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Praise for the 5 Overwhelm Culprits



“Corrie’s powerful storytelling and practical advice make The 5 Overwhelm Culprits a must-read for any woman balancing the complexities of modern life. Her vulnerability is inspiring, and her framework is a lifeline for those seeking to turn their overwhelm into purposeful action.”

—Jess Ekstrom, founder of Mic Drop Workshop, two-time bestselling author, and Forbes top-rated keynote speaker

“Corrie offers easy-to-absorb advice to help you release overwhelm, find inner peace and ultimately, create a life you love. Her vulnerability is real, raw, and inspirational. I highly recommend this book for any woman who’s tired of trying to ‘do it all.’ ”

—Jaclyn Gallo, TEDx speaker and bestselling author of Stop Getting In Your Own Way

“Corrie is a true powerhouse and an inspiration to women and leaders everywhere. Whenever I feel overwhelmed, I return to Corrie’s lessons to guide me to the other side. Her approach is no-nonsense, and her insights are practical, inspiring, and actionable. This book is a must-read for anyone seeking to elevate their life.”

—Amanda Jefferson, podcaster, Top 50 Women speaker, and one of the world’s first KonMari consultants
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For my children—

so you never learn to confuse exhaustion with success






Foreword

“Leaders don’t create followers—they create more leaders.” Tom Peters said this years ago, and it is one of my favorite quotes, as it’s one of the clearest definitions of what embodied and trustworthy leadership truly is. It’s also the heartbeat of what Corrie is doing in the world with her speaking, coaching, and now writing, especially in this book.

I met Corrie several years ago, when she enrolled in my business mentorship program. I remember that she was coming out of a very turbulent time of life. Within just a few sessions, I watched something shift. I witnessed purpose-driven passion, a soul calling that snapped in place. Corrie has a rare ability to discern through all the world’s noise and stay aligned to her path—especially when life is difficult, uncertain, and demanding. She learns from everything she has been through and even more amazing is her ability to let it refine her; that is the secret path to staying steady and not falling into panic or overwhelm. This kind of steadiness, of inner certainty and steadfast confidence, is earned through incredible life experience, and I’ve seen it up close.

When Corrie later shared that she wanted to write a book and we began working together in my author program, I saw the deeper layers of her work and the place she leads from: The evolution, her integrity, and the focused care she brings to every aspect of her work are how she is able to render this work so smoothly. This book is a continuation of who she already is—someone who leads from lived experience, grounded clarity, and a deep respect for the reality most women are silently suffering in, alone.

If you’re holding everything together right now—your work, your home, the people you care for, and concerns about your future—this book will feel like a supportive friend who gets you when the rest of the world feels judging. Corrie has finally named the truth of what we go through without victimizing or blaming ourselves. Instead, this is about rising into the leader within yourself to take control of your life and live in integrity with who you are meant to be.

Many women are expected to be exceptional everywhere, all the time, all at once. We’re asked to lead professionally and then keep leading when we walk back into our personal lives, where the invisible labor is waiting and the emotional load doesn’t ever stop. Add grief, trauma, loss, divorce, miscarriage, caregiving, financial pressure, politics, world affairs, and the countless “life events” that arrive at the worst possible time, and it’s no wonder so many high-performing women feel like they’re drowning in plain sight.

Having spent much of my life overgiving and trying to be everything for everyone while losing myself, I know how important and powerful it is when a book comes along with the language that can help us make sense of our patterns—because understanding where we’ve been is what allows real change to begin. More importantly, tools like the ones in this book help us understand where we’ve been so we can choose what comes next. We are no longer just letting life happen to us, being bumped around like bumper cars; we hop in the driver’s seat and steer ourselves forward out of stress, chaos, and overwhelm. So here are your keys to the open road ahead.

Corrie gives you a framework you can actually use—one that helps you identify what’s driving the overwhelm and where to begin, without requiring a perfect schedule, unlimited resources, or a complete life overhaul. The wisdom here is practical, lived-in, and something we all can find comfort in.

You’ll find stories that are honest and transformative in a memorable way. I invite you to open this book the way you would begin a road trip—with curiosity, presence, and a willingness to see what reveals itself mile by mile.

Corrie embodies and teaches us that leadership is not only a role you hold in the world—it’s the relationship you build with yourself and choices you make each moment. Page by page, you’re being invited back into your own discernment, clarity, and capacity to lead your life from the inside out.

The change starts with us. I’m grateful you’re here, and I’m proud to support Corrie in placing this book in your hands.

—Shannon Kaiser, bestselling author of The Self-Love Experiment and founder of She Saves Herself Collective






Introduction

I don’t know about you, but I’m so exhausted I’m pissed off.

