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Yesterday I was clever, so I wanted to change the world.


Today I am wise, so I am changing myself.


—Rumi


















INTRODUCTION



WHEN YOU THINK of a changemaker, who do you picture in your mind’s eye?


Perhaps you see Nelson Mandela, sowing the seeds of peace in his country. Or Malala Yousafzai, risking her life to speak out against the Taliban, or Tarana Burke, whose two simple words on social media, “me too,” sparked a movement that knocked abusers out of power. Maybe you think of a leader you know in your own community. There is no shortage of inspiration.


Tell the truth, though: Do you ever picture yourself?


Most people don’t, and it’s time to set the record straight.


You, reader, are a changemaker. You are capable of enormous impact over the span of your life, whether you’ve already had a head start creating it or not. People often ask us how to make a difference, and we find that most underestimate their own potential. Wanting to create change doesn’t automatically come with any way of knowing how to take the first steps, and it can feel like too big a task to take on by yourself.


So: What is standing in the way between who you are and the changemaker you’re meant to be?


Maybe you don’t know where to start. When you turn on the news, you see a mess of immigration policy, the surge of racism, and the dangers of a broken political system. Alt-right views and fake news spread on social media and have compromised democracy. The planet faces irreparable damage. You see migrant camps at borders, nationalism gaining traction, wildfires raging, women sexually abused—it can feel utterly overwhelming. It’s easier to turn a blind eye in defeat, or in the hope somebody else will take care of it.


But, deep down inside, you’re not the kind of person who turns away, or else you wouldn’t have picked up this book. And what you’re holding in your hands now is a starting point. Your curiosity to come on this journey has effectively begun the work that will help you turn your anger and frustration into an action plan. It will fall into place sooner than you think.


Maybe you think your efforts will be insignificant. Your small steps can seem tiny compared to large movements like Black Lives Matter, Moms Demand Action, #MeToo, or Fridays for Future. And, even when you are contributing, it can seem impossible to navigate such a complex space, where one misstep could lead to your cancelation. Suddenly, “changing the world” feels too big to take on. Is it even worth it to try?


This is a challenge we all face, and all of those people you admire started where you are today, feeling that things could be better. That it didn’t have to be this way. Established changemakers didn’t start with it all figured out. They started with that same feeling. Besides: Small, individual efforts give movements their power; once you learn how to link your good deeds to collective efforts, you’ll see a completely different outcome.


Maybe you’re not sure if it’s the right time. You feel too broke, too inexperienced, or just too exhausted. Sure, you want to take on that new project, volunteer role, or leadership commitment… but maybe after work shows down, maybe once you get that new job, once you settle in after your wedding, once your kids are older… maybe later.


You may be skeptical of whether you can live up to another set of goals when it’s hard enough to stick to a New Year’s resolution. It will be very tempting to push all this down the priority list. We get it. Please note, we abide by airplane safety rules around here: Put your oxygen mask on first, because you cannot be in service to others if you’re struggling. If you lose your job, for instance, you would understandably want to scale back on other commitments until you find a new one. If you have student loans, you want to pay those off. Fortunately, creating impact is a long-game approach, and the work you do to get yourself to a place where you can give back is part of the plan, too.


But, barring deep personal hardship, there are times when we all need to rearrange our priorities and set boundaries to do what matters to us. A popular mantra among entrepreneurs is “start before you’re ready” because most of the time, people underestimate their potential and hold off for a “perfect time” when there never really is one. The two of us believe that by focusing your efforts, you can maximize whatever time and resources you do have. Once you begin your service, it becomes a virtuous cycle with scientifically proven health benefits, and you’ll gain the momentum to keep going. That will give you a sense of satisfaction that helps you sleep at night. Trust the process!


Or, maybe you just feel alone in making sense of your scattered contributions. And if that’s the case, you’ve stumbled onto the million-dollar question: Why is it that when it comes to your legacy, your mark on the world—your impact—you’re left to your own devices? No one’s there to tell you how to direct your resources or to congratulate you when you’re way ahead of the curve or even to reveal whether your generosity is accidentally causing mayhem halfway around the world. How do you know if you’ll leave the world better off than when you arrived?


