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			Leanne Meyer has gifted ambitious women everywhere a wonderful road map to success. It’s a bracingly honest, refreshingly global, eyes-wide-open acknowledgment of the state of play in companies (and countries). No smart woman will want to be without its insights.

			—Avivah Wittenberg-Cox

			CEO, 20-first

			Leanne Meyer’s Climbing the Spiral Staircase is a relatable and empowering book that looks to the history of gender roles over generations to provide perspective on some of the unique challenges that women face today as they develop their careers. Women with aspirations to be leaders can sometimes feel like pioneers with few role models—an exciting but intimidating position to be in. Meyer encourages a longer-term perspective on careers, observing that most careers follow a nonlinear path with ups and downs and various challenges and successes. Readers will find practical solutions to help them through these phases and ultimately be closer to achieving their goals.

			—Lauren Hobart

			President and CEO, DICK’S Sporting Goods

			In a rapidly changing world, leaders face new contexts and different options than were evident even a few years ago. Women business leaders face unique challenges, some of which are common and some of which are driven by the culture in which we live and work. Author Leanne Meyer brings her personal experience and global vantage point from teaching and consulting with hundreds of active business leaders. Climbing the Spiral Staircase provides fresh, data-based, and pragmatic advice to help women business leaders thrive.

			Whether you are a business executive, an executive coach, or an executive on the rise, you will find solutions-based, practical insights you can use immediately for yourself or to help coach those around you.

			—Carolyn Dolezal

			CEO, Committee of 200

			Leanne has provided me guidance in multiple stages of my career, and this book is a wonderful resource for women who are navigating the ebbs and flows of their own professional journeys. Using both research and anecdotes, Leanne demonstrates how cultural and socioeconomic differences influence our career decisions and attitudes. But more importantly, she provides practical advice on how to recognize and reflect on the reality of circumstances and to build the skills for a successful career—Climbing the Spiral Staircase is like having your own professional coach literally at your fingertips!

			—Summer Craze Fowler

			Chief information officer, Argo AI

			Leanne’s story exemplifies the unequivocal use of power related to principal while balancing a deep concern for humanity within the context of the people and situations that she is addressing.

			Leanne models this balance in her chosen role as an academic leader for business students, the majority of whom are often younger white men. Providing these students a female figure of strength and leadership is essential to providing new paradigms.

			Her experiences, rooted in international traditions, provide her a unique voice focusing on universal wisdom that is necessary to bring about greater equity for women and really for us all.

			This book tells that story.

			—Jim Rooney

			Author, A Different Way to Win: Dan Rooney’s Story from the Super Bowl to the Rooney Rule

			In Climbing the Spiral Staircase, Leanne Meyer provides practical and uplifting advice to all women in every stage of their careers and life. Navigating through the ups and downs of your career can be challenging, and Leanne provides strategic tips to help her readers excel. This book will reinforce to its readers, men and women alike, that you “own your career” and is sure to be a trusted resource for years to come.

			—Julie Beck

			Chief financial officer, NOVA Chemicals

			This book is a gift from Leanne Meyer to women navigating their careers. Interweaving her personal experiences, research, and knowledge from years of coaching female executives, Climbing the Spiral Staircase is loaded with insights and realities that influence our ability to make progress in our careers, providing a valuable resource for those seeking to lead and succeed in their profession. Benefiting women with self-reflection, inspirational stories, and simply knowing we are not alone on this journey.

			—Cindy Pezze

			Former vice president and chief technology officer, Westinghouse

			With a clear-eyed purpose to help women envisage a future where they are strong, confident, and able to share their wisdom with each other, Leanne Meyer’s new book is your best friend and coach. Having walked the path of juggling motherhood and career across continents, Meyer’s sane, timely, and very readable book is a generous companion to forearm women leaders as they successfully navigate critical stages in their career amid gender and power minefields.

			—Dr. Marianne Camerer

			The Nelson Mandela School of Public Governance, University of Cape Town

			A must-read for any woman or anyone raising a daughter. These leadership lessons and strategies are not only spot on, they are critical to success in the workplace.

			—Melissa Randall

			Head of talent, Siris Capital Group

			This is the book I wish I had when I was early in my working life, when I didn’t understand that a bigger career was possible or the roadblocks I’d have to hurdle because of my gender. Leanne’s advice and stories are insightful, fresh and frank, and grounded in practice, not theory. I’ll gift this book to every aspiring young woman in my life—and to every father who wants to support her.