As women, we’re expected to be everything to everyone. A sampling of all the things I’ve been expected to be in my life, all at the same time, includes:


	Daughter

	Sister

	Niece

	Granddaughter

	Friend

	Student

	Partner / Wife / Divorcee / Widow (depending on the year)

	Provider

	Mother

	Caretaker

	Housekeeper

	Scheduler / Organizer

	Driver

	Bill payer

	
Cook

	Shopper

	Survivor (for me, miscarriage, abuse, divorce, and suicide loss)



I’ve been expected to be all of this, in addition to being a high-performing:


	Employee

	Manager

	Boss

	Leader (again, depending on the year)



I’m sure you have a list of your own. Although it might be different from mine, we are joined by a common thread: We are modern-day super women, slowly drowning in a sea of unrealistic expectations slapped together with a lifetime of recurring tasks and traumatic life events that happen to all of us at exactly the WORST TIME EVER, because we’re so busy trying to live up to the deadlines and expectations our bosses and families have set on us that we do not have time to deal with “life.” Ever.

Back when I was going through five years of hell on earth (see the “survivor” bullet above), trying to balance my career as a senior vice president with unimaginable life crises, I searched high and low for any sort of resources that could help. Courses, books, blogs, anything. My goal with this book is to fill the cavernous gap of information that search revealed.

Of course, there are many self-help books on the market on numerous topics. For instance, you can find tons of resources on how to improve your personal life. You have opportunities to master relationships, homemaking, your marriage, parenting, your finances, among others. Visit any bookstore, and these books might fill up half the shelves.

Resources on improving your professional life are everywhere as well. Books on training and courses on leadership, management, sales, marketing, operations, and more professional topics than I could count fill up the other half of the bookstore.

Where the hell are the books that help you navigate the responsibility of having to hold everything together, both personally and professionally?

Where are the books that help you continue to lead when you leave the office and your personal life is waiting for you, slowly burning to the ground when you get home? And, worse yet, you’re the one expected to lead your family out of it.

Spoiler alert: There are none. So back in the day when I was commuting an insufferable twenty hours a week, I added audiobooks, podcasts, and online courses from both categories into my listening queues to try to figure out how in the world I was going to survive for the long term.

Women are expected to lead two very different and separate lives. Along the way, I’ve learned that being an effective leader requires diligence in both categories. If you can’t think clearly because you’re sleep deprived, your diet is terrible, and your exercise schedule is nonexistent, it’s going to cause you undue stress, affecting not only your direct reports but, worse yet, your children. Being effective in both contexts requires a full-person solution.

At the time of this writing, the top ten ranked leadership and motivation books are written by men. Historically, men don’t have to wear half the titles I listed above in addition to their professional roles. So when pivotal life events get thrown their way, they have more capacity to manage it and still lead effectively. Hell, according to the Hays Gender Diversity Report 2017, 24 percent of men were promoted after having children, compared to only 10 percent of women.1 The so-called fatherhood bonus is very real, whereas the motherhood penalty predicts the child’s mother will struggle to advance her position in the workforce.

We as women don’t have the luxury to forego our careers when we become mothers, and this uneven treatment can adversely impact our personal relationships, as well as our mental and physical health. Unfortunately, this won’t change until more women push their way into leadership roles and change the antiquated systems driving society today.

I’ve identified the Overwhelm Culprits—the lack of Clarity, Confidence, Community, Conditioning, and Consistency, all the things that cause us to feel like we are in a losing battle with life—after being challenged by my longtime therapist (who you’ll hear more about later in this book) to figure out a way to teach other people how I successfully managed my own overwhelming life scenarios while still continuing to professionally outperform peers as a leader in my career.

I turned my lessons into a framework to neutralize these offenders, and I’ve been sharing this remedy onstage for audiences across the globe for the past five years. At the end of every keynote, where I hold a meet-and-greet, I get asked if I have a book on the topic. I’m excited to offer this book to you: a resource women in or aspiring for leadership can keep on their bookshelf and refer to when needed.

A few quick notes to be aware of prior to us continuing on this journey together. The first is I’ve made an effort to make the examples shared in this book as relatable as possible. The solutions I mention can be used by anyone, in any situation, regardless of gender, race, and financial position. Whereas many books on similar topics are written by women in a place of privilege, including access to things like live-in nannies and outsourcing everything under the sun, you’ll soon see it’s not about access to money. You can achieve so much by utilizing mindset alone.

In addition to sharing stories and examples from my own experience having been a working single mother with limited resources, there are also stories and experiences collected from over a hundred working mothers from all walks of life. Some of the stories I personally share may be triggering if you’ve ever experienced trauma. I candidly share about my own miscarriage, surviving an abusive relationship, and suicide loss; so if you are a trauma survivor, please be sure you are also working with a mental health professional in addition to utilizing what’s shared in this book.

Names have been changed to protect the anonymity, not only of my research participants, but also members of my family who do not wish to be known publicly. You will also find supporting research and data to show you that you are not alone in what you are experiencing, as well as what needs to happen to improve your situation.