Think of all the areas in which people seek direction from others: career, finance, relationships. Career coaches, financial advisors, and therapists are becoming more and more common for those who can afford them. It’s transformational when someone fixes attention on you, to guide you through critical, often long-term life decisions. And if you haven’t hired someone to do that, let’s assume you’ve built support networks, found mentors, and read lots of books to figure out the best lifelong strategies. These life-changing decisions about work, money, and love seem to require a whole entourage of professional guidance, mentors, and support. Why is your impact treated differently? Why do people have to figure this out alone?


Well, not everyone does. There’s one notable exception: People who have tremendous fortunes and influence—think Bill and Melinda Gates, the Obamas, Oprah Winfrey, Meghan Markle, or huge companies like Google, Starbucks, and Patagonia—rely on Impact Advisors. Impact Advisors help Impact Planners position themselves in relation to real needs in the world, by determining where they bring value. They help them develop their narratives and messaging around why they do what they do. They run risk assessments, facilitate partnerships, and define what successful outcomes look like. Sounds nice, doesn’t it?


Allow us to introduce ourselves: Hi. We’re Christen and Tammy. You’re worthy of this guidance, too, and we’re here to help. We’re going to leave you with an Impact Plan that’s tailored to you.


We believe effective changemaking skills should be accessible to anyone, and that’s why we’re here, ready to be your very own Impact Advisors.


As you turn the pages, we will show you, step by step, how to create a lifelong Impact Plan. An Impact Plan is your personalized strategy for shaping the world you want to live in. It gives you focus, purpose, and fulfillment.


We can’t stress enough how important the personalized piece is. You can only change the world by first changing your own life: your habits, priorities, biases, and thoughts, for starters.


We know the power of having a focus and adapting our life to it. In our case, starting in our early twenties, we grew a multi-million-dollar nonprofit called She’s the First (STF) from the ground up. STF teams up with local organizations around the globe to make sure girls are educated, respected, and heard. Ultimately, we fight for a world where every girl chooses her own future.


Christen is Chief Programs Officer and travels frequently around East and West Africa, South Asia, and Latin America, working side by side with local partners to improve programs for the most vulnerable girls. (This helps lower school dropout rates and sets girls up to break the cycle of poverty.) Tammy is Chief Executive Officer, and despite being famously shy in high school, she discovered her forte is in building community and relationships. She shows people how to contribute their most valuable assets—time, money, and talent—for the good of others.


We have more than enough inspiration and mistakes to share after mobilizing hundreds of thousands of supporters who come from many walks of life. You need not start an organization to use our techniques; to be quite frank, that’s the last thing we’d recommend. The good news is, you can start small and still see rewarding results. To give you that perspective, we’ve hit up our network to ensure that we can offer you diverse examples of success. On the journey we’re about to take together, you’ll meet some of our friends and role models from around the world who have positively impacted others.


We know it can feel intimidating to think about creating change, especially when you’re living under so many broken systems. But we’re not focusing on overhauling the healthcare system (yet)—for now, we’re just focusing on what you are capable of. A good Impact Plan integrates into your everyday choices, allowing you to start small and work your way up to bigger goals. Those incremental actions eventually create seismic shifts in your worldview and experience. Beyond your impact on others, with this commitment, you’ll unlock the happiness, satisfaction, and joy that comes from authentically aligning your actions with your values. Your Impact Plan acknowledges your contributions aren’t limited to what you directly provide. Your impact heavily leans toward what you can inspire others to do, and it’s what you can do with them that will ultimately ripple out to your endgame.


We’re not the kind of people who will tell you how many lives you would save if only you donated the cost of your morning latte. Good on you if that’s what you choose to do, but we don’t want to cut off anyone’s caffeine supply (least of all our own). Creating an impact is not about what you are giving up; it’s about what you gain by making smarter choices on how you spend your time, money, and talents. It’s about turning up the volume on a part of your voice that had unintentionally been silent all these years.


We’re writing this book because, amid all the world’s drudgery, a universal truth prevails: People want to do good. We all want to do better. We all want to know that we’re creating more positivity than chaos, that we’re leaving a legacy we can be proud to call our own. That’s what your Impact Plan is all about. It’s how you can tackle the issues that matter most, even if you have to do it inside very broken systems. It’s how you know that what you’re doing matters, and how you can track your progress along the way.


