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To our ancestors, 
whose sacrifices paved the way 
for us to be where we are today.


			In their honor, 
may we grant ourselves permission 
to fully enjoy our own journey.


		




		

			






Due to the complexity of repetitively using each of the terms Latinas, Latinos, Hispanics, Latinx, and Latine throughout this book, the author has simplified their use under the terms Latinas and Latinos. In this way, she respectfully seeks to represent the diverse groups that make up our community while maintaining literary fluidity.


		




		

			


Introduction


			It’s three in the morning on a freezing cold night in February of 2016 in New Jersey. I find myself in the darkest hour of the night, as dark as this moment I am going through. As the daughter of a working-class family and the first to access college education and corporate jobs in top-tier companies, I did everything to succeed in spaces foreign to my humble beginnings. I pushed so hard, sacrificing myself beyond what was humanly possible, that I ended up falling into an unprecedented physical, mental, and emotional burnout.


			For decades, I had bowed my head to internal and external voices of disapproval while carrying my immigrant accent as a secret source of shame, feeling at every step that I should be grateful for being allowed to live in this country even though I was here legally. In my effort to shut down the inner uncomfortable turbulence that I experienced living within a system that never quite accepted me, I took refuge in what I knew to do best, what I had learned from our Latino culture: work hard.


			The consequences were disastrous, and my dark and deep fall into a void was almost inevitable. I reached a turning point in my life and things would no longer be the same. I was broken inside. In the silence of that night, I contained a cry of helplessness to avoid waking my family up, and tears flowed down my cheeks. I wondered when this nightmare would end. I no longer knew who I was or where I was going.


			After 15 years in the United States, giving it all to feel appreciated, valued, and welcomed, I lost my way. I am sunk in a very different experience from what I imagined when, with big dreams and just a few suitcases, I arrived in this country in 2002 to pursue a master’s degree in Business at an Ivy League university. A system and a culture brutally different from where I come from took it upon itself to «put me in my place,» one that feels too small compared to what I imagined myself achieving when I first set foot in this country. I feel inferior, different, and out of place. In this darkness with no end in sight, images from recent past experiences spin furiously around me, and voices coming from deep within drill into my ears with no mercy.


			You don’t belong here. Deep down, you know you are not one of us. Go back to the country you came from.


			No one cares about what you can contribute. Don’t forget that you come from a third-world country.


			People like you don’t get very far, you know? Look around… Do you find Latina women like you in those spaces you have aspired to reach?


			I’m sick and tired of these voices and of not feeling at home, welcome, or valued for who I really am after 15 years in this country. I have wasted too much energy trying to be someone different, hoping to receive that external stamp of approval. I have repeatedly placed others and their agendas above my dreams and needs, putting them on pedestals.


			A feeling of desperate helplessness joins my profound exhaustion. I push down everything I feel, hiding it somewhere deep inside of me so that no one notices the weight I carry. In the end, «we don’t talk about it.» Our culture has taught us to remain silent.


			As much as I try, I cannot make myself fit into a model of success designed for people different than me. The «You will be the first in our family to go to college» and «You will be a source of pride for all of us; you will achieve the dreams of your grandparents» are no longer enough for me to keep pushing forward. I am at a turning point in my life. Suddenly, a very faint voice whispers within me that perhaps, one day, things could be different.


			* * *


			—Valeria, have you finished covering your topics and projects? —The company’s chief operating officer, who I worked with as marketing director, asked me. That was the last corporate job I had before my collapse. I was one of the few women in the company and the only Latina.


			—Yes, that’s all I had for today. Thank you for your time —I thanked the team of 12 people on the other end of the phone. Conducting that meeting from my home was unusual, but I had no other choice, as my youngest son, then four years old, had developed a sudden overnight fever.


			—Very well —said the chief operating officer sharply. He was not only respected by most of the people at the table but also feared—. Now, you can go back to cooking and babysitting.


			My silence struck me. I was petrified… Had I heard correctly? Yes, I had. I was left speechless between shame and being caught off guard.


			When I recovered a little, that familiar voice inside me said, «Let it go. It’s not in your best interest to say anything, or you’ll be labeled difficult, hindering your career. In the end, he has much more power than you.»


			With that knot in my stomach that showed up every time I swallowed my words and emotions instead of expressing them, I took a deep breath and hung up the call. Months later, I hit rock bottom.


			Around the same time, Natalia, who grew up in the United States under the care of her single mother, who had immigrated from Colombia, went through a similar experience.