			—Beth Marcello

			Director of women’s business development, PNC Bank

			In Climbing the Spiral Staircase, Leanne Meyer provides essential guidance to women who are aspiring to something better in their careers. No matter where you are in your professional work life, this book will help you think strategically about what’s next. This is an empowering book, one that will coach you through the changes you’ll need to make to become the leader you want to be.

			—Susan Packard

			Cocreator, CNBC, HGTV, Food Network

			Too many talented, ambitious women advance quickly to managerial roles but then fail to make the leap into senior leadership. What happens? In Climbing the Spiral Staircase, Leanne Meyer explains this gap. But this book moves beyond a thoughtful discussion of the challenges women face in the workplace to offer specific, practical techniques readers can use to accelerate their career and achieve their professional goals.

			—Dr. Chris Howard

			President, Robert Morris University

			Embracing the message of this timely book won’t just add value for your career; it will add value for your life!

			Leanne Meyer nails the critical gaps between surviving career navigation as a woman and thriving through it. Climbing the Spiral Staircase will have you positively assessing your internal dialogue, your aspirations, and your impact. Best of all, it will have you racing into the world to make your own kind of leadership success.

			—Selena Rezvani

			Author, Pushback: How Smart Women Ask—and Stand Up—for What They Want

			Climbing the Spiral Staircase is a must-read for women—and men!—in the workforce. It sets a clear understanding of gender bias, societal frameworks, and how those translate into our work lives—and how we can overcome and change them.

			After reading this book, I was filled with so much hope and excitement about where we are and what’s to come for women in the workforce. Meyer discusses women’s pioneering spirit in a way that makes you celebrate how far we’ve come and feel confident that we’ll continue to change the status quo.

			Throughout this book, you’ll think “Yes! I’ve felt exactly like that” or “Yes! I’ve encountered that same bias in my life” or “Oh my gosh, it’s not just me!” Meyer does a great job of writing about the common threads that are present in the lives of so many women through the course of their formative years and into their careers. It’s a strong validation of female experience.

			You will walk away from this book feeling empowered with actionable ideas to take with you as you move forward in your career. From knowing your worth, to better understanding the systems you are working within and the biases you’re facing, and learning tactics for negotiating, I have found this book to be a reference guide that I’ve gone back to over and over to refresh my thinking and to reenergize.

			—Erin Hutchinson

			Global CMO, Merkle

			With Climbing the Spiral Staircase, Leanne Meyer provides a personal and forthright guide to help understand the impact of various cultures and realities of the workplace that impact career advancement for women throughout a leadership journey. This book serves as a guide on how to embrace the challenge and provides strategies to mitigate the risks that exist to achieve the success any leader desires.

			—Eleni Lucido

			Vice president and general manager, United States and Canada, MSA Safety, Inc.

			Leanne Meyer brings her incredible experiences, global perspective, and sharp skill set to not only articulate inequities that women face, but she shares practical leadership strategies that apply both within and outside of the workplace. Climbing the Spiral Staircase is a book that can benefit everyone who reads it!

			—Evan Frazier

			President and CEO, The Advanced Leadership Institute

			Leanne uses her extensive background in women’s leadership research and executive coaching to candidly share realities of barriers to rising as a female leader. I applaud her approach rooted in data and research as the basis for identifying the varied obstacles one may face, balanced by her clarity that not all women face the same challenges. Once she captures your attention on a particular barrier, she then shifts the energy directly to pragmatic tips and tools a leader can immediately apply to their own professional journey. I anticipate this book and the action-focused counsel within will become a powerful tool in leadership development programs. 

			—Beth Codner

			Chief people officer, Eat ‘n Park Hospitality Group

			I have known Leanne Meyer for many years and have admired her work in the field of leadership development, especially for women. In Climbing the Spiral Staircase, she shares a lifetime of expertise in helping leaders to succeed in their lives and in their careers. With actionable exercises, points to reflect upon, and numerous examples from her life and career, Leanne’s book gives readers tools for navigating the modern workplace. Women can experience the workplace in a unique way, and this book gives us all a better understanding of the history and inherent biases of the workplace and how we can make organizations more equitable for all employees. While this book is especially relevant for women, there is also much for everyone to learn in order to be a better ally, coworker, partner, and parent to women in the workplace and outside of it.

			—Brian T. Olsavsky 

			Chief financial officer and senior vice president, Amazon

			Leanne Meyer offers an eye-opening study of how we, as women, define ourselves and our work experiences through the lens of family, culture, and experience. Climbing the Spiral Staircase is a must-read for any working woman who has asked herself, “Is it me? Why is this happening?“ within the workplace. Working through Leanne’s book was like attending the best work/life workshop—instructive, engaging, thought-provoking, frank, and ultimately very, very useful. 