Your Impact Plan is like a living, breathing plant that needs your attention to grow and thrive—and ideally, a plant you’ll want to water. It’s a one-page document that you can tape to your bedroom wall or stick on the fridge and then pull down to update from time to time. It becomes a part of your identity and what gets you out of bed in the morning. So we will also work with you to keep your momentum going, because there are people out there who need you.


WE KNEW WE HAD TO WRITE THIS BOOK after an emotional, out-of-character moment we had in front of our students. See, after nearly a decade of speaking to large groups, we thought we had our composure locked down. We have different personalities, for sure—Tammy is measured, calm, and practical in how she tackles challenges, while Christen fearlessly plunges in head first—but both of us have always been strong and steady leaders, because we had to be. We started She’s the First at a young age, so we often made ourselves look tougher than we felt. We needed business executives and foundation heads to trust us, even though we might have been half their age. We needed our staff, just a handful of years younger than us, to do the same.


And yet, one evening in April 2018 we learned we are only human after all—and that leaders don’t always need to be so tough.


We were in Guatemala for a week piloting a new program of She’s the First called the Community Impact Fellowship. STF has more than two hundred campus chapters, or clubs, at high schools, colleges, and universities that are involved in fundraising and advocacy for girls’ education and rights. The fellowship in Guatemala combined students on scholarship in Latin America and East Africa—young women who were the first in their families to attend high school—with students who were members of our American campus chapters. Each of the eleven students had created a project to support women or girls in her own community.


We gathered these young women in Antigua, Guatemala, for an intensive kickoff week. Antigua is gorgeous: Every street you walk down has vibrantly painted doorways and walls. Flowers ooze out of their pots, begging to be your next photo subject. Look up on a clear day and you’ll see two volcanoes, Agua and Fuego (Water and Fire), that command your respect. It was a stunning change of scenery and a big step outside the students’ comfort zones. For six days, we partnered with two dynamic facilitators, a bilingual duo who translated the workshops in Spanish and English the whole time. The end goal: Make sure every student left knowing how to craft her impact in the world, using her project as an actionable first step.


Throughout the week, we presented the fellows deep lessons on power, social stratification, privilege, and more, with interactive activities involving discussion, role playing, and movement. They applied these lessons to their project plans.


On the last day, the fellows got up in front of each other and delivered an impact statement: “I want to [image: image] because I believe that [image: image]. Therefore, my project is [image: image]. And I will find success when [image: image].” Upon presenting this razor-focused, tangible plan with identifiable outcomes, each student had to stay standing and soak up a raucous applause and cheers from the group. Each and every one nailed it.


A few hours later, we all sat in a circle to close out the fellowship with final reflections. The mood had completely shifted as the group’s triumphs turned into bittersweet goodbyes. Everyone would return home the next day, wherever in the world that might be. For all, home was a place where no one would fully understand the transformation that happened this past week, as each young woman discovered, for the first time, the impact she is truly capable of making in the world.


As we sat in the circle, a polished stone passed through our hands, giving the person holding it the opportunity to speak. On her turn, we watched each girl massage it in the palm of her hand as she gathered her thoughts.


A college student from the United States, a daughter to South Asian immigrants, clasped the stone tightly and hugged her cardigan around her as she shared a private piece of her backstory. “My parents love me but they weren’t around much, working constantly, missing special moments. I’ve felt lonely for a lot of my life, and that continues when I’m at school and people go out to party hard and I just don’t want to.” She paused, then broke into a smile. “I realize now that I can create a family across borders and we can continue to be here for each other, even through WhatsApp.”


Each girl told her own truth, but what they all shared was a sense that they had found their purpose, along with a new perspective. A white teen from the southern US talked about how misguided she had been, when she learned and, for a while, believed that her American education set her up to solve the complex problems of girls living abroad. This week of getting to know the other girls had helped her understand that learning was a two-way street and that her new global community could help her understand the world’s challenges in new ways.


A young Indigenous woman from rural Peru crisscrossed her feet and glanced down at her sneakers before looking up to make eye contact with her new friends. She grappled to find the words to share what she felt in Spanish. A translator softly echoed her words in English: “Before this week, I had never left my country. Where I’m from, everyone is struggling so much to live day by day; there is no chance to think about helping others. But that is what I have wanted to do. No one in my class understands me. This is the first time I found friends who share my goals.”


And this is when we lost it. We broke our own rule to never cry in public, no matter how difficult our work became. Tears quietly streamed down Tammy’s cheeks, and Christen handed her a tissue and squeezed her hand. When it was Christen’s turn to talk, she erupted like Fuego into an ugly cry. Polished and professional went right out the window.