			Natalia was also the first in her family to graduate from college in the United States. She became one of the few Latina engineers in the endless ocean of white men who worked with her at a renowned oil company. Like many of us who are the first in our family to venture into new territories, Natalia did not have a roadmap to guide her steps. But Natalia knew something, and she knew it very well: to succeed, you have to do your job with commitment and attention to detail. You must build trust with your bosses and show them they can assign you projects supporting your growth. Her commitment to exceeding objectives caught the attention of those bosses, who selected her to travel to Munich, Germany, as part of a committee of seven people involved in acquiring state-of-the-art machinery. The trip included six engineers and Natalia, the only woman and Latina in the group.


			—What you say is irrelevant; we don’t have time for that now. Shut up! I need to think! —the project leader, a Peruvian-American engineer, snapped dismissively. He had interrupted Natalia, who was explaining her thoughts on the possible disadvantages of the equipment they were evaluating.


			She felt the sky falling on her. She was as petrified as I had been with that chief operating officer. She had worked very hard to reach that position, encountering resistance at every step from men who were not used to receiving orders and instructions from younger Latina women.


			Not knowing what to do, Natalia opted to stay silent, even when she knew this incident would make things even more difficult for her. Her credibility was at stake.


			Natalia and I are not alone. And neither are you. At this point, millions of Latina women face these types of situations, in which we tend to take refuge in our cultural behavior of «Put your head down and work harder» and the thought of «Show them what you’re capable of with more work and better results.» But this is not sustainable. Our cultural inclination to dedicate more hours and more mental space to work, combined with the exhausting effect of stress and microaggressions, can hurt our mental health.


			In the 21st century, Latina women continue operating in survival mode. We survive instead of fully living. With our tendency to work hard and even harder, we force ourselves to keep pushing through when that clearly does not work for us, without knowing exactly what we could be doing differently. With this, we place our mental and physical health at risk, as happened to me in 2016, when, after decades of pressuring myself to succeed in a system where I did not feel welcome, valued, or supported, I collapsed from chronic stress.


			If you can relate to my experience or Natalia’s, I want you to know that you are not alone. Operating in survival mode is collective and inherited. It is collective since it doesn’t matter what our country of origin, skin color, sexual orientation, preferred language, or educational level is. As Latinas, we share that sense of living in survival mode. We carry it as a collective cultural trait that influences our thinking, feeling, and acting. Our survival mode is also inherited because we have been close witnesses of how our ancestors, with few resources, faced significant challenges and traumas, whether in their countries of origin or as immigrants in the United States. Many of them were silenced, minimized, ignored, and even discarded by an American system that did not welcome them with open arms. Their daughters, as may be your case, not only witnessed the dismissive messages towards their parents, but they also had to translate them word for word on numerous occasions. Observing our ancestors’ struggles, some believed survival was also our destiny. And because of this, we may carry the unhealed traumas and fears of our ancestors in our DNA, many times unconsciously.


			In the encounter of two cultures, one perceived as clearly superior to the other, we absorbed like sponges several messages of inferiority that surfaced when we were compared to the white male model of perfection and success this country historically held. In that exercise of comparison, we wonder if we possess the qualities needed to succeed in this country, we feel uncomfortable when talking about our talents and successes because they seem insufficient, or we take refuge in silence when we face situations that we perceive as threatening, even when doing so can result in being labeled as «not leadership material» or poorly prepared to take our next professional leap. Survival silently follows us into every room and tries to keep us trapped in a past that our mind and heart have not yet unlearned, a past that should no longer determine our destiny.


			On that ice-cold night in 2016, I desperately clung to the one thing that could get me out of that hole: my spirituality. For years, I neglected my relationship with that deeper part of my essence, focused on my thirst to prove my worth, and constantly pressured to pursue more. I think this is how I lost my way: I stopped loving myself, valuing myself, and feeling worthy. I put aside my spiritual life to pursue an unattainable perfection and to gain the approval of others when I wasn’t even approving of myself.


			That night, I changed the course of my life because, in that darkness, I learned to ask for help.


			«I would like to know what my next steps are. I need a sign,» I desperately pleaded to the infinite energy I call God, and others call by hundreds of different names. I wondered if anything would work because nothing I had tried so far seemed to make a difference. Where was my way out of all this darkness and of feeling like a failure?


			The following morning, when I turned my phone on to check the time, I found two emails that had arrived during the night. The subject line of the first one read «Tell your story,» and the second one said, «Publish a book and leave a legacy.»


			And here we are.


			The years that followed were not easy. During those years, I looked without filters into everything that led me to collapse. I embarked on a mission to understand what ways of thinking and behaviors had pushed me to such profound suffering. I immersed myself in decoding the cultural differences that make us feel inadequate and undervalued as immigrants and daughters of immigrants. In the process, I learned to accept that this is indeed my home, my country. I embraced the idea that I belong here and deserve to reach my highest potential and live a happy life. By shedding the layers of cultural conditioning and indoctrination of inferiority, silence, and service to others above all else with which I had grown up, I could reconnect with my true essence, learning to love the person I am and gradually healing my self-esteem and self-worth.