I recommend reading this book all the way through in chronological order for the best experience, but don’t feel pressured to do all the actions and exercises in order. The beauty of the Overwhelm Culprit framework is that it meets you where you are today, in the current moment. It’s also highly customizable. If your culprit today is Lack of Conditioning, it makes no sense for you to start off with Lack of Clarity solely because that’s the first one featured in the book. So first give yourself a solid understanding of all five Overwhelm Culprits and then feel free to use this book as a reference manual you can refer back to anytime you feel overwhelmed once you can identify your culprit and know exactly where to start.

I truly hope this book plays a part in effecting change because there’s one thing I know for sure: I didn’t struggle to kick and scratch my way to the top and successfully overcome all the societal roadblocks in my way only to have my daughter have the same experience twenty years from now with zero support and resources, like I did.

The change starts with us. And knowing your Overwhelm Culprit will help you to keep taking action, no matter your circumstances, and have a part in that change.
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Chapter One It Starts with You



Try not to resist the changes that come your way. Instead, let life live through you. And do not worry that your life is turning upside down. How do you know the side you are used to is better than the one to come?

—Rumi



I just couldn’t take it anymore, so the words poured out of my mouth: “I quit.”

They rolled so easily off my tongue you would have thought they’d been rehearsed. But the truth was they were words I’d been terrified to say for months—one of the many sources of my overwhelming stress and anxiety encapsulated in just two words. I felt a wave of immediate relief the second I pushed them out.

My father responded, “So wait, are you resigning?”

I broke down into uncontrollable tears. The reason these words were so hard for me to say and why I had been avoiding them for so long is because the last thing in the world I’ve ever wanted to do was to hurt my father. I had just hit him with a verbal sledgehammer, and I felt awful about it.

Up to this point, I had worked for my family’s company for over fifteen years. I was currently the senior vice president, my father was the president, and he had been grooming me, the third generation in our family, to take it over. I was his baby girl, the one he had trained to be a leader and a fighter in an entirely male-dominated industry, wholesale electronics distribution, and who did so effortlessly and with respect. Though he rarely ever said it to me directly, I knew how proud he was based on what everyone in our industry had shared with me. All too often I’d be on a business trip where a colleague would pull me aside and share with me how my dad shared with them about an out-of-the-box campaign I came up with, or the way I stepped in to save the company’s self-hosted, self-destructing IT server when he was out of the country.

And here I was, throwing it all away with two small words that were loaded with meaning. I didn’t do this in the confines of an office or after a meeting. This was on a cruise ship, during our annual family vacation. What precipitated this move? After we returned from a day of excursions and sightseeing, my dad and I returned to our suite to check our work email. In doing so, I absolutely lost my shit after learning he had undermined one of the business decisions I had made prior to leaving for the trip, impacting three of the departments I oversaw, in favor of a last-minute, received that day request from my male VP. This was someone who reported to me, but my father had spent as much time mentoring him over the years as he had me.

My reaction was not unwarranted, and these statistics bear out what women in the workforce face:


	
Women make up 47.7 percent of the global workforce2 but still earn $0.77 for every $1.00 earned by white men.3


	Despite outnumbering men in the U.S. college-educated workforce4 and outperforming male counterparts in Fortune 200 CEO roles,5 women hold only 27 percent of management positions and just 10 percent of CEO roles.6




Here I was, thinking I had finally made it to the top based on my own merit, only to discover my boss—albeit my father—trusted and respected the opinion of another man more than his own mentee and daughter. I snapped and quit on the spot. My father remained speechless and stunned, and it made for an incredibly awkward rest of our trip.

The rest of what followed is somewhat of a blur. All I remember is being at dinner at the fancy steak restaurant later that night, fighting back tears at a giant table filled with eight members of my family. My three-year-old son sat next to me, and I was completely incapable of making sure he had what he needed at that moment. Worst part is I knew it. I looked out the window of the cruise ship in desperation and thought: It would be easier if I just jump off. It would save everyone the trouble of me being a giant disappointment.

But it wouldn’t be easier, and I knew this. Because not even three months earlier, my long-term, post-divorce partner died by suicide. I was the lucky one to find him.

Sadly, I’m not alone.

The irony of these inequities is that, despite us high-performing women showing up and performing at the top of our class in spite of the lack of respect, we successfully do so alongside navigating deeply personal challenges, not unlike my own:


	
One in four women have experienced a miscarriage7


	One in three women have faced physical violence by an intimate partner8


	Half of all married women have endured divorce

	One in four women have lost a loved one to suicide9




These are not extraordinary crises. They are everyday realities women must shoulder while continuing to lead in the workforce, often without the time or space to process them.

So many of us working women find ourselves years later, swallowed alive by our careers yet buried in debt, not making anywhere near the money we were promised, paying out the vast majority of our salaries to cover childcare that’s more expensive than our housing,10 and still balancing the unpaid labor of running a household no different than the 1950s housewives did. Let’s not forget the 23.4 percent of us in the sandwich generation, simultaneously providing caregiving for minors as well as elderly parents.11 Unlike our male, non-caretaking counterparts, we don’t have time to deal with the day-to-day tasks left up to us, never mind pivotal life events. When they do pop up, it adds even more stress and anxiety to an already maxed-out baseline, and we feel like we’re drowning. This makes hearing news of your boss siding with your male direct report feel like acid being poured on an open wound.