This moment reminded us how safe and empowering spaces carved out for girls and women can be a haven away from the impossible difficulties of real life, poverty, discrimination, or violence at home. In these spaces, no one is exercising their power over you, so you no longer need the defense mechanisms you’ve built up by living in a society that is constantly working to hold you down. These spaces allow us to connect with our deepest selves, with our why, and with others who share it.


In circles like this one, we all find what binds us together. The students found what bound them to one another was a power to impact their communities and a deep desire to rewrite the story of what it means to be a girl. In one week, they had been immersed in a new way of seeing their role in the world. There was no going back.


As for us, we drew deep connections between the students and our younger selves. Of course, many times before we had seen the impact of programs She’s the First funded. This was the first time, though, that we led a program investing in young women’s own changemaking ideas, and that was electrifying.


We have no regrets about our tears now—that vulnerability unlocked our strength and led us to ask ourselves after the retreat, How can we replicate this experience in a way that anyone, anywhere could access? How can we expand the circle? And then it clicked.


What you’re holding is the answer.


In this book, we guide you through your own process of identifying the outcome you want to see in the world and how to play your part in getting there. And just as the fellows wished for, we’ll furnish you with the tools to build a like-minded support network around you. We’ve created several exercises for you to complete along the way. We recommend turning a new notebook into your Impact Journal. You can also gather with friends, a book club, or a partner to talk through the steps. You might find it helpful to read through everything once and then go back and do the exercises with intention, giving each the time you need to do it well. After you finish the exercises in Part I, you may feel ready to take on the world, but stick with us for the chapters that follow. We’ll make sure you’ve got the proper techniques and perspectives to evaluate your work, avoiding some pitfalls that befell us and others who came before you.


You may already sense that deep changemaking is not for the faint of heart. You start with small, easy steps, and when you go all in, it can be messy and draining for a good stretch of the climb before you reach peaks of achievement. But we believe anyone can do it. The least we could do is spare you some dead ends and rocky roads, or just help make them a lot less bumpy, by sharing what we’ve learned through a decade of entrepreneurship. This is no kumbaya book, contrary to the campfire-like bonding moment that inspired it. We left our pom-poms at home. We had to make room for the brutal honesty, vulnerability, clarity, and occasional embarrassing stories we’ve pulled from our experiences. All you need to bring is an open mind; we’ll make sure you walk away with a new set of goggles through which to view the world. You’ll be able to use that vision to unearth your passion and:



• Create a concrete plan for generating a sustained impact in one area, which you can put into action immediately


• Build a practical and progressive understanding of what it really means to “change the world” so you’re not accidentally contributing to the problems you want to solve


• Learn candid and untold lessons from the two of us and others to pull you through the tough moments


• Gather the tools that will help you stay on track to live a purposeful life you’re proud of




By the end of this book, you’ll be claiming the title of changemaker and getting your friends to sign on too. Let’s do this!













Part I



THE PLAN















chapter one



FINDING YOUR NORTH STAR




I read of a man who stood to speak at the funeral of a friend. He referred to the dates on the tombstone from the beginning… to the end.


He noted that first came the date of birth and spoke of the following date with tears, but he said what mattered most of all was the dash between those years.


—Linda Ellis




BELIEVE IT OR not, a punctuation mark compelled you to pick up this book. And it’s not a question mark, despite all the answers you’re searching for here.


It’s a dash.


Specifically, it’s your dash, the one that separates the day you were born from the day you will die. Yes, we’ll be the first to admit that sounds a bit morbid… and also deeply meaningful. This little punctuation mark packs so much power, it should get you thinking: What will my dash mean for the world?


When you’re contributing to the greater good of humanity and you feel a spark inside, that’s a hint about your dash. The moments when you’re volunteering, working to elect a capable leader, or protecting the planet for all the little kids who will inherit it—just to name a few examples—are chances to express your dash while you’re alive and well. You, like both of us, want to know that the world is just a tiny bit better because you live in it.


Even though you’ve already done some good, you want your life to mean something. You suspect that there is untapped potential inside you. You know you have skills and ideas to contribute to movements, and perhaps you’re just not sure how to apply them without rocking the boat and throwing your other responsibilities in life overboard—or where to focus when you care about so damn much.