			In the process, I was blessed to cross paths with hundreds of Latina women who taught me the most profound life lessons, the ones we generally do not share, either because we are too busy fighting to make our way or because of our scarcity mindset that has us holding on to information that could help others. Hence my decision to leave this legacy for you, mainly if you are the first in your family to navigate spaces that were not accessible to your ancestors or if you find yourself struggling to be accepted, heard, or valued for who you are, like Natalia, like me, and like so many women you will meet throughout pages.


			In the following pages, we will embark on the most profound transformative journey together. We will begin by examining our individual and collective shadows, the intergenerational trauma we still carry, and the many ways in which our cultural past continues to influence our present, having us experience unnecessary struggle and suffering. We will then embark on understanding how we can change our reality starting from within, reprogramming our minds to pursue higher-level goals and fulfill our most cherished dreams. I will lay out a detailed roadmap for you, with the specific pillars you need to focus on to take your professional life to levels yet to be reached. And finally, we will wrap up with an exploration of what the future of this country and the world will look like as we, Latinas and Latinos, dare to bring our most cherished cultural values of authenticity, empathy, caring, loyalty, resilience, joy, and a collective way of thinking into our professional spaces. I will show you how we will be leaders of an unprecedented cultural change.


			This book is also for you if you are not Latina or Latino but an ally. You will become aware of our deepest secrets and the silent struggles we do not generally talk about, and you will walk away with insights and a toolkit to support our growth. You are a vital player in helping us reach our maximum potential. Through these pages, you will better understand how to become an agent of change who actively creates a new and powerful collective reality that includes you.


			But before we begin our journey together, I want us to dispel the notion that «being Latina is a handicap.» On the contrary, being Latina or Latino is a potent asset. The power of our Latino community is the best-kept secret, with 77% of us not being aware of the immense power we possess.


			The irony is that we are mighty but without power. On the one hand, we are a growing segment of the United States population, driving such significant economic contributions that we have become one of the main engines of the American economy. We are resourceful, loyal, resilient, empathetic, entrepreneurial, and leaders. Many of us speak more than one language and simultaneously navigate multiple cultures. However, we are relatively absent in spaces of leadership, decision-making, and wealth creation.


			This turns us into a paradox, the Hispanic paradox: we possess measurable and growing power, but we continue to feel like second-class citizens. We go through life almost apologizing before giving our opinion, feeling guilty for asking to be paid market value for our work, or hiding our greatness as we feel constantly threatened.


			After my 2016 episode, I bounced back by asking myself a simple but powerful question that today can be the cornerstone of your transformation and growth: Am I a powerless victim of an unfair system that still does not recognize my value? Or is it possible that, in some way, I am a victim of my conditioning, having believed to the letter all those cultural messages of inferiority, silence, service to others above all else, and scarcity?


			I hope that the main ideas in this book will profoundly change your thoughts about yourself and the world around you. If you read it with consciousness and take action based on what you learn in each chapter, I promise that at the end of our journey together you will not only feel more seen, heard, and valued, but you will also have connected with a part of yourself that may have gone dormant: your human dignity, which has the power to transform your life and also the system from which you feel alienated or by which you feel threatened. You will present yourself with more confidence, develop your unique voice, and surround yourself with people who want to support your growth as mentors and sponsors. Better yet, you’ll have more clarity about what steps to take to help you reach your highest professional potential. Let’s not wait any longer.


			The world is hungry for leaders and change agents like you and me, willing to transform ourselves first to trigger unprecedented collective change. Here we go!


		




		

			



PART I


			We Are Not Victims


		




		

			




CHAPTER 1


			Powerful, yet powerless


			I loved numbers all my life. In a world with so many shades of gray and nuances, numbers have comforted me, as they generally tell a straightforward story. That’s why, after years of exhaustion from living an extreme corporate lifestyle and the uncertainty that followed when I left that space, I turned for comfort to what I knew well: analyzing numbers. I wanted to understand who we are as Latinos, perhaps to understand myself more.


			What I discovered was fascinating and paradoxical at the same time. I had lived in the United States for 15 years, navigating elite spaces and top-tier corporations where the economic and social power of the Latino community had never received serious attention. That was so revealing that, from then on, I promised to share those numbers at every opportunity.


