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Advance Praise



“The Permission Mission is a powerful invitation to stop waiting and start living. With warmth, clarity, and real-world insight, Dr. Cindy McGovern helps readers recognize the invisible rules holding them back—and shows them how to confidently give themselves permission to speak up, set boundaries, and step into the spotlight of their own lives. This book is both deeply affirming and decisively practical, reminding us that the courage we’re waiting for isn’t external—it’s already within us.”

—DR. MARSHALL GOLDSMITH is the Thinkers 50 #1 Executive Coach and New York Times bestselling author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There

“The Permission Mission is a powerful reminder that the permission we’re waiting for rarely comes from the outside. Cindy McGovern shows readers how to trust their own voice, quiet the doubts that hold them back, and take meaningful steps toward the life they actually want. Thoughtful, encouraging, and deeply practical.”

—DORIE CLARK, Wall Street Journal & USA Today bestselling author of The Long Game

“The Permission Mission is the mic drop we all need. Dr. Cindy McGovern has written more than a book; she has sparked a movement. One that reminds us we never needed to wait for a seat at the table. Our seat has been there all along, and we are the ones who set the agenda.

“With warmth, humor, and zero fluff, Dr. Cindy shows us how to stop seeking approval and start giving ourselves permission to lead, speak up, and shine. She delivers practical tools to unlock confidence, embrace authenticity, and create meaningful change in our own lives and in the lives of others.

“As someone who has spent a career closing the gender gap and building spaces where all voices are seen and heard, I believe this book is essential reading for every woman and every leader. When you give yourself permission to show up fully, you do not just transform your own life; you elevate everyone around you. And that is how real impact happens.

“Read it. Share it. Live it. The world is waiting for your voice.”

—SHELLEY ZALIS, CEO, The Female Quotient, Chief Troublemaker and Champion for Women in Business


“Let me be very clear: No one is coming to give you permission. And if you’re waiting, you’re wasting time. Dr. Cindy McGovern says what too many people are afraid to: You’re not stuck because you’re not capable… you’re stuck because you’re waiting for validation. The Permission Mission blows that door wide open. Dr Cindy doesn’t coddle. She challenges. She pushes you to stop second-guessing yourself, trust your instincts, and step into rooms like you belong there (because you do). This book isn’t a book on motivation. It’s about owning your value, betting on yourself, and taking bold action. Read it, apply it, and stop waiting for permission to become the person you already are.”

—HEATHER MONAHAN, Top 50 keynote speaker and bestselling author of Overcoming Your Villains and Confidence Creator

“Dr. Cindy McGovern’s new book, The Permission Mission, is a must-read for any high-achieving woman who needs a permission slip to advocate for herself. As women, we’re so often over-functioning and endlessly giving, yet somehow still waiting for approval to rest, pivot, dream bigger, or choose ourselves. Dr. Cindy doesn’t just give you permission to put yourself first- she teaches you how to claim it unapologetically.

“Cindy and I met as two professional women who instantly recognized the fire in each other. We bonded over our shared belief that women don’t need to be fixed; they need to be freed. Freed from guilt, from expectations, and from the idea that your worth is the sum of your achievements. If you’ve ever felt the quiet pull to live more authentically but hesitated because you were waiting for the ‘right time’ or someone else’s approval, this book is your sign. Read it, absorb it, and give yourself the permission you’ve always deserved.”

—TIFFANY MOON, MD, USA Today bestselling author of Joy Prescriptions

“This book is a powerful guide for women who feel the pull to step forward, speak up, and make their mark—yet too often hold back. If you’ve ever let doubt call the shots, this is a must-read. Our world needs more brave women willing to make the difference their difference makes, and this book helps you do exactly that.”

—DR. MARGIE WARRELL, global leadership speaker and bestselling author of The Courage Gap


“As someone who’s spent a career helping people connect through trust and storytelling, I believe the most powerful sale any of us ever make is the one we make to ourselves. In The Permission Mission, Dr. Cindy McGovern delivers a message that’s as timely as it is timeless: We don’t need to wait for anyone else to give us permission to step into our greatness; we already have everything we need. This book is part guide, part coach, and all heart. Dr. Cindy has a gift for helping people uncover their authentic voice and use it boldly, not to impress others, but to fully own their worth. She combines practical strategies with real-life vulnerability. The Permission Mission isn’t theory but lived experience. And she walks you through the process of reclaiming your power, one courageous choice at a time. I highly recommend this book to anyone ready to stop playing small and start showing up in life, in business, and most importantly, for themselves.”

—MIKE BOSWORTH, bestselling author of Solution Selling, Customer Centric Selling, and What Great Salespeople Do

“Permission granted….yes you can! We’re all inhibited by things in past that subconsciously holds us back. This book is the one we all should have read years ago, thankfully we can today. Even if you don’t feel you need this book you need to read it. It is time you unlock your potential because no one will do it for you!”

—MARK HUNTER, “The Sales Hunter,” author of Integrity First Selling

“We are not just supposed to survive through life, we are supposed to thrive in it. But that won’t happen by accident; it will happen by choice. The Permission Mission, by Dr. Cindy McGovern, is a powerful reminder that you cannot truly thrive while waiting for permission—permission to speak up, step forward, trust yourself, or claim the success you’ve earned. Dr. Cindy challenges the unseen silent limits we place on ourselves, the secret doubts that we have about ourselves, and shows us how to move from hesitation to execution. This is about reclaiming your own power and choosing to lead your life and career from a place of confidence rather than caution. If you are ready to release the need for external validation, and fully THRIVE in your work, your leadership, and your life, this book is your map.”