Here I was only three months into debilitating grief, made even more complex by the fact that the love of my life had chosen to die, and here I was considering the same for myself because I felt so desperately unseen, unheard, invalidated, isolated, and on the brink of insanity. So much so I’d considered for a second my son’s life was better off without me in it.

It’s no wonder that, after the pandemic, millennial working women worldwide feel “stuck,” and worse yet, like they’re failing. And many women stay stuck because they don’t feel safe enough to be vulnerable and talk about it, all due to the guilt and shame we carry for failing to live up to society’s expectation of perfection that’s constantly perpetuated in the media.

Having been curious about how similar my experience was to those of other working mothers, I later conducted an interview project where I spoke one-on-one to over one hundred women during the course of two years, asking them all about their pains, frustrations, fears, and challenges when it comes to balancing motherhood alongside advancing their careers. The responses to my social media posts and emails looking for participants were overwhelming in themselves. I was floored by the hundreds of comments with volunteers who were so desperate to have their experience be heard that they’d agree to hop on a thirty-minute Zoom call with me, a total stranger.

Looking at the data collected, it’s easy to see we’re not alone in this experience.


Balancing Work and Family

When it comes to balancing work and family, 60 percent of mothers I’ve interviewed reported feeling torn between being a good employee and a good mom, struggling to balance both motherhood and getting work done. They also shared concerns that being a mom may hinder chances of promotion. Worse yet, they feared missing out not only on their child’s important first moments but career advancement opportunities.

One story that stands out to me and still haunts me today is Melissa’s. She was originally in the audience of one of my speaking engagements and later answered the call to participate in my research project. She broke down in tears, sharing how when she returned to work after her recent maternity leave, she was offered a demotion she didn’t ask for so she’d “have more time to care for the baby.” On the flip side, upon returning from paternity leave, her husband was offered a raise and a significant pay bump. The guilt and shame she carried from secretly resenting her husband’s ascension through the ranks and her being left behind is heartbreaking. While she was happy to have the extra household income, the slight to her was unmistakable. Parenthood isn’t a competition, but the inherent sexism in the workplace created a situation like this.




Mental Load and Stress

Of the more than one hundred mothers I interviewed, 78 percent reported frustration with the mental load of managing both professional and personal responsibilities. As someone who’s gone through this myself, it’s a special kind of excruciation to go through your entire workday so excited to see your kids, only to then find yourself completely checking out mentally during their bath time to think about a report you have due the next day. When you are not 100 percent present in your surroundings, wherever you are, you feel like you suck at everything. The irony of this is that the majority of the women surveyed were high performers, and they knew they could perform at an even higher level if they had the opportunity to be fully present.

Their greatest fear was that they’d lose everything if they stopped: their status, flexibility, and, most importantly, security in their careers for themselves and their families. They’re tired of feeling overwhelmed and burned-out due to high expectations and limited time. They also find themselves not leveraging flexibility at work when it is offered to fend off burnout and better manage their mental load for fear they will be judged or passed over for promotions, or they fear that they will lose the flexible positions they need.

One participant named Jen is a solo parent and partner at a law firm. Despite her company’s generous vacation policy, she still found herself constantly responding to Slack messages from vacation or, worse yet, her son’s baseball games. She was so grateful to have the flexibility to work remotely that she was terrified that it would be revoked if she set boundaries for her availability that differed from her older, pale, stale, and male colleagues. If that happened, she feared she’d have even less time than she already has with her son.




Career and Ambition

When it comes to their careers and overall ambitions, 74 percent of mothers I’ve interviewed questioned if it’s even possible to remain ambitious in their career while being a devoted mom. They cited challenges with societal structures that aren’t set up for two working parents, high childcare costs, and inflexible company policies as being significant barriers to achieving the ambitions they set for themselves.

One mother named Amy has aspirations of reaching executive leadership at an organization in which both she and her husband hold leadership roles. She shared that she’s approached multiple women executives for guidance and mentorship on how they got to where they are while also caring for children, only to be disappointed to hear they had all taken a leave of absence while their children were Amy’s son’s age.

She also felt devastated by her recent annual review when she should have felt overjoyed. She was ranked the top manager and made the most money but felt frustrated because it came at the cost of spending time with her seven-year-old son. She knows she has what it takes in order to ascend to a higher position, but with her husband having similar aspirations and not being willing to take on more responsibilities with their child, she’s stuck at the level she’s at.





Childcare and Family

An overwhelming 76 percent of mothers I’ve interviewed cited high childcare costs as being a significant burden. It’s not an overstatement to say this is reaching crisis levels. At the time of this writing, the cost of childcare in the United States exceeds the cost of housing in all fifty states.12 The interviewees cited the lack of flexible childcare options as making it difficult to manage work schedules and family needs. Add to this the difficulty finding reliable and consistent support for childcare, and you now have many women feeling like they are forced to make a choice between their families and the careers they love.