			And each time, I encountered the same response: an overwhelming silence followed by surprise, indignation, and frustration. It happens at every conference I give, almost without exception. At first, the audience is left speechless, absorbing the robust statistics I present to them, which, on the one hand, confirm the immense power of our Latino community in the United States and, on the other hand, make it clear how little we exercise that power. It is as if our past and present contributions and undoubted influence on the destiny of the United States did not exist or did not matter. I learned that our facts and figures are simply unknown to the majority of the 340 million inhabitants of this country, including ourselves. We are powerful, yet powerless.


			IGNITE YOUR POWER


			Latinas are a fast-growing group in the United States. Approximately 25 years ago, we represented 13% of the female population in this country. Today, we represent 19%, or approximately 30 million. If you consider the more than twenty countries that makeup Latin America, only two of them exceed this number of women among their inhabitants: Brazil and Mexico. In the United States, we are one of the groups with the highest population growth; by 2050, Latinas will represent 26% of the female population; that is, one in four women you cross on the street will be Latina.


			How different life could be for my U.S.-born children by the time they become adults! Nowadays, when my family feels the need to be embraced by our cultural warmth, we travel to Miami for a few days. We enjoy our food, listen to our music, and immerse ourselves in a world that speaks our language. It is quite a different experience from the one we live in the suburbs of New Jersey, in a town that is more than 90% non-Latino white. Numbers show that in the near future, we might not have to travel so far to find that connection with our own culture. We will be everywhere.


			Moreover, our youth is coming in full force. Did you know that a Latina woman in the United States turns 18 every sixty seconds? Because of that, we are entering the workforce faster than other groups. And while Latinas represent 8% of the U.S. workforce today, our participation in it will grow by 26% by 2030, nearly nine times the projected growth for non-Latina white women. Hence, it is essential to support our youth and make their journey a little easier than it has been for us.


			Numbers tell a fascinating story that does not end here. The economic contributions of the Latino community are significant and valuable: we are the undoubted engine of the American economy. The term that quantifies it, the Latino GDP (GDP for Gross Domestic Product), represents the added value to the economy from all goods and services produced by Latinas and Latinos in the United States. In 2021, the Latino GDP amounted to $3.2 trillion. Seen from another perspective, if Latinos in the United States agreed to form our own country, with this gross domestic product, we would be… (please, take a seat before continuing to read)… the fifth largest economy in the world and the third fastest growing, according to a report by the Latino Donor Collaborative. Do you understand why it is incomprehensible that we ask for permission to express ourselves and own our spaces? In the United States, no other ethnic or racial group contributes to the same accelerated growth we create. This country needs us Latinas and Latinos to continue being the world’s leading economy that it is.


			Latina women are creating businesses at a higher pace than non-Latina white women. In other words, we are a perfect example of what pursuing our big dreams means, and we are role models in perseverance and resilience. According to a report by American Express, in the last five years, the number of businesses created by Latina women grew by 40%, compared to only 6% for non-Latina white women. Latinas know that owning our own business can be a way out of poverty and an opportunity to get ahead.


			It all sounds lovely up to this point. Let’s now consider the other side of the coin.


			THE HISPANIC PARADOX


			Given these powerful statistics, the fact that we are absent from spaces of power, decision-making, and wealth creation is astonishing and unacceptable. Finding Latina women in leadership positions is very uncommon. In fact, we occupy less than 2% of executive positions in the largest companies in the country, and we are underrepresented in managerial positions (accounting for only 4%) and professional roles (we reach only 3%). Of the 92 S&P 100 companies analyzed in a recent report, 18 do not have one Latina woman in these positions.


			Not only are we relatively absent from leadership positions, but we also make less money than our peers. Throughout my corporate career, I always suspected that some of my colleagues, who had less global experience and fewer academic degrees than me, earned more for a similar job. In 2004 —my first year working in this country— I learned how men around me received a higher salary or annual bonus than mine. Of course, I swallowed my frustration and disappointment and said nothing about it. After all, I was a newcomer and had to pay my dues without complaining. At least, that is what I believed at the time. Regarding salaries and wealth creation, Latina women are far behind other groups. In 2022, full-time Latina professionals were paid approximately 54 cents for every dollar a non-Latino white man earned. Half! This wage gap translates into a loss of nearly 1.2 million dollars that we fail to earn over a forty-year career. In other words, a Latina woman would have to work until she is almost 90 years old, which is six years beyond her life expectancy, to be paid the same total amount of money that a 60-year-old non-Latino white man earned throughout his life.


			Latina women are saving less and accumulating insufficient wealth, leaving a smaller inheritance and sometimes a negative balance and accumulated bills to be paid by our families. In that sense, our upcoming generations are at a disadvantage: statistics indicate that a Latino household has only 21 cents of accumulated wealth for every dollar of wealth in the hands of non-Latino white households.


			Something very similar happens with Latina entrepreneurs. Our businesses reach annual revenues that account for only 23% of what a similar business owned by a non-Latina white woman generates. We are opening new businesses at fast rates but growing a little in sales.