—MERIDITH ELLIOTT POWELL, Hall of Fame speaker, award-winning author


“If you’ve ever failed, felt like an imposter, not known when to let go, or when to ask for help, this is the invitation you’ve been waiting for—the key to any door. Though Dr. Cindy McGovern offers it to you here from her experience as a woman, this book will provoke and help any of your friends, family, or team members. I’m thankful for it.”

—ETHAN BEUTE, Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Human-Centered Communication and Rehumanize Your Business

“In The Permission Mission, Dr. Cindy McGovern gives you permission to trust what you already carry inside of you—your own story. She helps you replace borrowed confidence with self-belief and shows how owning your voice transforms the way you connect, communicate, and lead. Dr. Cindy turns lived experiences into clarity and conviction. If you’ve ever questioned whether your story truly matters (and by the way it does), this book will give you the clarity needed to flourish with your best self.”

—LARRY LEVINE, author of Selling from the Heart and Selling in a Post-Trust World

“At the heart of everything I teach and believe is one simple fact: connection matters. Our confidence, leadership, opportunities, and impact grow in direct proportion to how well we connect with others and with ourselves. That’s why The Permission Mission by Dr. Cindy McGovern resonates so deeply with me. This book is a powerful reminder that before we can truly connect outwardly, we must first give ourselves permission inwardly. We must give ourselves permission to be seen, to be heard, and to lead with our full humanity. Dr. Cindy masterfully bridges communication and connection, showing us that permission isn’t about waiting for validation from others; it’s about aligning with who we are and how we choose to engage with the world.

“The Permission Mission is about more than building relationships rooted in trust. It’s about understanding, the most important connection is with yourself. This is the kind of book that shapes your daily habits, your mindset, and the conversations you carry forward. If you’re ready to deepen your connections, amplify your voice, and step fully into the impact you’re meant to have, this book is for you.”

—MICHELLE TILLIS LEDERMAN, author, The Connector’s Advantage and The 11 Laws of Likability


“The Permission Mission alone doesn’t dismantle systems, but it does shape how women move within them. It invites readers to examine the internal barriers that influence their voice, visibility, and choices, and to begin choosing themselves with greater awareness and agency.”

—ERICA ROONEY, founder of HER Collective, author of Glass Ceilings and Sticky Floors

“Women are often taught to avoid risk, be responsible, and wait for the right moment. Over time, that conditioning can turn trusting our own voice into something that feels risky rather than necessary. In The Permission Mission, Dr. Cindy McGovern thoughtfully examines the many ways women learn to second-guess themselves, particularly when it comes to their own judgment and success. This book is a clear and timely reminder that the permission we are waiting for has always been our own.”

—LAURA CASSELMAN, CEO and Co-Owner, JVZoo, Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Trust Your Increments

“Voila! Another masterpiece in Dr. Cindy McGovern’s conversational and enthralling style that blends supportive encouragement with research-based grounding––this time to steer women’s increased self-esteem, self-confidence, and self-expression towards empowerment and goal attainment. Dr. Cindy is like a Michelin Star Master Chef who serves up wholesome morsels of wisdom through her celebrated wit and engaging examples from personal experience, authors, composers, movies, TV, books, politicians, historical figures, and world leaders. The “edu-taining” McGovern weaves in enough mini-references to proven psychology principles and research to lend credence to her prescriptions, but without any theoretical heaviness.

“The Permission Mission isn’t just for women, since men will find applications for themelves, especially if they view themselves as allies and advocates for the women in their lives. Who among us couldn’t use a personal life coach, workshop teacher, counselor, therapist, and social activist all wrapped up in a fun, quick page-turner?”

—DR. RICK BRANDON, president of Brandon Partners and author of Wall Street Journal bestseller Survival of the Savvy: Political Tactics for Career and Company Success


“Dr. McGovern delivers a powerful truth: The permission we seek from others is really ours to give ourselves. The Permission Mission is a wake-up call for anyone who has ever blamed circumstances—or other people—for their lack of success. This book will guide you through powerful insights and practical steps to stop waiting for permission from others and trust your own voice to step into the spotlight of your own life.”

—LINDA GALINDO, author of The 85% Solution: How Personal Accountability Guarantees Success, No Nonsense, No Excuses

“Reading The Permission Mission feels like having a wise, steady voice remind you that you already have what you need. You have simply forgotten to trust it. As a professional speaker and social media strategist, I spend my days helping people find the confidence to show up, speak up, and be visible, online and in real life. Over and over, I see the same challenge: People hold themselves back—whether that’s advocating for themselves at work, sharing their ideas on social media, or stepping into leadership. Dr. Cindy helps readers quiet the “backup singers,” reclaim their confidence, and take meaningful steps toward the spotlight of their own lives. And as a proud girl dad, this message resonates with me on an even deeper level. I want the next generation to grow up knowing they don’t need anyone’s approval to speak up, take up space, or pursue what matters to them. This is a book people will not just read. They will return to it when they need courage.”