In practical terms, you have many options from here: Should you take that next promotion or change careers entirely? Should you save up and work hard to donate more later? Should you stash your stuff in storage and head off on a worldwide volunteering voyage? Should you go all in with a local community project or invest in global causes? Should you run for office or launch an advocacy project?


These question marks (our other favorite piece of punctuation, obviously) are part of the journey that gives our lives purpose, beyond our friendships and family relationships or faith. Perhaps you’re looking for that extra bit of self-actualization outside of your home, in a way that previous generations of your family didn’t think about because they were focused on setting you up for a better life. Nailing down that larger purpose often fluctuates somewhere between “changing the world,” which feels too big to take on, and “doing good,” which feels too vague, gentle, and earnest.


This is why we developed the framework we call the Impact Plan. We want to help you make this journey more manageable without diluting its importance. Impact is a deeply personal process, beginning with an examination of your own story; continuing with an understanding of your resources, priorities, and biases; and ending with new commitments to action.


We tested the Impact Plan in workshops with professionals in their twenties and thirties. The first questions we asked them were: Why? Why do you want to take this workshop? Why do you feel you need an Impact Advisor? The answers inevitably were:




“I feel I’m not giving back enough and I want to help make change.”


“While I do various forms of volunteering activities, I know there is more that I can do and that needs to be done… and I don’t have any idea how to be structured about this!”


“I feel like since I’ve joined ‘corporate America’ I’ve stopped giving back—and I’d love to add value again.”


“I have a vision, but I don’t know how to get there. How does my plan bloom?”




You might sense a theme emerging. Many, many people have the drive to create change. The gratification of doing so is real, if not addictive. However, it’s also fleeting. Where to start becomes such a large hurdle that people end up giving in sporadic ways, volunteering once per year, donating to friends’ birthday fundraisers, chipping in to a political campaign—it never quite feels like it all adds up. With only so much time and so many resources, we each need a sustainable way to commit long enough to see the real dent we’re making in an issue. Missing from common wisdom on how to create impact was a strategy on how to integrate it into everyday life. Without that, what’s the point?


As your Impact Advisors, our part of the bargain is making sure you have a solid plan to create tangible, sustainable impact, now and into the future. Your part? Being open to the exercises and reflection opportunities, which have corresponding worksheets wherever you see a [image: image]. You can easily revisit these exercises whenever your plan needs a tune-up.


OUR FIRST STEP IS PINPOINTING YOUR NORTH STAR. You’ve probably heard of a North Star as a way of talking about your purpose. Your North Star is what you want your dash to stand for. It lights you up and guides you in making the most fulfilling life decisions, much like how, before Google Maps, our forebears used the brightest stars in the sky to find their way. Our definition of a North Star connects your actions with vision.


In your Impact Plan, the North Star represents your end goal, the future you want to see. Like real stars that are trillions of miles away, a North Star can feel distant from the world you live in today. That’s okay. The point is that your North Star is something you can visualize. When you’re describing a future world where [image: image], your North Star is what you fill in that blank with. Perhaps it is a future of racial justice, gender equality, religious tolerance, financial freedom, universal education, or environmental sustainability. Your vision could be at any scale—focused on your local community all the way up to the planet at large.


When there is so much to care about, your North Star helps you filter out the opportunities that do not match your desired focus so you aren’t overspending energy elsewhere. When you are overwhelmed, your North Star keeps you inspired, grounded, and hopeful for what could be.


For some people, choosing a North Star feels paralyzing. If this is you, don’t worry; we’ll come back to that challenge and get you unstuck. First, let’s look at some people who are so sure of their North Star that it’s as if it’s written in stone. That’s actually how one woman we admire, Tiffany Dufu, thinks of it. Tiffany is the founder of The Cru, a peer coaching company for women. Long before she made that entrepreneurial leap, she held fundraising positions at nonprofits and schools serving girls, served on the board of directors for Girls Who Code, and authored a book called Drop the Ball to help women cultivate the skill of letting go. She frequently talks on stage about the nine words that will be on her tombstone one day (right under her dash): “She got to as many women as she could.” Tiffany is driven by advancing women and girls, and when you look at her career and the work she’s committed herself to, that’s the through line.


