Band-Aid, and Petco that her small but mighty team helped her bring to the market over the last eighteen years. “But I overextended myself, I burned myself out, and I was not happy. If I am not happy running my business, then something’s not right.”


“You can evolve, and if something doesn’t work, there’s always another way to go.”


Joy had started doing freelance graphic design in 2005, temporarily, while she was between jobs after a move back home to Philadelphia. With her future husband in surgical residency, it was up to her to support her small family, finding clients on Craigslist and honing her aesthetic point of view with a somewhat unknown hobby: blogging. But Joy soon realized that her blog was an important marketing tool for her business. As more and more people began to read and share her colorful content, it brought her worldwide recognition and opportunities for collaborations with big-name brands, expanding her once-temporary business into a very permanent, successful one.


“It was exciting to be in control of the work I did,” she says. “There’s so much flexibility in being self-employed, but there’s also so much that goes into it. You’re working beyond typical hours. You have to really love it to be spending that much time making it happen.”


That wasn’t a problem when she didn’t have children. It was a little harder seven years into the business, when she welcomed her first daughter. “At the time, I had given myself some cushion with my clients to transition from a short maternity leave to part-time work, then to full-time work,” she says. “But it was still hard because sometimes you get more pockets of work and sometimes you get fewer.” Steady childcare helped, but by the time Joy had her second daughter, the struggles were exponential. “Not only was I trying to figure out how to be present for two kids, but my business had also grown. I had a few employees and an outside office that I was paying rent on. While I had help both at home and at work, I was so much busier and had more people relying on me, so it was a lot harder for me to take time away, to ease back and dedicate uninterrupted time with my baby. There are a lot of things I would redo, but at the time I did the best I could to be available for everybody.”
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Now, Joy is back to working on her own, maintaining her blog, writing books, launching products through licensing, and coaching fellow entrepreneurs from an office next to her home. Her weeks once again resemble those from when she first started her company, only now her busy days spent at the computer while the girls are at school end with silly family dinners and quiet evenings. Most important, she’s happy. “The interesting thing about self-employment is that you can revise the way you work whenever you want,” she says. Would she ever scale up her business again once her girls are older? “I could,” she says, “but I don’t think I will. Scaling back has allowed me to not say yes to every job. I can be more choosy about the work that I do because I don’t have to support the same number of people.”


These days, she makes sure she has dedicated time to be with her family, but her work is a constant. “I joke that I want to retire, but I don’t really. I love working,” she says. “I admire women who can be stay-at-home moms, but the balance of work life and home life is good for me. Sometimes I’m doing terribly at both things, but my work helps me grow in ways that make me a better parent for my children.”


It also gives her daughters a unique perspective on how they can take charge of their futures. “The cool thing about the way my kids have grown up is that most of my friends are business owners,” says Joy. “My girls know these other successful women in their lives, who have these amazing companies or retail stores that we shop at, or are on covers of magazines and receiving awards. It’s really empowering to see that.”


“I offer paid time off to my employees, but when you’re the boss, you don’t have that perk. Money still has to come in.”
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WHAT I’VE LEARNED


Advice from Joy Cho


BANISH SELF-DOUBT. “When I first started my business, all I had was self-doubt. I had ended my last job making what I thought was a decent salary in my early twenties. I didn’t know if I could do that on my own. At the time, my brother-in-law was staying with us, and he went to the same college and had the same major as I did, so he knew the industry. Something he said that still sticks with me is ‘Who says you can’t?’ He was calling me out on my self-doubt and reminding me that it was only me who was telling myself that I couldn’t do it. If you want it bad enough, you figure out how to make it happen.”


BE REALISTIC ABOUT YOUR EXPENSES. “I was starting a business during the most terrible time. We were broke—I had no money saved—and my husband was in residency. It wasn’t the most logical way to go. However, being a graphic designer is all about your services. You don’t really need any money to start it. I already had a computer. I already had a printer from college. I just had to market my services. It took me a good six months of my workload slowly growing before I saw the potential.”


SET UP A PROPER PLAN FOR YOUR MATERNITY LEAVE. “It’s important that you set yourself up in advance for maternity leave and make it clear to your employees what you need to happen and what availability you have. That is what I did not do. If you make yourself available when you feel like you should be with your baby, people are going to take you up on it, and you’re going to feel overwhelmed. I should have set more boundaries during that time to protect those precious early days of motherhood.”


HAVE PASSIVE INCOME. “Write books, do design collaborations, sell prerecorded video classes, or have something that is available for sale while you’re not working. You have to promote it, but then after that it’s out there in the world continuing to sell in some capacity. It doesn’t work for every industry, but if you’re in a situation where there’s space for passive income you should explore that.”