—COREY PERLMAN, keynote speaker, author of Authentically Social

“Fantastic read for any woman who feels the weight of expectations and has been waiting for permission to break the rules and fully own her story. The Permission Mission will inspire you to trust yourself, take action (even when fear is trying to pull you back!), and live your life with passion and purpose.”

—HEATHER WHELPLEY, keynote speaker and award-winning author of Grounded Wildness and An Overachiever’s Guide to Breaking the Rules

“The Permission Mission is a powerful reminder that the most important trust we build isn’t with others. It’s with ourselves. Dr. Cindy challenges the quiet rules and voices that hold us back and gives readers permission to step forward, speak up, and own their voice. This book is thoughtful, practical, and deeply human.”

—JOEL GOLDBERG, baseball broadcaster, keynote speaker, and podcast host


“The Permission Mission is the road map we didn’t know we needed, until now. Dr. Cindy McGovern has given us a powerful reminder that the life we want doesn’t come from waiting for approval. It comes from choosing ourselves, unapologetically and without delay. As a transformational coach, I’ve worked with so many high achievers who are stuck in the cycle of overthinking, people-pleasing, and putting themselves last on their to-do list. This book offers the antidote. Dr. Cindy writes with clarity, compassion, and just the right amount of tough love. She doesn’t just inspire, she equips the reader with actionable tools and relatable stories to create a roadmap to the life they really want. The Permission Mission guides you to do the one thing that changes everything: Give yourself permission to live boldly, speak freely, and own your worth. This isn’t just a book. It’s a mission worth joining and a movement I fully support.”

—MAKI MOUSSAVI, transformational coach, speaker, and author of The High Achiever’s Guide

“One of my favorite quotes is ‘Quiet the mind, and free up the soul.’ Dr Cindy has provided us with a step-by-step guide to hearing and trusting your inner voice, lowering your need for the approval of others, and eliminating the practice of giving away your power. Even better, she gives real world examples and inspires the reader at each stage of the journey.”

—MARTY SELDMAN PhD, co-author of A Woman’s Guide to Power, Presence and Protection

“The Permission Mission encourages readers to find their voice, overcome self-doubt, and embrace their true potential. Through relatable anecdotes and actionable steps, this book provides a roadmap to challenge societal norms and take steps toward living authentically. If you’re ready to step into the spotlight of your life, learn to set boundaries, pursue your dreams, or simply say ‘yes’ to yourself, this book is for you.”

—LIZ CASSELMAN, attorney and author of Not Just a Title


“There are moments when a manuscript does more than inform or inspire. It mirrors something the reader has felt but never fully named. The Permission Mission is one of those rare works.

“As I read these pages, I did not feel like I was being taught. I felt like I was being accompanied. That distinction matters. Dr. Cindy McGovern does not stand above the reader with instructions. She walks beside them with honesty, humility, and an uncommon respect for the interior life of human beings. This book does not shout. It invites. It listens. It waits—then gently asks the question most of us have been avoiding: Whose permission are you still waiting for?

“What struck me most is how deeply personal this work is without becoming self-indulgent. The stories are not included to impress. They are included to liberate. Every reflection, every metaphor, every carefully chosen example serves one purpose—to help the reader trust their own voice more than the inherited voices that have governed them for far too long. That is not motivational rhetoric. That is transformational leadership at its most human level.

“The concept of “backup singers” is deceptively simple and profoundly accurate. Anyone who has spent time studying leadership, psychology, or organizational behavior knows how powerfully the past narrates the present. Dr. McGovern gives language to that phenomenon in an accessible, compassionate, and actionable way. She does not demonize those voices. She honors them, then teaches the reader how to right-size their influence. That balance is rare and deeply responsible.

“This book also carries courage. It speaks directly to women without excluding men. It names cultural realities without bitterness. It acknowledges systemic barriers while refusing to let them define the story’s ending. The message is clear and steady: Worthiness is not earned, permission is not granted, and power does not arrive from the outside. It is reclaimed.

“From a leadership perspective, this book belongs in boardrooms, classrooms, therapy offices, and kitchen tables alike. It is as relevant to a young professional learning to speak up as it is to a seasoned leader who has achieved success yet feels strangely constrained. The through-line is trust—trust in intuition, trust in lived experience, and trust in one’s right to step fully into the spotlight of their own life.

“I am grateful for this work. Grateful for its clarity. Grateful for its kindness. Grateful for the way it refuses to rush the reader while still refusing to let them remain stuck. The Permission Mission is not a call to rebellion. It is a call to alignment.

“That is where real leadership always begins.”

—DON BARDEN, PhD, economist and bestselling author
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Part One Your Personal Permission Mission


    


    G ive yourself permission rather than asking or waiting for permission from someone else.


    R ealize that your passion for what you want, need, and deserve is greater than the fear of trying.


  In-power yourself to trust your own voice more than the voices of the past.


     Take a step forward into the spotlight on the stage of your own life.

  





Chapter 1 I Wish I Had Said Something. Anything.





You are not an extra in somebody else’s film. You are the star in your own life.

—Faye Dunaway



I had been kicking myself all day.

“Hey, frizz-bomb.” It was a classmate I barely knew, poking some good-natured fun at my long, naturally curly hair in front of everyone at the lockers a few minutes before first period.

“Jealous much?” was my clever retort.