And that’s just finding care when your kids are healthy. We all know daycares can be germ factories, which makes balancing caretaking and work that much more complicated when kids become ill. Mothers are often either forced to take time off from work or send their child in anyway when they should be home resting (and not infecting other kids with their germs). Staying home with your child often means you then get sick yourself and are stuck in a position where you already used up a chunk of your sick time so you have to go to work, leaving you with no time to rest and take care of yourself. It’s an awful scenario to be in.

Multiple women I spoke to had recently decided it was time to leave the workforce, despite not wanting to, for financial reasons. They find themselves handing over the entirety of their paycheck just to be able to go to work, and since they’re making less than their partners due to the gender wage gap, guess whose job is more expendable?

This problem is not limited to the United States. Take the story of Victoria from the United Kingdom whom I spoke with. A mother of one with a second baby on the way, she continually brought up the costs of childcare as an ongoing pain point through our entire conversation. She shared that following nine months of paid maternity leave (far better than we receive here in the States), she came back to work in a part-time role. Although she aspired to move up into leadership, she feared not having the sufficient childcare support she would need to be able to perform in a higher-level role. Finding care for a sick child, in particular, especially when she doesn’t have family close by, felt nearly impossible.

She’s not alone. According to a 2021 State of Motherhood Survey conducted by Motherly, 56 percent of mothers felt they lacked “a village” they can call on for support.13 Families often live farther apart. Grandparents, who in the past would have been available, might delay retirement and work into their later years to account for high living costs, not unlike their adult children. For women like Victoria, it’s understandable to believe the only option you have when a second baby comes into the picture is to leave the workforce altogether.




The One Thing

When I asked the participants what they felt was one thing they were missing:


	20 percent reported Time


	16 percent reported Support


	14 percent reported Peace of Mind


	12 percent reported Balance


	Others reported Motivation, Clarity, Confidence, and Skills




It’s easy to understand their responses when it comes to time, support, peace of mind, and balance based on the systematic challenges shared in the statistics and stories above. It’s worth noting the gaps when it comes to solutions for motivation, clarity, confidence, and leadership skills. According to leadership development firm DDI’s 2023 Global Leadership Forecast, there are significant gaps in mentorship and transition support in setting up women for leadership success.14

As evident from my own research project, the majority of the women I spoke to were having difficulty finding mentors who had the same lifestyle situations they themselves have. So as much as they want mentors, the diversity needed at the top isn’t quite there yet to get women the support they need. And when it is, it’s often disappointing to learn of the sacrifices these women executives have had to make in order to be there, not unlike Amy’s previously shared experience. Despite recommendations like those DDI makes about educating women on the importance of mentorship early in their careers, the problem isn’t a lack of this awareness. They’re looking, but they are not finding the right mentors. It’s no wonder they aren’t feeling motivated or have clarity, confidence, or the right skills.

The second missing element for success, which seems like it should be a no-brainer, is transition support. Without the right support during the vulnerable period of transitioning into a leadership role, it’s less likely leaders will remain engaged and succeed in their roles long-term. DDI’s research showed women were 12 percent less likely than men to receive any leadership skills training, and 15 percent less likely to have their leadership skills assessed to gain insights into their strengths and development gaps. Women are shortchanged in two respects: On top of the challenges women often balance in their personal lives at home, they also aren’t receiving the support they need professionally to succeed and rise through the ranks at work.

Needless to say, this needs to change. According to the World Economic Forum, it’s still going to take over 131 years to reach true gender parity.15 Women are in crisis mode, and no one is coming to save us, yet we keep believing someone or something will. As children, every toy and story targeted to us girls reiterated the narrative that princesses are always saved by our princes, and all we had to do was trust, sit, and wait in the tower to be rescued. But if we keep on waiting, we’ll all want to throw ourselves off the tower (or in my case, off the ship) to end the pain.

The solution is simple: Women have to take action and save ourselves. Not only for our mental and physical well-being, but also for the well-being of our families, colleagues, and communities. As the saying goes, the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.

If we want our situations to change, we need to change. We need to change our mindsets, our beliefs, our boundaries, and, most of all, our expectations. It’s time to stop waiting for Prince Charming to fix the societal systems and instead place ourselves in positions to change them ourselves.

In the meantime, in direct opposition to what the burnout prevention gurus tell us to do, it’s also going to require us taking on more rather than less responsibilities to effect change. Which is also why so many women in my research project shared that they resist personal and professional development—it’s another thing to add to an already overflowing to-do list. The good news is the frameworks and tactics I’m going to share with you in this book are going to enable you to increase your capacity without sacrificing your well-being, by being strategic in where and how you take action. The million-dollar question is determining exactly where to start.

Circling back to that moment when I was on the cruise ship, the suicidal ideation I was having made me pause and think about what my partner must have thought moments before he made the decision that changed not only my own life but the lives of everyone surrounding him. If only he’d asked me—or the many other people who loved him—for help, I wouldn’t have had to suffer the grief of losing him, the grief that made the pain of showing up to a career I wasn’t fully invested in, commuting an ungodly number of hours daily to get to work, and missing my son grow up even harder to bear. I had finally reached my breaking point. I was overwhelmed.