			In summary, we are very powerful, much more than we believe, but we do not fully exercise that power, nor are we accumulating enough wealth to feel deserving of that power. Worse yet, we can fear exercising our power, expecting negative consequences.


			Welcome to the Hispanic paradox.


			100% RESPONSIBILITY


			This is where I place my finger on the wound to invite us to reflect on how we are 100% responsible for the reality we are immersed in. We are not mere victims of an unjust system, but rather, we end up creating a reality that does not favor us each time we walk into our daily lives trapped in a smaller version of ourselves, filled with doubts, feeling undervalued, and influenced by our cultural scripts of silence, invisibility, inferiority, and service to others above all else.


			I promised you that I would transform your way of thinking. Here we go with one of the main concepts: we have 100% responsibility for what goes on in our lives, and this can be quite different from what we were culturally taught. When you are 100% responsible, you are not a helpless victim of life’s circumstances; instead, you accept that you create, promote, or allow what happens in your life.


			A part of you screams, «But the system is unfair!» and «Discrimination is real!» You are absolutely right. The system has not shown significant changes in access and representation of Latinas and Latinos since the 1980s, and bias is real and perverse.


			It took me a long time to fully understand this concept. Think about the chief operating officer who humiliated me in front of my co-workers or Natalia when she was silenced in front of other engineers. Neither she nor I were victims of those circumstances. Somehow, we created, allowed, or promoted them. In my desperate attempt to be accepted by others, I allowed jokes that seemed innocent until they escalated, and when I wanted to set boundaries, it was too late. My bosses and my colleagues took advantage of my kindness, as they knew I would not react negatively and there would be no consequences for them, and they took those spaces I left open to channel their masked racism and machismo.


			Like many other women, we were taught to promote peaceful relationships, be pleasant, not go against the tide, and serve others before ourselves. That’s why setting boundaries in situations that don’t favor us can feel uncomfortable and unnatural. I know I allowed it over and over again. Many times, even with a smile on my face!


			It would be easier to assign the blame for our lack of access and opportunities to the current government, the system, the non-Latino white community, men with not much consciousness and awareness, or our bosses or co-workers. But what do we gain from doing so? We will feel helpless and angry, but that state changes absolutely nothing.
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			Think about the microaggressions that have marked your professional life. How many have you allowed and why? Maybe you wanted to protect your work relationships and feared being fired or losing a client. All of that is valid. It is also valid to realize that, by not setting boundaries, we have been, to some extent, responsible for the permanence of those events in our lives. Responsibility is not about blaming or punishing ourselves but recognizing our ability to respond. Instead of standing idly in the face of challenging events, we accept that we are influential creators of our reality by responding to situations we do not like. So, according to this concept, the fact that your current circumstances are not exactly as you would like them to be or that you are immersed in a system that seems not to accept you as you are or welcome your points of view and contributions does not mean that you cannot do anything about it.


			There is an exception to the 100% responsibility rule. There are circumstances in which we are victims of trauma or violence, where we have no control over the actions of other people, particularly during our early years of life. In these cases, you are responsible for only one thing: seeking help to heal and to live fully, just as you deserve. If you have been a victim of trauma or violence, allow yourself to access professional help or other resources so that you can heal.


			EXERCISE YOUR (HEALTHY) REBELLIOUSNESS


			Accepting that you have the power to create positive events and circumstances in your life and that you can become an agent of change in this unjust system is an attitude of profound and healthy rebellion against the messages of inferiority, silence, service to others above all else, and scarcity that we have been bombarded with since we have been born.


			We Latinas need to rebel a bit more. Not in the sense of going into fight mode and confrontation to hurt others, but in questioning our thinking patterns and what we believed to be accurate. What if we started by rebelling against everything we carry in our subconscious, questioning those ancestral messages that say we are not good enough, that going for more is greedy, or that it is dangerous to be our authentic selves? The psychologist Carl Jung studied this topic in-depth and called it the collective unconscious. According to Jung, group members can share archetypes and mental patterns, which can influence their thoughts, actions, and decisions in pretty similar ways. These mental scripts are passed down from generation to generation without realizing it and can become a potent interference between us and our big dreams.


			Some time ago, Verónica, a Latina executive at a well-known global financial services institution, confessed that after reading my first book, Uncolonized Latinas: Transforming Our Mindsets and Rising Together, she had finally understood why it had been so tricky for Latina women to reach certain executive positions in the United States. When she became aware of the hidden cultural scripts that influenced her thoughts and decisions and decided to overcome those limiting beliefs, she experienced a remarkable improvement in her professional performance. It finally sank on her that what she had perceived as a personal issue or area to fix about herself was a cultural trait so many of us share. When you change your mindset, your life changes. If you are a mother, father, or teacher and decide to end those mentalities, you will not only transform your life, but you will also break ancestral chains and create an important legacy for future generations.