Wait. I didn’t say that. I didn’t say anything. I was embarrassed.

I wish I had rolled my eyes at her. I wish I had told her to mind her own business. I wish I had asked her why she needed to pick on me just because my curly hair was different from her thick, straight coif. I had all of these comebacks in my head, but I didn’t say them.

I wish I had said something. Anything. It wouldn’t have been snarky or hurtful, even though that’s what her comment seemed like to me. As feisty as my very opinionated grandmother was, she taught me better than that.


But I didn’t say anything at all, and I had been kicking myself all day.

Looking back now, I realize that I did that a lot. Someone would make a comment that I didn’t agree with, but I would nod my head and smile or do nothing. My dad would ask me to run an errand for him, and running it would mean I had to miss the trip to the mall I had planned with my besties. I ran the errand without complaining. Another time, I asked a smart girl in science class to be my lab partner, and she brushed me off as if she didn’t hear me. So I pretended that she didn’t hear me. And once, I couldn’t even muster up the courage to audition for a solo in the holiday concert, and I wound up settling for a role in the chorus even though I really wanted the lead.

Sometimes, I felt like I was stuck in the chorus of my own life instead of standing in the center of the stage under the spotlight where I wanted to be. I was raised to be so polite that I became reluctant to ask for, let alone insist, that I get what I really wanted or felt I deserved.

As an adult, there was a time when, during a job interview, I was offered less money than I wanted. Instead of speaking up and articulating my value, I expressed my gratitude. Why did I do that? Many other times, I accepted invitations to parties that I really didn’t want to go to. And on more than one occasion, when a neighbor volunteered me to help plan a fundraiser, and I knew I didn’t have time, I went along with it anyway so I wouldn’t upset her. I didn’t speak up because I didn’t want to make anyone uncomfortable, even though others were making me feel that way. I didn’t want to inconvenience anyone, but they were inconveniencing me.


In every case, I wish I had said something. Anything. I wish I had the courage to object. I wish I had the words to make my case. Instead, I said nothing, because that’s what good girls do.

Granny taught me that, too, and her voice was loud and clear. It still is. Come to think of it, almost everyone who helped raise me reinforced that’s what good girls do. Who made these rules anyway? Who invented the good girl guidelines?

What I didn’t realize then was that guidelines aren’t exactly laws. I had a right to defend myself, to speak up on my own behalf and to set my own boundaries instead of staying inside the lines Granny and others had drawn for me, both for how much I was willing to take and what I was willing to do about it. I didn’t quite grasp the fact that I deserved the respect of that classmate, and that it would have been OK if I told Dad I had already made other plans or negotiated with him so I could both keep my shopping date and run his errand afterward. I didn’t consider that most of these rules aren’t even real. They’re definitely not one-size-fits-all. In fact, a lot of people make them up as they go along. I learned much later in life that negotiating the rules—or even bending them—is totally OK. I found out over the years that it’s even OK to reject the rules and decide not to follow them when they don’t seem to benefit anyone except the rule-maker.

What imaginary rules are you following? Where did they come from? Who introduced you to the good girl guidelines?

What’s nagging at you? What’s holding you back? Do you wish you could speak up? Do you regret it when you say “yes” even when, deep down, you’d rather say “no”? Do you kick yourself for staying quiet when someone has crossed the line? Have you ever silently beaten yourself up after you felt too timid to make a really important point at a meeting that nobody else had thought of, and then somebody else said it and everyone was impressed?

If you know what you want, why don’t you go for it? Is there a mental obstacle in front of you? A velvet rope you cannot cross?

Are you waiting for someone to give you permission to say and do what your gut is telling you to go for but your parents or grandmother or someone else you trusted has taught you not to? If so, let me ask you this: Whose permission are you waiting for, and why?

I know that I’m never going to get Granny’s permission to say the things I wish I had said. And if you’re waiting for some wise voice from your past to give you permission to finally say or do what she told you, probably as a child, that you shouldn’t—you might be waiting forever.

Are you waiting for someone to tell you it’s OK to speak up? Are you waiting for the rules to change?

Why don’t you give yourself permission to say and do what you want to, instead of waiting for someone else to grant it? Why don’t you change the rules if they don’t make sense? It’s your life, after all.

Aren’t you tired of waiting? Are you searching for a solution that will help you give yourself permission to say and do what your instincts already feel is right?

That may be why you picked up this book. If so, you’ve come to the right place. This book will help you take a step forward—and then another and another—until you’re standing in the spotlight of your own life.







Chapter 2 Meet Your Backup Singers





You are not a single self, but a chorus of voices. Wisdom is learning which one to hand the microphone to.

—Anonymous



I can admit that standing in the shadow of the spotlight instead of directly under it can be pretty comfortable.

I can also admit that there were times in my past when that spotlight was shining on the very tips of my toes—just enough to let me know that stepping forward onto center stage was possible but not happening yet— and that made me feel equal parts excited and scared to death.

Chances are good that if you feel the same way, your go-to choice is to stand still. You choose comfort and familiarity. After all, it’s easy and comfortable.

But are you truly happy there? Are you happy standing in the shadow of the spotlight on the stage that is a metaphor for your life? If you are, that’s absolutely a valid choice. But I’m going to guess that you wouldn’t have picked up this book if you were already completely happy there. I would imagine that you created space in your very busy schedule and diverted your attention away from work and your family to read these pages because you’re searching for tools that will help you take that step forward toward whatever your next goal is.