Her rock-solid conviction surprises some people: How does she know this is her calling? It’s a lot of pressure to choose the one outcome you want to orient your life around when there seems to be one injustice, one marginalized group, one natural disaster after another calling for your attention. Tiffany sums up her approach in a simple motto: “Purpose is simply commitment inspired by experience.”


In other words, commit to a North Star that’s informed by your experience. Use Tiffany’s advice to whittle down your focus, or to solidify it, so you come out of this chapter with a clear narrative on what matters to you and why. Draw on the life experiences that define who you are today.


If you’ve had positive moments of gratitude, support, and strength, these advantages make you who you are, and they inform how you want to pay it forward. Or maybe there was a time when you had extreme anxiety, felt completely overwhelmed and saddened. What was happening in your life when you felt that way? If you experienced poverty, racism, bullying, cyber harassment, abuse, or any difficult circumstances unique to you… those negative experiences you’ve accumulated can push you, too.


Jamira Burley is an unforgettable example of someone who found a bright North Star in the darkness of tragedy and hardship. Jamira is the first of sixteen siblings to graduate from high school in Philadelphia. Both of her parents and twelve of her thirteen brothers have been incarcerated. She’s lost several relatives to gun violence, including her brother who was murdered when she was fifteen. “I believe you should be the expert of your own experience,” Jamira says, and for her, that means speaking up on issues she is, or was, personally affected by and feeling qualified to effect change in those areas.


Even as a teenager, Jamira would not wait for someone with fancy credentials to come along and fix the problems in her community. After her brother’s death, she organized an antiviolence program in her high school—and it ended up reducing the rate of violence by 30 percent. The governor then provided funding for the program’s implementation at ten high schools in the city.


You rarely realize as a child how tied your personal experience is to the larger forces of policy, law, or discrimination. Systemic inequalities are the unequal outcomes built into our institutions. As Jamira got older and became the first in her family to attend university, she recognized that a lack of access to quality education was a root cause for the violence she grew up around.


The issues of gun violence prevention and education ended up intertwining and feeding into her ultimate outcome—a world where young people reach their potential. As an activist and Impact Advisor herself, Jamira’s North Star guides her to create pathways for youth to escape the environments they didn’t choose to be born into and then to go back to change their communities. Now in her thirties, Jamira has the credentials of working for the mayor of Philadelphia, Amnesty International USA, Hillary Clinton’s presidential campaign, and the Global Business Coalition for Education. She was also named a White House Champion of Change during the Obama administration. And yet, despite all these amazing accomplishments on her résumé, Jamira would tell you what most qualifies her as a changemaker is not where she has worked, but what she lived through in West Philadelphia.




Christen’s North Star: Women and Girls are Safe and Able to Thrive


When I was born, my mom was nineteen, graduated from high school, and unsure of what would come next. My father was also nineteen, and a casual drug dealer, so my mom felt pretty confident that he shouldn’t be in whatever future was in store for the two of us. I grew up in a full house with my mom, my grandparents, and three of my mom’s younger sisters. I remember sneaking into one aunt’s closet to try on her sequined prom dress, and another aunt feeding me icing sandwiches, with cake frosting and sprinkles smeared between the folded sides of a slice of white bread. I was surrounded by women and happy about it. But there was a consistent theme in my childhood: The men who surrounded my mom and aunts… they weren’t always great. My mom, my aunts, my grandma all shared a mantra: Don’t trust men.


When I was six or seven, I happily climbed into the car with an aunt to pick up her kids for the weekend. In the parking lot where we were supposed to meet her ex-husband, my aunt got out of the car. I stayed inside, watching cars drive past, as the minutes stretched on and on. Eventually, my aunt made it back to the car, crying, barely breathing, red in the face and shaking as she apologized, frantically turning the ignition over and over, willing the car to start faster. He had been angry she was late; he refused to give her the kids, and, when she argued, he became physical with her.


When I was ten, we moved in with my brother’s father, a man of few words, almost none of them kind. We couldn’t watch TV when he wanted to. Talking at the dinner table resulted in being sharply and quickly criticized or worse, so we generally kept quiet. Holidays and birthdays became an exercise in trying to fit the joy around the edges of what he allowed us to do. I thought it was normal. Growing up, I remember joking that my stepdad was such a grouch, but I said I could tell he liked me, because sometimes he would tease me or he would change the oil in my car without saying anything to me.