			With our healthy rebellion, awareness, and self-empowerment, we will be modeling to our family, friends, and coworkers (and the 440 million people who will inhabit U.S. soil in 2050) what can be possible for us in human development. Given the growing incidence of the Latino population in the United States, it is worth asking: What kind of Latinas and Latinos do we want in the United States? What version of ourselves can benefit this country the most? Disempowered individuals who feel inferior, without access to key spaces, lacking confidence in themselves, and who mistrust the system, or individuals with high self-esteem and self-confidence, who think they belong here and who are willing to fight against systemic barriers to contribute the best of themselves for the highest good of all?


			Let’s delve together into this historic opportunity to create a new collective future, not only for Latina women and our community but also for all the United States and even other countries worldwide that are looking at our progression as a reference for themselves. The empowerment and awakening of our Latino community is indeed a matter of global interest.


			The world needs leaders and change agents like you and me who are 100% responsible for their lives and willing to transform their mindsets and behaviors to promote an unprecedented collective change.
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CHAPTER 2


			Rebel against cultural scripts


			We have been brainwashed for centuries. Generation after generation, like sponges, we absorbed a system of beliefs and cultural scripts that have done nothing but wear us down emotionally, physically, and mentally, in addition to disconnecting us from who we truly are.


			The time has come to rebel against everything we were programmed to believe, starting by understanding how specific cultural messages created ways of thinking that have taken root in our collective unconscious and, from there, influence our actions and decisions without us being fully aware. As you progress through the following pages, note what resonates with you. Therein lies the key to creating the change you long for, observing, and becoming aware of what has been limiting you without holding judgments against yourself. And if judgments, guilt, or shame appear, I invite you to breathe deeply and let them go as you exhale. It is impossible to learn and grow if we flog ourselves during the process. Expansion and contraction cannot exist together at the same time.


			You will discover that many of these scripts can apply to most women, not just Latinas. However, they do not impact different female groups in the same way. Each culture has its ancestral history and a unique relationship with authority, money, the concept of success, poverty, the acceptance of physical punishment, and gender roles, for example. This means that the impact of these scripts varies from community to community, which has to do with specific cultural beliefs that have influenced us since we were young and the conditions in which we grew up.


			THE CULTURAL SCRIPT OF INFERIORITY


			Inferiority translates as a feeling of inadequacy or lack. This trait has accompanied me throughout my life.


			Feeling less than others (particularly when comparing ourselves to non-Latino white men and women) can be so rooted in our psyche that we can feel it even if our accomplishments have been extraordinary. For example, did you know that just 1% of all women with doctorates (PhDs) in the United States are Latinas? That percentage is meager because we are almost 20% of the population. If you are a Latina and have a doctorate, you are within a group with access to one of the highest levels of education. With that, you are extraordinary in our community. Even then, I have found women within this group who feel inadequate or not so capable. Not even reaching the highest educational levels removes the feeling of not being enough. How often, being highly qualified, do we continue striving for one more degree or certification? When this comes from a place of lack, we don’t do it to expand our already excellent profile but to appease that inner feeling that we are not yet enough.


			As I mentioned above, this feeling of inferiority is not just unique to Latinas. Some time ago, I connected via phone with a Latina executive who has reached the highest ranks within her organization and now reports directly to the president. She told me about a two-day corporate retreat in which she had participated along with other female executives. While at the beginning of the retreat, they all maintained a politically correct stance in their interventions. During the second day and in a group activity, they were brutally honest: most admitted not feeling prepared to succeed in their role or doubting their abilities to do excellent work. We tend to carry the myth that once we reach leadership positions, we will have more confidence because we will have more power. In reality, unless we heal our feelings of inadequacy, those higher positions will only exacerbate the feeling once we get there. In the case of Latina women, there are also certain intersectionalities, such as skin color or accent, that amplify our sense of being inadequate or less capable than others.


			When a system is designed around the success of a specific type of individual, those who do not fit that profile can feel out of place as we climb the ranks. Under these circumstances, women have learned to hide our insecurities, silence our deepest needs, and move forward focused only on business, as so many men do, covering up anything that could make us seem weak or insecure.