Maybe you don’t even know what your destination is, but you know there’s more—or better.

I want to help you, nudge you—maybe even propel you—toward the happiness, success, and abundance that you want and deserve in your life. But first, let’s take a look at why you’re not already giving yourself permission to step, run, leap, or rush into the spotlight.

Let’s go back to your parents, grandparents, teachers, coaches, neighbors, childhood friends, old bosses, and others who taught you, along the way, to be cautious and humble. They managed your expectations so you wouldn’t get in over your head in life. They shared the wisdom that worked for them, fully believing it would work for you, too. Their voices helped to shape you. Their lessons were most likely valuable at the time you learned them.

But you have carried those lessons into adulthood with you, and if you’re like most people—especially women—you at least occasionally stop yourself from moving forward because you know they wouldn’t approve. Or you remember that they warned you not to take risks. Or you’ve become so used to doing what they said that you have never really appreciated or trusted in your own ability to make decisions for yourself.

In a way, we want them to give us permission to do the very things they warned us against. The problem is, they never will. Many of them aren’t even part of our lives anymore because they have passed away or we’ve lost touch.

I call these well-intentioned people, the ones who teach and mold us into compliance from the time we’re children, the “backup singers.” Their voices constantly sing in the background of our consciousness, reminding us of the important lessons (“Look both ways before crossing a street,” for example) to the oppressive (“You’re not smart enough to earn a degree.” “You’re not witty enough to keep up in the conversation.” “You’re not talented enough to sell your art.”).

They withhold their permission, at least in our memories of the wisdom (was it?) they imparted, and we obey the rules we have never really bought into because we were conditioned to accept them.

Frankly, we’re probably afraid to not obey those rules. And they were probably afraid as well.

We’ve constructed an imaginary rulebook for ourselves, full of the dos and don’ts these backup singers prescribed for us from the time we were toddlers. And even after all this time, we’re still afraid to break their rules—along with society’s cultural norms, customs, traditions, and doctrines shaped by a society that historically has valued men over women, youth over maturity, and the majority over minority. Those unwritten rules are keeping us trapped in boxes that are too small for us.

We want out of those confining boxes, but we don’t have the permission of those influential role models—past and present—who could set us free. And we know, somewhere in the back of our minds, that the truth is that we’ll never get it from them.


Take a breath here so you can fully absorb what’s next: You don’t need their permission. The only permission you need is your own.

Trust me, this reluctance to disobey people who have no authority over you—at least not anymore—is not uncommon. In fact, it’s deeply rooted in psychology, socialization, and even neurology.

Psychological studies suggest that reflecting on our past allows us to understand our own personal narrative and how we relate to the world. Retaining a connection to those voices gives us a sense of continuity in our lives and a framework for understanding our past and present as well as planning our future. Researchers call this “narrative identity.”

The key word here is narrative identity, not actual identity. Are those inner voices narrating your life story, writing the script you live by? By this time in your life, shouldn’t you be doing that for yourself?

Shouldn’t you be drawing your own boundaries instead of remaining boxed in by theirs?

Even if you believe you’re writing your own story, do you base it on other people’s ideas of who you are and what you bring to the table? Think about it: Who is the star of your story? It should be you, not what others said about you or what they insisted you are supposed to be. We have been conditioned and convinced to believe the version of our story that was told to us by our role models.

Is that the narrative you’re still living? Who wrote that narrative? You, or someone else? Who is holding the pen?

And again, are you happy with that life?


Those people had no idea then who you would be today, with your experience, your wisdom, your beliefs, and your talents. You are the only one who truly knows that.

And you’re the only one who truly knows what you want. You’re the only one who can accurately identify what your personal mission—or missions—are. What are you really here to do? What is the mark you want to make on the world? Or at least on today?

What are you waiting for?

Something is holding you back—and chances are it’s the story you’re telling yourself about yourself. It’s the box that your backup singers tucked you into long ago. It’s the labels they have stamped on you year after year.

I love the 2013 documentary 20 Feet from Stardom by director Morgan Neville, a story about the real-life backup singers who stood behind the superstars who were singing on center stage. Some of them were completely satisfied and filled with joy just to be singing. Others were aching for their turn in the spotlight but held back by a tough industry, image expectations, cultural obstacles, and their own limitations.

They weren’t happy. They wanted their time in the spotlight. They wanted their solos.

Now it’s time for your solo. It’s time to snatch the microphone away from whichever backup singers from your past are still narrating your story.

It’s time to have the confidence of this kid I recently saw wearing a cute T-shirt that said: “Whatever you do today, do it with the confidence of a 4-year-old in a Batman cape.”







Chapter 3 I Was Raised This Way





Many of us were raised with unspoken rules: Be nice. Don’t rock the boat. Keep the peace. Work hard. Don’t ask for too much. Smile more.

—Megan Dalla-Camina



About that four-year-old. He got that T-shirt because he asked for it.

In my book Every Job Is a Sales Job: How to Use the Art of Selling to Win at Work, I wrote that children are born with excellent sales skills and they use them to get what they want. They know what they want and they’re not afraid to ask for it. They usually can figure out how to talk their parents into giving it to them. And their timing is pretty good: They wait for an opportunity to catch Mom in a good mood or Dad feeling generous.