Like the feelings I was experiencing in that moment and you may at one point have experienced too, overwhelm is a sign: It simply means something in your current strategy needs to be accommodated to your current reality. In my case, multiple things had changed in my reality. I had lost my life partner, and I had lost the vision of what my future family was going to be. I had also lost the vision of my career path and my sense of self in the process. There were also many things I had gained, like my beautiful three-year-old son, who I wish I had more time with. My lifestyle as it was set up that day was no longer sustainable or compatible with my current life situation. It’s no wonder I felt like I was going insane; I was living a life where my actions were directly conflicting with the values most important to me.

I didn’t want my son or my family to suffer. I also knew I couldn’t continue on the path I was taking, and I had to make an effort to change myself. So instead of jumping off the deck of the cruise ship, I called my therapist and prayed she’d help me find the clarity I was seeking. Because the truth was, if I was contemplating jumping off a cruise ship and plunging fourteen stories into the ocean to my death… I must not have a whole lot of clarity.

Even in the chaos of that moment, I was clear about one thing. Enough was enough, and I quit. Something needed to change, and that change was going to start with me. If you’ve picked up this book, my guess is you know this about yourself, too.

At this point, the case has been made that working women are more overwhelmed than ever. But unfortunately, we’re also living in a time when our basic human rights are being rolled back at a rapid pace, which effectively means our daughters have fewer rights than our own mothers did. We need more women leaders, and we need them fast, so we can’t just up and quit. We need to have plan.

The next step is drumming up the motivation, clarity, confidence, and skills to pick ourselves up, dust ourselves off, make the changes necessary to take charge and lead action, and rise up from the ashes like the badass phoenixes we are.
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Chapter Two Get Off the Hamster Wheel



Sometimes you don’t get what you want, because you deserve better.

—Unknown



One day, two years after my divorce but before the suicide loss, my therapist asked me a question that changed my life as I knew it—forever.

Ironically, I had no idea why I had signed back up to work with her again. My life at the time was everything I had ever dreamed of. I had finally become a mother—a longtime dream of mine. I had an incredible career, a six-figure income, and loved the work I was doing as well as the people I had the opportunity to do that work with. I had recently bought my first home, another lifelong dream, in an incredible school district. I looked and felt better physically than I ever had in my adult life. I was fit, light, energetic, and had a glow about me that people just couldn’t help but stop and notice. I’d have fellow local moms, complete strangers to me, hit me up in my Facebook DMs sharing that they loved my “energy” and wanted to hang out, so my social life was buzzing once again. Post-divorce, I was head over heels in love in a healthy relationship with a man who treated me like a queen, shared the same life vision I had for myself, and had boys the same age as my son who became his best friends. We had even very recently discussed the prospect of moving in together and getting engaged in the next couple of months.

Yet despite all of this, I just could not shake this odd, unsettled feeling. When my friends would ask me about it, all I could respond with was that I felt weird. I’d ruminate about it every single evening on my long, mentally painful rides home from work (I’ll share more about these commutes in Chapter 5).

Knowing how well my therapist, Elizabeth, had helped me navigate my contentious, high-conflict divorce, I enrolled myself back into therapy more than a year later to figure out what the hell I was feeling and why I wasn’t happy.

That day, while sitting on the couch in her office, discussing my drive—not my commute, but my motivation—she asked me: “Corrie, have you ever considered becoming a coach? Like a life or a business coach?”

The question stunned me into silence. Because, if I was to be truly honest with her, I had.

Around three months earlier, while scrolling the offerings on Netflix for something to watch, I had accidentally stumbled across a documentary called I Am Not Your Guru, which followed a day in the life of the most famous life coach of all time, Tony Robbins. The rest of the world might have known about Robbins, but this was the first I’d heard of him. I was fascinated with everything about him: his business model, his commanding deep voice, his high-energy events, and even how he prepped for them by jumping up and down on one of those mini-rebounder trampolines.

In the documentary, there’s a scene in which he asks the audience to raise their hand if they’ve ever felt suicidal. A couple of hands went up, and he approached one of them. I sat there, completely and utterly transfixed, as he asked this man a series of incredibly simple questions. I watched that man go from bawling and visibly carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders to laughing and then suddenly feeling so light and free that he couldn’t help but jump up and down, smile, and shout with glee. To me, Tony came across as a modern-day superhero with the ability to help people see differently and rewire their thoughts. The energy he wielded in that room felt exhilarating, even though I experienced it through a television screen and not in person.

I had turned the TV off that evening, thinking to myself, Holy shit! How amazing would it be to have a job like that? only to find myself immediately dismissing it. It’s easy to understand why I did so.