			In the case of our Latino community, many immigrant women and daughters of immigrants silently carry that feeling of inferiority. Those of us who are immigrants may experience a sense of shame because we come from countries that have been labeled as third-world economies. Coming from systemic poverty can also become a weight on our chests as we navigate new spaces in this first-world country. When I began my master’s studies (MBA) in 2002, during my first day at the Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth, the first thing I thought was, «What am I going to contribute here if I come from a third-world country that is broke, has systemic poverty, and has just gone through its most profound economic crisis?» At that time, I thought the United States was a perfect system where everything was figured out, so I had everything to learn and little to contribute. And since I felt inferior, I made myself as invisible as possible.


			We may also carry a sense of shame towards our accents when we speak English, without knowing that after the age of 11 or 12, the part of the brain that controls language has, for the most part, already developed; thus, if we learn a second language after that age, it will be challenging to completely erase our accent when speaking it. Our accent shame is heightened when those around us point out that we are somewhat different or insinuate that our way of speaking is a barrier to being understood. When others throw our insecurities in our faces, we feel hurt. The same Latina executive who shared her experience in that eye-opening retreat also told me that in a meeting with a dozen executives, where she was the only Latina, one of her peers alluded to her accent and asked her to speak more slowly and clearly as he did not understand what she wanted to say. She felt humiliated.


			For Latina women and other women of color born to immigrants, the feeling of inferiority or inadequacy may also come from what they observed from their parents during childhood. Mónica Martínez Milán, an entrepreneur born in New Jersey to Spanish parents, expresses it very clearly:


			My parents had access to education and understood their value before arriving in the United States, but once here, the system forced them to start from scratch, as if everything they had achieved did not matter. When you observe your immigrant parents feeling diminished in front of American people, even when they had a college education, something happens inside your heart as their daughter. By placing others on pedestals, they automatically put themselves on a lower step. As daughters, we experienced that from our birth. I ended up believing that I was inferior to others. I thought something was wrong with me and that I was less capable or valuable than others.


			Inferiority is not just a feeling we carry in silence; it manifests in particular and often unconscious behaviors that can block our professional growth.


			Indicate the behaviors with which you most identify:


			● I let better opportunities pass me by, feeling that I am not ready for them or will not be able to handle them.


			● I only apply for jobs if I meet 100% of the requirements, while statistics show that men apply even when they only meet 60% of the requirements.


			● I work too hard, beyond exhaustion, to prove that I am worthy or to prove to others that they made the right decision by giving me the project, the job promotion, or the salary increase.


			● I charge less for my work or give discounts through my business, even before being asked. Charging market value makes me uncomfortable when I think my work may not be worth that money.


			● I procrastinate on important projects, which is an unconscious way of protecting myself from making mistakes because those would confirm that I’m not great at what I do after all.


			You have taken a great first step by observing how the cultural script of inferiority shows up in your life. Feeling inadequate, inferior, or second-class is a deep and silent cultural burden we do not discuss. Or rather, we did not discuss it since we are already creating change by allowing ourselves to observe with neutrality how the feeling of inferiority shows up in our lives and what behaviors it influences. Observation and awareness are a great first step towards transformation.


			THE CULTURAL SCRIPT OF SILENCE


			Have you ever heard the infamous «Calladita te ves más bonita» or «Children have nothing to say here»? Those messages, even when meant as jokes, had a real impact. They come from cultural traditions and gender roles that indicate that women and children do not have the right to express their voices in the same way that men do. Remember that in our culture, men historically dominated spaces of power and influence such as business, government, the Church, and the military. Women and children do not express their opinions in those spaces, or at least not openly.


			The cultural script of silence was born not only out of systemically oppressing self-expression. In our Latino culture, silence was achieved through physical punishment: the sandal («la chancla»), the belt, and even a slap have been effective at creating respect (or at least silence) towards figures of authority in our lives. Don’t we say, referring to our Generation Z children, «If I had raised my voice like that to my father, I would have already received a good “chanclazo”?»


			This topic was discussed at length during our Rising Together full day of training in Boston, a movement I founded to help transform our relationship with ourselves, money, and power. As we discussed our cultural tendency to remain silent in conflict, a young woman stood up. She expressed: «Our past experiences, particularly those in which physical punishment was involved to ensure respect for authority, keep haunting us today each time we remain silent with a manager or executive at work or when we are with people of a race that we perceive as superior to ours.» Although it hurts to admit it, the «chanclazo» imposed respect for authority, but it also exacerbated our tendency towards silence and survival. We generally don’t talk about this. However, I dared to bring this up during a TV interview.


			I was invited to CUNYTV in New York for the «Caliente Caliente» segment some time ago. Among the various topics we touched on was physical punishment within the Latino community. While looking firmly at the camera, I remember saying, «If you find yourself in a meeting and are afraid to express your opinion, you may be going through life with a “chancla” still stuck to your head.» Beyond how funny this image may be, it represents the reality of many in our community. Many of us received a «chanclazo» or some slaps during our childhood and unconsciously repeated the pattern with our children. Unless we eradicate that cultural legacy, we will continue silencing and limiting our loved ones.