Then, as they experience “no” for the first time, and the second, and the third, or they’re told asking for stuff makes them look greedy, or they’re reminded that money doesn’t grow on trees, they stop asking. They begin to believe that they don’t deserve to have everything they want. They start asking for permission instead of asking for what they want.

That lesson, which probably started with trusted parents, teachers, and older siblings—the original backup singers—stays in the back of the child’s mind and surfaces every time she wants something as an adult. She is conflicted: Do I deserve it? Am I inconveniencing anyone by going after it? Can I afford it? Do I really need it?

Those are great questions. But if the answer to all of them is “no” because that’s what you remember your parents telling you so many times, it’s time to bring your notions of what you want, need, and deserve into harmony with the lessons from your past that convinced you to say “no” to yourself way too often. It’s time to let your intuition overrule the advice or criticism you absorbed as a child.

Your backup singers are not just figments of your imagination. They’re the ones who said “no” and changed you from confident to complacent. They’re the ones who taught you that you don’t deserve to have everything you want.

It’s the way we were socialized, the way we were raised. We didn’t do this to ourselves. It’s part of our identity. It’s part of our personal history.

It’s also part of our shared history.

Psychological and sociocultural studies about self-worth point to five reasons why women in particular feel they don’t deserve certain things:


	
1. Gender stereotypes. Many of us were raised to believe we should be self-sacrificing, humble, and not overtly assertive. Studies suggest that women are often socialized to downplay their achievements, desires, and needs, leading to the feeling that we don’t deserve them.

	
2. Imposter syndrome. Certainly not exclusive to women, imposter syndrome describes the feeling that you are a fraud or not good enough. When you have the chance to take on a job or another role that’s outside of your comfort zone, you ask: “How did I get here? When are they going to figure out that I don’t belong here? When are they going to take all of this away from me?” You might feel that you don’t deserve to have what you have achieved, despite the evidence that you earned it.

	
3. Good girl syndrome. William Fezler and Eleanor Field coined the term in their 1985 book, The Good Girl Syndrome: How Women Are Programmed to Fail in a Man’s World—and How to Stop It. Their premise: Women are raised to be caretakers and put others’ needs before their own. That kind of social conditioning can lead to a diminished sense of self-worth and an inability to advocate for ourselves or go after what we want and need.

	
4. Social backlash. Research has shown that women can face backlash when they assert themselves or pursue success in the workplace or in life, reinforcing feelings of unworthiness and guilt when they step out of traditional gender roles. No wonder so many women believe they do not deserve success or recognition.

	
5. Wage gap. The fact that women were paid 85 percent of what men earned in 2024 (95 percent for women aged 25 to 34) is a deafening cultural statement affirming that women are considered less worthy than men. That leads to an internalized belief that women are not entitled to the same rewards or recognition as men.




This is the hand we’ve been dealt as women. Overcoming the feeling that we are undeserving is no small task. But once we understand that the cards are often stacked against us, we can begin to realize that it’s just a house of cards—not meant to be permanent and susceptible to being knocked over. You just have to give yourself permission to knock it over.

You’re not imagining these barriers. They’re real, and you’re definitely not the only one who struggles with them every time you try to step out of your comfort zone—or the comfort zone of your backup singers.







Chapter 4 The Rules Aren’t Real





Some rules are nothing but old habits that people are afraid to change.

—Therese Anne Fowler



You’re not imagining that society’s rules exist, but I call them imaginary rules.

The fact is that the norms of society and culture, and the traditions of our family or community, are simply expectations. We’re not talking about breaking any laws here. If you give yourself permission to ignore those expectations, your only penalty will be sideways glances from those who want to keep them in place.

In some cultures, of course, those norms are actual law, and there are severe punishments for breaking them. That’s a different conversation.

Still, some outdated laws linger on the books even in the US, but the fact that the police do not enforce them speaks volumes about the truth that rules are sometimes optional. A 1963 law in Carmel-by-the-Sea, California, for example, requires anyone who wants to walk in public wearing heels higher than two inches to get a city permit. I’ve broken that law! The city’s reasoning: Someone who trips while wearing them on a public sidewalk might sue the city. What would Carrie Bradshaw say about that?

That’s a fun example, but being boxed in by rules you don’t agree with and did not agree to is anything but fun.

In An Overachiever’s Guide to Breaking the Rules, author and leadership consultant Heather Whelpley explains that those boxes lead many women to feel they need to constantly prove their worth and intelligence, often by overworking or being perfectionists. The syndrome, she suggests, stems from—you guessed it—societal expectations. And it’s reinforced by parents and others who lavish praise on their children for overachieving, who then grow up believing that is the path toward success and acceptance.

That can negatively affect a woman’s identity and happiness.

Do you identify with that? Did you learn at a young age that these are virtues and are more important than going after what you truly want or what makes you happy?

Consider this: If the rules aren’t laws but rather just expectations, yet you’re still following them as an adult, then you’re the one actually enforcing them. That means that somewhere along the way to adulthood, you bought into these rules, even though you may not have agreed with them. But they were reinforced by the trusted adults in your life, and today, you’re still respecting them.