On paper, I had everything I had ever wanted: the house, the white picket fence, the kid, the amazing career, the man, you name it. I had it all, in addition to the expectations of a future already mapped out for me. I had spent over fifteen years being groomed to take over my family’s business (more on that later as well). Either way, I figured I wasn’t cut out to be a coach. I’d have no idea where to start, had no skills for it, and had already invested close to two decades in my current career.

When I snapped back to reality and realized that silence wasn’t going to work as the answer Elizabeth was looking for, instead of answering, I asked her a question in return:

“No, why do you ask?” That’s right, friends, I lied to my therapist—straight-faced—too afraid of telling the truth out loud because of what that would mean for me.

To which she answered, “Corrie, I work with a lot of patients. Many going through traumatic situations, but none like what you had gone through in your marriage. I’ve never seen someone in my professional career manage to handle the level of overwhelm, stress, and anxiety you went through and still accomplish everything you have in such a short time frame while also maintaining the capacity necessary to fully heal emotionally. If you could figure out how to teach people what you’ve managed to do, you could have a lasting impact on others. Being a coach would be a great way to facilitate that.”

Her saying “lasting impact on others” hit me like a ton of bricks. The potential that I could be like Tony Robbins was seemingly terrifying in a way I didn’t have the ability to pinpoint. It also meant that what she was not so gently nudging me to admit was that I was unhappy in my seemingly perfect life and career, and that’s probably why I was feeling weird.

But here’s the thing. I’d been running so fast on the treadmill of life that the thought of stepping off it to do something else was paralyzing. So instead of taking action, I chose to do nothing. It felt easier to just keep going through the motions, even if those motions no longer had the same effect they used to.

Let’s dive deep into what causes this, why it happens, and what to do about it.



Chasing Success

For years, I chased success in the way I and many others had been taught to understand it, by proving my worth through external achievements like promotions, accolades, and financial milestones, and each one felt like validation, a reassurance that I was doing everything right. Yet, underneath the polished veneer of success, I felt exhausted, disconnected, and quietly suffocated by the weight of expectations that weren’t fully my own.

You know, weird. And I’m not alone.

As I began to work and speak with more high-performing women in my research, I noticed a pattern. So many of us had been conditioned to believe that success meant keeping up with impossible standards—being exceptional in our careers, present and nurturing at home, endlessly competent in every role we played. We internalized the belief that slowing down or shifting priorities would mean failure. And worse, we feared what it would cost us to question these definitions of success and lose the momentum we’d built.

This isn’t just about work-life balance. It’s about the invisible forces that shape how women see themselves and what they believe they are allowed to want. The illusion of success, the fear of disrupting the status quo, the deeply ingrained “good girl” conditioning, and the tendency to measure our worth by the wrong metrics quietly dictate our choices, keeping us in cycles of overwork, self-doubt, and hesitation.




The Illusion of Success

Many women, myself included, build a life that looks great on paper or on social media, but feels empty in reality. The career, the home, the family, it’s all there but something still feels off. Or if you’re like me, you feel weird.

Society tells us that once we “check the boxes,” we should be satisfied, but we don’t talk about what happens when satisfaction doesn’t follow.

Research participant Mitsuko had everything she believed she wanted: a high-powered career that paid well, a reputation as a strong leader in her field, and a life that, from the outside, looked like a success story. She had spent years climbing the ranks, putting in long hours, and proving herself, not only to herself, but to her hardworking, immigrant family. It was a priority to her to make them proud based on all the sacrifices they had made for her to reach that level of success.

But behind the polished exterior, Mitsuko was exhausted. Her to-do list never ended, and every attempt to scale back her workload left her drowning in guilt. She wanted to work less—to reclaim time for herself, her relationships, her health—but no matter how much she achieved, the pressure to keep pushing forward never let up. What made it worse was that she knew something had to change, but the thought of slowing down felt impossible. Success had become her expected identity—if she wasn’t working at full speed, who was she?

The illusion of success is this: Society conditions us to believe that once we reach a certain level—whether it’s the six-figure salary, the leadership title, the corner office—we’ll finally feel satisfied. Yet so many women, like myself and Mitsuko, get there only to realize they’re still unfulfilled, still overwhelmed, still craving something more. Worse, the fear of stepping off the hamster wheel keeps them stuck. They think, If I let go, will I lose everything I worked so hard for? If I stop pushing, will I become irrelevant?

But here’s the truth: Success isn’t about how much you achieve, it’s about how aligned your achievements are with the life you actually want.





Fear of Disrupting the Status Quo

Regina had spent years carefully building a career she was proud of. She had transitioned out of education after becoming a mother and found herself in the tech sector. She climbed the ranks, secured a stable role in a respected organization, and was on the verge of stepping into an even bigger leadership position.

On paper, everything was working. But inside, she felt stuck.

Burnout was creeping in. The long hours, the mental load, and the constant pressure to go above and beyond—it was unsustainable, yet the thought of stepping back or making a major change terrified her. It was not because she didn’t want more balance; she did. In fact, she had already started setting stronger boundaries: logging off at 5:00 PM to pick up her kids and resisting the urge to take late-night calls just because someone else was in a different time zone. But even though her company was supportive, she struggled to let go of the expectation she had placed on herself to always be available.