All along the way, the women in my life repeated their favorite mantra: You can’t trust men. You can’t trust men. You can’t trust men. And all the while, they worked, they organized parties for one another, they supported one another, they crafted happy moments for all of us.


So I pushed down those memories of why “you can’t trust men” for a long time in favor of my memories of how women are strong. I vowed to work for girls and women, first as a magazine editor, then full-time at She’s the First. I became a self-defense instructor for survivors of violence and went viral for a post about catcalling. And still, I didn’t connect my negative experiences to what I was fighting for.


That happened years later, in my late twenties, in the car with my mom and stepdad on Christmas Day, traveling to an aunt’s house for dinner. My mom and I were discussing the Band Aid song “Do They Know It’s Christmas?” You know the one: They talk about Africa as a place of no snow, where nothing grows, in an attempt to raise money for a famine. We were bantering back and forth about how much money the song raised, and how ultimately terrible it was, and my stepdad, who had been in a foul mood all day, suddenly exploded. Sitting choked with fear and tears in the back seat of a car as a twenty-seven-year-old while a grown man screams at you for a difference in opinion, or because he’s simply grown tired of hearing you talk, is one of those life-defining moments that split your life into a before and an after.


Before, I was drawn to working with and for women and girls because of the strength of the women who shaped my life and the potential I saw in girls.


After, I was drawn to working with and for women and girls because of the strength and potential I saw there—and because I could finally see that a system of oppressive patriarchy had directly shaped my own life.


It can take a long time to realize that what’s normal for you shouldn’t be normal for anyone. But it’s those realizations that often shape our vision for the world we want to live in. I want a better world for girls, yes, and I want every girl to have a quality education—but more than anything, I never want a girl to sit in the back seat of a car crying and choked by fear, no matter her age. I want a world where men are no longer empowered or encouraged to rule through fear. No one should be able to take away your voice, your agency, or your choices.


Tammy’s North Star: Girls and Women Have the Opportunities and Resources to Achieve Their Dreams


When I was younger, I was excruciatingly shy and often stood in my own way because of low self-esteem. I remember being sick to my stomach before giving a presentation, and I was such a social outsider that teachers would pull me aside to ask if I was okay.


I know that this is a barrier that pales in comparison to institutional injustice that others face, and that I benefited from the privileges of my race as well as the hard work and sacrifices earlier generations of my working-class family made for me. I grew up in a stable, loving, two-parent home in a safe suburb with quality public schools. But low self-esteem can impact any girl, regardless of her background, and the messaging she sees in the world makes it infinitely worse. It felt insurmountable to me.


When senior year of high school rolled around, it was time for the long-standing tradition of doling out superlatives to the graduating class: Most Likely to Change the World, Most Likely to Be President, Best Smile, and so on. I received one of the less desirable superlatives in the book—Most Shy. For the yearbook, the photographer asked me to stand behind a pillar and peek my head out, as if I was scared and hiding. As if I didn’t want to take up space. That was nearly twenty years ago and, still, I remember it, down to the striped turtleneck sweater I was wearing, like it was yesterday. That day was the turning point. I vowed to myself that I was going to prove this superlative wrong.


I was about to be the first woman in my family to pursue a bachelor’s degree and choose a profession that was also a passion. So, in college, I resolved to start fresh and make use of my voice—as a writer and active classroom participant—and I did! I wanted to take up space so that I could make space for others. My calling became more powerful than the shyness.


After I graduated, I landed my dream job at Seventeen, where I could be part of an editorial team making millions of readers feel more confident every day. When I was seventeen, I had never fathomed I could work for the magazine I didn’t even feel “cool enough” to read at that age or run a multi-million-dollar organization or be an author… but with my education and unconditional love and support from my parents, it was possible.


Now that I’m in my thirties and married, I often reflect on how different my path was from that of previous generations. My great-grandmother had her first child when she was seventeen. Her third daughter, my grandmother, would get married when she was not much older than that, and in her wedding announcement from 1948, she would be introduced to the world only as “Mrs.” in front of her husband’s full name. She was just “the bride.” Other than descriptions of her wedding dress, she was noted as a high school graduate and that was it. When my mom was married, she didn’t get to choose where the ceremony would be or have it be as intimate as she wanted.