“I never would have imagined having the job I have today. As social media evolved, I was able to use it to my advantage and see what made sense as my business grew.”
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PRISCILLA VEGA


the PR powerhouse





PR VEGA LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA


Like so many postpartum mothers, Priscilla Vega found the best ideas for decorating her newborn daughter Ina’s nursery on blogs and Pinterest and Instagram. But the deeper she went down the rabbit hole, the more she realized just how digitally inept some companies were. “It was the early days of social media—people were looking for new, creative ways to reach an audience—and I just kept seeing all of the ways I could help them with a customized approach,” says the communications specialist, who was then a public relations strategist for NASA. She had also been an events producer for Oracle and Cisco in her former life and missed some of the bustle and excitement of working on deadline.


It was like a lightbulb went on. Priscilla was reaching the end of her maternity leave, remote work wasn’t yet a thing, and she was stressed about finding a way to be home with her daughter while scratching the creative itch that was already beginning to fester. “I’m such a busybody, and I felt like I had all of this bandwidth to do stuff at home.” She also felt like she could be an advocate for mother entrepreneurs and small-business owners of color, who perhaps didn’t have the support to facilitate growth in unconventional ways. “One of the great things about being your own boss is the ability to curate your client roster,” she says.


So she told her managers that she wouldn’t be coming back to work and started making calls while Ina was sleeping. As a new mother, she reached out to women-owned brands and start-ups in the baby industry, then expanded into wellness, beauty, and fashion, putting out feelers with friends and cold-calling people whose work she admired to help with small projects at first—newsletters, social media promotion, and media pitches—then full-scale PR consulting and brand strategy. “Even while I was establishing my company, it never occurred to me that I could be an entrepreneur,” she says. “It just wasn’t something in my mind at that point.”


“There is no more efficient person on the planet than a mother.”


One client turned into sixteen and, she says, “it just snowballed into ‘Can you do more?’ ” The answer was always yes. “I’m not a no person,” Priscilla says with a laugh.


That was how she found herself four years later answering emails and taking phone calls—at 5 centimeters dilated—while in labor with her son. She was writing pitches just two days later. “In a service-based industry, availability is one of your key requirements,” she says. “I had built up this momentum and set the expectation that this is the pace I need to go at.”


Learning to outsource work helped alleviate some of the stress and free up her schedule to accommodate more downtime. “Providing work for other women in my industry who are also hustling to provide for their clients is one of the best parts of my job,” she says. While Priscilla manages the big-picture strategy and outreach for her clients, she hires contractors for event support, newsletters, copywriting, influencer outreach, and web development. “I know what I’m good at and what I’m not,” she admits. But busy as she has been, she’s never felt like she wasn’t available to her children. “I was there for every diaper change and meltdown and feeding,” she says.
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That’s still true today—minus the diaper changes and meltdowns. You’ll most often find Priscilla at her kitchen counter with her laptop open, ready to send and receive emails about the day’s objectives. (She also works in a chic Airstream trailer that’s parked in her driveway when it’s not in use for family vacations.) There have most certainly been hard times and moments of stress, but that’s when she reminds herself of her purpose. “I often questioned what I was doing and if I was doing it the right way, but I was blazing my own trail. I was doing it for the best reason I know: to spend more time with my children.”
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WHAT I’VE LEARNED


Advice from Priscilla Vega


LEAN INTO TECHNOLOGY. “When life got really busy, there were platforms that helped alleviate the logistical side of things. I automate invoices and use Calendly to send everyone a link to my schedule so they can book time.”


TRUST PEOPLE. “My biggest pet peeve is ‘ASAP.’ Everyone values their time. I trust they’re doing their work as efficiently as possible. ‘ASAP’ feels like you don’t respect a person’s schedule.”


CHOOSE CLIENTS WISELY. “A great thing about being the boss is the ability to work with people who ‘get it.’ The only time I got calls at five in the morning and was expected to respond on weekends was when I had a male client. That was a teaching moment. I work with a lot of mothers, and there’s an understanding that we all have lives outside of work. We’re all busy at around the same times and mindful of ‘offline’ hours.”


PRIORITIZE LIKE A MOTHER. “When my oldest was a baby, I worked until midnight and somehow felt the need to make up for hours lost throughout the day. I was still stuck on the corporate culture of putting in the hours. But I eventually learned the ‘work smarter, not harder’ mantra. At the end of the day, you’re going to clock out. Some days it’s later, other days it’s earlier. You just have to identify the greatest need and allow yourself some grace. The work will always be there in the morning.”


“I have no time for impostor syndrome. By accident or by hard work you’re here, so just do what you need to do.”
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