So, what are you getting out of that? Have you really thought about it? Or more importantly, are those rules holding you back? If you could change or omit any of them, which ones would you give yourself permission to overrule? At this point in your life, does it make sense to continue to follow rules created by people who lived in a different time and probably even in a different place?

In the South, I grew up saying, “Yes, ma’am” and “No, sir.” I was taught that it was disrespectful to call adults by their first names, so I never did. Not long after I moved to California, my neighbors told me that I sounded so formal that when they first met me, they thought I was snooty. I’m neither of those things; I was just being polite. I was raised that way. Now, I had to learn the new rules and let go of the old ones.

Let’s pause here to talk about whether we have any right to break these imaginary rules—to give ourselves permission to aspire, to ask for, to take, or even to have the things we want, need, and deserve.

When we talk about permission, it’s usually framed as if someone else must grant it—an external authority or gatekeeper deciding whether we deserve something. But at its core, permission is deeply personal. It’s about recognizing your own inherent right to pursue what you want, to have what you deserve, and to be who you truly are.

For women, especially, this is profound. Society has long imposed limits and rules—both explicit and subtle—on what women can or should do and say or even become. These constraints can make it feel like the right to dream, to succeed, or to simply prioritize your own joy and fulfillment is something to be earned, negotiated, or even borrowed. But the truth is, every woman already has the right—by virtue of being herself—to claim her goals, ambitions, and happiness.

So as we wade through life, we constantly need to rewrite the rule-book—until it’s ours. As a woman in business, I quickly observed that most of the women executives I met wore pant suits. I enjoy wearing them, too, thank goodness, but I also really like skirts and dresses. For a while, I complied with the unwritten pant suit rule, but I gradually unveiled my more feminine wardrobe. I felt like I was breaking the rules, but guess what? There was no hall monitor sending me home to change into a more appropriate outfit.

That imaginary rule never existed. I’ve come to believe that most of the rules we follow truly are not rules at all. They’re simply the preferences or expectations of others who would like you to do as they do rather than to express yourself authentically.

Sometimes, you have to follow the rules that others make for you. For instance, if you break a rule at work, you could be reprimanded or fired. If you break a law, you could be arrested. But for many of the rules that you blindly follow—just like the rest of us—simply because someone, at some time, said you have to, it’s worth asking: “Do I really have to?” You might be surprised at how many “rules” are really just suggestions or preferences.

Sit with this for a moment: You don’t have to follow those rules.







Chapter 5 Permission Is Power





Power’s not given to you. You have to take it.

—Beyoncé



Once you have identified which backup singers are not singing in harmony with your best interests, dreams, and goals, and that the rulebook they wrote for you is far out of date, you may have another hurdle to navigate: Weaning yourself off of your reliance on both the rules and the rule-makers.

If you have relied on the ingrained wisdom of those who raised you and guided you rather than on your own instincts and experiences, relying on yourself and choosing your own path can be a difficult and emotional experience.

Your backup singers—including the people who have had influence over you, the social and cultural norms, and even your own imposter syndrome—have been your constant sidekicks since you were a kid. Your own inner critic, fashioned after those who once ridiculed or berated or censored you, is likely part of the foundation of your belief system. You believed the criticism. You believed these trusted adults who told you that you would never amount to anything or that you weren’t smart enough to ever be more successful than they were.

Unbelieving that is a very hard thing to do. As we’ll explore in a later chapter, a good place to start building trust in yourself is to identify each one of your backup singers. Give them names, like Mom, Dad, Big Sis, or Mrs. Thompson, and acknowledge the role each one plays when you’re debating the pros and cons of your next move.

That way, you will know who’s singing in harmony with your goals and who is way off-key. In the process, you will be able to silence the ones who are holding you back, to tone down those with the loudest voices (the critics are always louder than the cheerleaders), and to elevate the most positive backup singers to soloists.

The funny thing about backup singers, though, is that most of them, even your critics, probably taught you some valuable lessons and offered solid advice alongside their harsh assessments of your abilities and potential. My grandmother, for instance, taught me not to touch a hot stove, and she also taught me not to question authority. So sometimes I want to hear her voice loud and clear, and other times, I want to turn the volume way down or off altogether.

The key to taming your chorus of backup singers is learning to consider their advice without believing it is a hard-and-fast rule. It’s to make sure that your own voice, and not any of theirs, is the loudest one in the chorus.

Over time, as we’ll explore a bit later, you will grow into trusting your own voice more than you trust any of theirs. Only then will you be able to concentrate on naming exactly what you want—for right now and for the future—and what you are willing to do to get it.


That’s when you will experience that magic moment when your mission—what you want—is greater than the fear of doing what’s necessary to achieve it. That’s when you will in-power yourself to go for it; that is, you will realize that nobody can empower you except you.

Yes, I just invented a word. But it’s perfect: Nobody can empower you to go after what you want. Only you can do that. I call that in-powering.

It’s when you will finally feel confident enough and trust yourself enough to give yourself permission to do and say what you need to do and say to achieve your goals. And that, my friends, is the moment when you will achieve your personal permission mission.

I hope the pages that follow will convince you that permission is power:


Permission comes from you, and only you. Give yourself permission to live your dreams.

Only you have the final say when it comes to decisions about your life. This is your story in your voice.

We don’t do this life alone. Ask for help when you need it.