In 2018, seventy years after my grandmother’s wedding, I got married. I didn’t have a wedding announcement, but I published an article called “How to Have a Feminist Wedding.” I wrote about how my husband and I decided to commemorate our marriage as an equal partnership. This is just one of many examples I could give that show the change that is possible in a generation or two. I had the chance to control my future and my narrative in ways my great-grandmother, grandmother, and mother never did. Higher education and my mom’s commitment to breaking that cycle with her children gave me an unprecedented opportunity.


I am not Mrs. anyone. I am not Most Shy. I am whoever I want to be and I navigate the world as I choose. This feels like a luxury and yet it should be a basic right. And that’s where my North Star comes from. I envision a world where every girl and woman has the chance to write her own story.





Examining your own life as inspiration for your North Star makes you an authentic and compassionate advocate and ally. It’s your why. A connection to your personal history is what keeps you humble, passionate, and most effective.


Author, physician, and professor Rachel Naomi Remen has struggled with Crohn’s disease her entire life, which has informed her view of life and medicine. She wrote a piece that illuminated the difference between “helping,” “fixing,” and “serving” that is popular among nonprofit workers. It’s one of the reasons we push you to see your North Star as self-sustaining, to avoid the word help in how you approach the change you want to create. Remen says when you help, you see life as weak. When you fix, you see life as broken. And when you serve, you see life as whole. “Fixing and helping may be the work of the ego,” she writes, “and service the work of the soul.… Fixing and helping create a distance between people, but we cannot serve at a distance. We can only serve that to which we are profoundly connected.”


Think about how powerful that empathy is. The context of how you experience an issue may differ greatly from how others do, based on privilege, geography, and what makes you unique, but that doesn’t stop you from relating to them. For example, we are both first-generation college graduates. We understand what it means to use our education to unlock levels of social mobility that previous generations of our family didn’t have. These pieces of our identity drew us to be passionate about fighting for equality alongside girls who are first in their families to graduate from high school and create new paths. That said, we have limitations in understanding the experience of girls who are facing dangers and instability we never had to think about.


Gaps between your frame of reference and others’ simply means it’s critical to have ongoing conversations in which you listen more than you speak. Focus on learning more about the issue you’re fighting and the people affected by it to avoid projecting your own experience… and there’s a whole lot more where that came from in Part II of this book.


After reading these examples, it’s your turn. If you had to pick the top experiences or circumstances that make you who you are today, what would they be? As you read through this next section, use the workbook or your Impact Journal to jot down your thoughts. [image: image]


WHAT MOVES YOU?


In case unpacking your life story doesn’t bring you immediate clarity on your North Star, here’s another tactic to identify it. If you were to pop open the New York Times right now, what headlines would you want to click on? Notice the stories that stir emotions like anger, heartbreak, and hope. Is there a documentary you saw and can’t get out of your mind? Or a nonfiction book that you couldn’t keep to yourself and recommended to multiple people? An article you posted to Facebook?


Anger united the two of us on our changemaking journey. Our collaboration traces back to a news article that Tammy posted on Facebook in 2009. It was from a Liberian news outlet and shamed young women for teen pregnancies. Tammy was livid that the story failed to mention the lack of sex education provided to girls (and boys). The community had failed these girls, not the other way around. Tammy posted to Facebook that she wanted to start a social media campaign to promote the importance of girls’ education. When she asked if anyone would like to join her, Christen—someone she had only met once before “in real life”—messaged her directly to express her shared anger and to jump on board… the rest is history.


Thinking about what pushes your buttons is a reminder that, contrary to how it sounds, a North Star isn’t whimsical; it’s powerful. And when you see something that threatens it, you have a visceral reaction.


Another way to locate your North Star is to think about where you spend your time. That might be in a rally, march, community service, family care, event, or volunteer or pro bono capacity.


For model Imaan Hammam, she found clues to her North Star in an unexpected place: her Instagram. “I hear from young girls on Instagram daily who look up to me as a role model,” she says. Imaan spent more and more time responding to their comments and DMs while on photo shoot breaks and airport layovers. “I knew I wanted to give back to a cause that would change the lives of young girls,” Imaan told us. “And since I am half Egyptian, half Moroccan, I wanted to not just help girls in the United States, where I live, but around the world. You can only give of yourself when you really believe in the cause.” In her first year as an ambassador, Imaan raised more than $40,000 for girls globally through She’s the First and spoke about her work at publicity events, in magazines, and on social media.
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