			The «chanclazo» and other attempts to silence and oppress the voices of our young ones may create the opposite effect, provoking an unhealthy and counterproductive rebellion. In one of my coaching sessions, a client expressed that it was almost impossible for her to keep calm in the face of authority figures, especially if they were white men. On several occasions, she had not been able to control the words that came out of her mouth nor the energy with which she expressed them. She felt that she was destroying essential work relationships and that she was being labeled as difficult. When she shared more about her childhood, she recounted how she had to assume the role of translator and protector of her immigrant parents at a very young age, as they sought refuge in silence when faced with authority figures. In those situations, she felt such helplessness that she would have liked to scream at the top of her lungs, but feeling unsafe, she would also remain silent. She felt oppressed so many times that, over the years, she could no longer contain that girl who had not been able to express herself. The silence of her past returned as screams in her present, affecting her future and her inner peace.


			In our community, seeking emotional or psychological help is stigmatized since that is seen as only for unstable people («para locos»). In my personal experience, and in that of so many Latinas who have managed to heal a painful past to create an extraordinary present, therapy has been a key and fundamental pillar, mainly because through the process, we embraced that those who silenced our voices did the best they could with what they knew at the time. If they had known how to do it better, they would possibly have done it better.


			Let’s explore how the cultural script of silence generally influences specific behaviors. Point out those with which you identify:


			● I hide my opinions, and more so when I think that expressing them publicly might create conflict.


			● I remain silent before authority figures or people different from me.


			● I share my ideas once I am sure I can articulate them perfectly. I internally struggle with my fears of not being able to communicate effectively.


			● I express my opinion with such force and impetus, sometimes with resentment and anger, that I damage my interpersonal relationships.


			● I say «I’m sorry» or «Excuse me» too frequently or ask permission to give my opinion.


			This script haunted me for decades. Too many times, I found myself struggling with my inner voices of disempowerment and self-invalidation. When I wanted to say something that could generate conflict, I waited until someone else said it first to see how the group reacted, or when I had a brilliant idea, I doubted so much about how to articulate it that I lost the opportunity when someone else presented it and received all the credit. I silenced myself again and again, as millions of us have done. Because of the cultural script of silence, we have believed that our voice does not count or that expressing ourselves can be dangerous. Later on, we will start changing this through our act of healthy rebellion.


			THE CULTURAL SCRIPT


			OF SERVING OTHERS ABOVE ALL ELSE


			During that Rising Together conference in Boston, a topic generated the most discussion and exchange of ideas: Latina women tend to say «Yes» too soon to requests we receive in our workplaces without fully understanding what we are saying yes to. Then we get home and realize we may have made a mistake by promising more than we can feasibly deliver. As a result, we end up exhausted from trying to make everyone happy except ourselves. The script of serving others above all else is very subtle, and it appears disguised as the inner pressure to accommodate the interests of others and put them above our own. In other words, it leads us to create a life without us in its center.


			Ancestrally, Latina women were educated to follow the male lead and to serve the man of the house and the children, mainly playing a behind-the-scenes role that has not always been valued. Over time, and particularly in the last two generations, millions of Latina women are going out into the world, being the first in generations to access a college education and professional spaces that were not available to our mothers and grandmothers. However, our collective subconscious and unconscious do not upgrade as quickly as the pace of change in our external circumstances, so without being fully aware of it, we may continue to carry cultural mandates assigned to our gender, not fully realizing and exercising our power.
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ACT OF HEALTHY REBELLION
Take paper and pencil and write:

«Today, (add day, month, and year), |, (add your full name),
decide to take the helm of my life and choose to be
100% responsible for my actions and results.»

Place this paper in a visible place to remind yourself
during challenging days of the commitment you just
made and to see your life from a completely different
angle, one of 100% responsibility.
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LESSONS LEARNED

Latina women are an increasingly important segment of
the United States. By 2050, we will represent almost 30%
of the population.

Our contributions to the American economy (Latino GDP)
are significant, and we create new businesses at dispro-
portionately higher rates.

Despite our importance and contributions to the econo-
my, we are relatively absent from leadership and wealth
creation spaces. This is the Hispanic paradox.

The concept of 100% responsibility invites us to take the
reins of our growth, recognizing that by being powerful
creators of what happens in our lives, we also have the
power to transform our reality.

A first step towards change is to become aware that
specific messages in our collective unconscious lead us
to doubt ourselves, to settle for less, or to believe that it
is risky to show our authentic selves.

A first act of healthy rebellion is questioning thought
patterns that delay orimpede our growth and perpetuate
systemic gaps.