Empowerment comes from within; in-power yourself to give yourself permission.

Rely on your intuition. Trust yourself to do what’s right for you.









Chapter 6 Make Grit Your Guide





Grit is living life like it’s a marathon, not a sprint.

—Angela Duckworth



By now, you’re getting an idea of why you don’t always give yourself permission to go after what you want. You’re also thinking about what it is, exactly, that you do want, need, or deserve. You’re formulating your own personal permission mission.

The next step is taking small steps toward achieving it.

The women and men who achieve their personal permission missions have one very unique quality in common: They have grit.

Unlike so many of the characteristics we share that prevent us from going after what we want, need, and deserve, grit isn’t something you learn; you already have it. But you might not be using it to get you where you want to go.

Grit is your ability to power through, to do what you never imagined you could—and what your backup singers may have convinced you was impossible. It’s your firm resolve that you deserve to have what you want and need. It’s your unyielding passion to go after it. It’s your persistence in the face of naysayers. It’s what drives you to say “Move out of my way” when your backup singers are standing right in it.

It’s your moxie, your backbone, your courage, and your resilience to navigate change and recover from failure. It’s the part of you that sticks up for yourself when nobody else will and that scoffs at the rules that others would have you follow but that you know do not serve you.

It’s in you, and in all of us, even if we rarely call on it. Start calling on it. In fact, make grit your lead backup singer. Make it the voice that sings louder than your childhood mentors, the boss who fired you, the snooty aunt who made fun of you—in front of everyone at the party you were helping her with—because you sliced the lemons instead of cutting them into wedges. Put your grit in charge of the chorus and consult it first before you decide to settle for something safe and familiar—take the chance that will move you closer to stepping into the spotlight.

Grit is your guide to achieving your personal permission mission. Calling on it will help you find the courage to walk onto a stage and give a speech, if that’s what you want to do. It will lead you to start trusting yourself so you can take chances that will make your life better. My hope is that I can help you tap into your trust and your intuition and find your true voice. I hope I can convince you that grit—a tool that you already have—will help you use your trust and your voice to get everything you want, need, and deserve.


Grit will help you:

Give yourself permission rather than asking or waiting for permission from someone else.

Realize that your passion for what you want, need, and deserve is greater than the fear of trying.

In-power yourself to trust your own voice more than the voices of the past.

Take a step forward into the spotlight on the stage of your own life.

The beloved Disney character, Dumbo, had grit.

In the 1941 movie named for the innocent and misunderstood cartoon elephant, a small, streetwise mouse named Timothy believes that Dumbo’s giant ears can act as wings and allow him to fly. Dumbo doesn’t believe this, so Timothy gives him a feather and convinces him it is magic and will allow him to fly. Dumbo tries it, and unbelievably, he can fly.

Later, though, Dumbo loses the feather—but he can still fly.

The moral of the story: He never needed that feather. What a surprise—he could fly all along. All he needed was self-confidence (i.e., to in-power himself) and trust. And giant ears.

Same goes for you. You don’t need your backup singers to give you permission to fly. All you need is self-confidence and trust. Instead of giant ears, you just need a bit of grit. And your own permission.



Take One Step Forward

Your responses to the prompts below will help you take one step forward toward the spotlight of your life and help you fulfill your personal permission mission.

What is your personal permission mission? The dream or desire you’ve silenced because you thought you needed approval?

What would you do if you didn’t need anyone’s permission but your own to go after it? It can be a large, lofty goal (like working your way up to the CEO of a corporation or starting your own side hustle) or multiple smaller goals (like gathering the grit and courage to ask for a raise or to tell your family you’ll be reserving Tuesday evenings for “me” time).

Make a list of five goals you believe you could achieve if you would just give yourself permission to try.

Identify three backup singers from your past. Write their names and the most common messages you still hear from them. Think about where those messages come from. What do you get out of playing them on repeat?

Write down any rules that you now realize are imaginary or outdated. Cross them out and replace each with a new rule for yourself.

Journal about one situation where you silenced yourself. Rewrite the scene with what you wish you had said.




Visualize: Create a visible reminder (sticky note, phone wallpaper, lipstick on your mirror) with the phrase: “I only need my permission.”

Practice: Begin a daily practice of noticing. Every time you hear an old voice in your head, pause and ask, “Is this true today?”

Take Action: Look at the five goals you wrote down, and circle one. That’s your first step. Take it. Small or large, imperfect or polished—just make a move.










Part Two Your Personal Permission Mission




G ive yourself permission rather than asking or waiting for permission from someone else.

R ealize that your passion for what you want, need, and deserve is greater than the fear of trying.

  In-power yourself to trust your own voice more than the voices of the past.

 Take a step forward into the spotlight on the stage of your own life.


Think of your life as a performance on a stage. The spotlight is on you. You’re the main act. You’re the star of the show. You’re bolstered by a chorus of backup singers who harmonize behind you. Their role is to make you sound and look good. They’re a supporting cast, each chosen because she can make a specific, important contribution to your performance.

But you have a problem: You’re not the one who chose them, or at least not all of them. In reality, those backup singers are the voices and memories of people from your past—both from long ago and as recent as yesterday—who have had an influence on you during your life.

It seems like it would be comforting to have them lined up behind you, ready to catch you if you fall, to cheer you on, and to give you the best advice in every situation.
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