Her biggest fear was that prioritizing herself and her family would mean losing momentum in her career. It was not unlike my own fear that pivoting to coaching would somehow roll back the fifteen years I had already invested into my SVP career.

Regina wanted to move from senior manager to director, but every time she thought about actively pursuing it, self-doubt crept in. What if I’m not ready? What if I fail? What if I disrupt the stability I’ve worked so hard to build?

This is the trap of the status quo. Even when we know something isn’t working, the fear of disrupting what’s familiar keeps us stuck. We tell ourselves it’s safer to keep going through the motions than to risk the unknown.





The “Good Girl” Conditioning

Alyssa had done everything right.

She’d worked her way up in health care, a notoriously male-dominated industry, and had just stepped into a high-stakes leadership role—helping launch a new heart surgery program. It was an incredible opportunity, one that most people in her field could only dream of achieving.

Yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t the right person for the job. At work, she worried she wasn’t good enough. At home, she worried she wasn’t doing enough. She spent her days pouring herself into both worlds, terrified of falling short in either.

When her contract was nearing renewal, she thought about negotiating. She had spent years proving her worth, demonstrating results, and leading with confidence. But when it came time to advocate for herself, the thought paralyzed her. Maybe I don’t deserve a raise, she thought. Maybe I should just be grateful I have this job at all.

It wasn’t until her husband bluntly pointed out, “This is why men make more money than women,” that she realized what was happening. She wasn’t doubting her abilities—she was doubting whether she had “the right” to ask for more. And that’s when it hit her: This wasn’t just about her job. This was how she had been conditioned to think her entire life.

For as long as she could remember, Alyssa had tried to be “good”: a good student, a good employee, a good mom, a good wife. She did what was expected. She followed the rules. She never wanted to be seen as difficult, demanding, or selfish.

But that came at a cost. The guilt weighed on her daily. She felt like she was always falling short, no matter how much she gave. She dreaded taking time off for her kids, fearing her job would think she wasn’t serious enough. She never once searched for work-life balance solutions because, deep down, she thought this was just the price she had to pay.

Alyssa wasn’t alone in this. Women, especially those in high-performance careers, are taught to work twice as hard for half the recognition and to never, ever ask for more than what they are given. They are taught to be grateful, not bold; to be accommodating, not assertive; to give endlessly, even at the cost of their own well-being. And because of this conditioning, many women never realize they’re settling.




Identity Tied to the Wrong Metrics

Melissa, who we discussed briefly in Chapter 1, had always been a high achiever. In her early career, she climbed the corporate ladder with ease, and her performance reviews were filled with phrases like “top performer” and “high potential.” She prided herself on her work ethic, often staying late and taking on additional projects. Success, to her, meant promotions, accolades, and the clear upward trajectory of her career.

Then she became a mother.

When Melissa returned from maternity leave, she quickly realized the workplace she had excelled in now saw her differently. Despite being told she was a top performer before she left, she was offered a demotion upon her return so she could have “more time with her baby,” something she’d never even asked for. At the same time, her husband, who also worked at a large corporation, received a promotion. The contrast was stark and undeniable. Melissa was suddenly expected to take a step back while her husband was rewarded and encouraged to step forward.

Melissa struggled to make sense of it. Had she changed? Had her skills suddenly diminished? No. What had changed was the way her value was being measured. At work, she was now seen as someone with “divided priorities.” No longer the employee willing to work long hours, answer emails at all times, and take on extra assignments, she was viewed as someone who was “managing” rather than “excelling.” Even though she continued to perform at a high level, she wasn’t seen as going above and beyond because her time outside work now belonged to her child.

At home, the internal conflict was just as strong. She felt immense guilt when she prioritized her work and an equal amount of guilt when she prioritized her child. She found herself measuring success by the wrong metrics, asking herself: Was today a “good employee” day or a “good mom” day? The idea that she could be both felt impossible, and with good reason. She was measuring herself based on everyone else’s metrics as opposed to her own.

Her frustration wasn’t just personal—it was systemic. Her employer never asked male colleagues with young children to prove their commitment. The expectation that she should either sacrifice her ambition for her family or push through relentless overwork to “prove” herself was an unwinnable game. And the longer she played by those rules, the more exhausted she became.

For women like Melissa, the pressure to tie their identity to external validation—titles, promotions, performance reviews—creates an unsustainable cycle. When those metrics shift after mother-hood, it can feel like failure, even when nothing has actually been lost.

The key to breaking free from this cycle is by redefining success on your own terms. This means shifting from measuring your worth based on how much you do for others to measuring it based on how aligned your actions are with your values. Melissa didn’t need to prove herself by overworking—she needed to reclaim her own definition of success.

For some, that might mean pushing forward in their careers with clear boundaries. For others, it might mean strategic pauses or pivots. But the most important shift is recognizing that your worth is not tied to an arbitrary metric designed by a system that was never built for working mothers to succeed in the first place.
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