			—Andrea Clark Smith

			Vice president and associate chief legal officer, UPMC

			The challenges women face in the workplace are part of conversations now more than ever before, but these conversations have not collectively reached the level of transparency and honesty needed to truly address the root cause(s) of the problem. Through her stories and experiences, Leanne Meyer sheds light on these challenges and helps the reader focus on solutions. Climbing the Spiral Staircase is a must-read for women everywhere!

			—Josymar Acosta

			General manager, Pratt & Whitney, Puerto Rico

			Through research and storytelling, Leanne Meyer addresses the hopes, fears, and crucial dilemmas faced by women throughout their careers. This book offers coaching and professional development advice for women and corporate leaders. 

			 —Maria Taylor

			Chief learning officer, United Airlines

			 

			Leanne’s lifelong gift and passion for teaching is expertly illustrated in Climbing the Spiral Staircase. In the book, women’s career aspirations, and paid work experiences and outcomes, are illustrated through accounts of relational, responsible, and constrained performativity. The manuscript is narrated like a conversation with a good and trusted friend—deeply human whilst seeing the forest for the trees. In an evidence-based network of topics, she explains the most important aspects of what we know about women and paid work. Through storytelling, Leanne Meyer’s accounts of having been at the edge, and in the midst of untangling, trying out and moving on, helps us to find our way through longing, fear, despair, exhaustion, relief, joy, and contentment. Leanne’s father is right: she knows herself. In sharing this precious capacity with us, she provides a steady rudder for us to discover our own life of purpose. 

			—Dr. Anita Bosch

			Research chair, Women at Work, University of Stellenbosch Business School, South Africa
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			To my mother and her mother, whose legacy of confidence inspires me every day, and to strong women everywhere, who are modeling 
for all of us how to live and work with purpose and passion.
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			What a curious process this book-writing experience has been. What I assumed would be a life-giving and expansive journey left me feeling isolated, super self-conscious, and uncharacteristically insecure in many of my opinions. I fully experienced the discomfort of making a professional transition, and I needed to practice the behaviors and mindset I write about as integral to “embracing the neutral zone.” From this spiraling inward place, I am and was most grateful for the thoughts, words, and feedback of Beth Marcello, Jenny Belardi, Jillian McCarthy, and Shelby Livengood as they reviewed drafts of this book and asked their questions and spoke their truths and shared their experiences, all of which affirmed the path I was taking and made the book richer. Thank you! And thank you to Elise van den Hoek for the title inspiration and to Heather Wagner and the Lauras (Grinstead and Rashley) for holding my hand through the process.
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			Given how unsettling and discombobulating the process was, I was grateful each day to step away and ground myself in the daily leadership practices of the Accelerate team. Thank you to Professor Ron Placone, Laura Maxwell, Michelle Stoner, Matthew Stewart, and Jarred Lazear, who have taught me all I understand of how empathy truly is a leadership superpower.

			I grew up with only brothers, married into a family of brothers, and bore only sons. And therefore it may not be surprising that, for a book on women’s leadership development, I have a surprisingly large number of men to thank. Our sense of self as leader, our leadership identity, is defined, understood, and verified by the company we keep. And it is through this network of rich relationships in my extended family—with my father (who I love with all my soul) and my brothers (and their families) and my sons—that I feel affirmed, understood, and inspired to be the leader they see in me. I am also grateful to the memory of my early mentors and sponsors, Professor Barend Lessing and Professor Ian Bellis, who opened up a field of study to me that gave me my career. And to Jaco Boettger, for showing what it looked like to encourage agency in others.

			And last but never least, to Chris, who makes all things possible and everything an adventure. Who gave me the boys, Christian and Josh, who inspire all that I do. Thank you. I think it is safe to say we are “giving it carrots.”

			Foreword

			I believe in the possibility of positive, lasting change.

			Positive change requires three things: recognizing what you need to change, being willing to put in the work to make that change and keep it, and then knowing how to do it.

			I’ve been fortunate to spend much of my career coaching successful people who want to achieve more. They want to get better. It’s one of the key markers of successful leaders—this desire to continue to improve what is and then focus on what could be.

			But many achievement-oriented people are tripped up by the paradox that the very behaviors that initially were critical to their success can then hold them back from advancing to the next level.

			This is especially true for women who face specific challenges as they seek to progress in their career. Women are often reluctant to claim credit for their achievements. They may be overly focused on their need to be perfect. They may be quick to critique themselves and reluctant to criticize others. They may wait to be recognized for their contributions instead of advocating for themselves. And women are often rewarded differently for their behaviors, making it even more challenging to identify which behaviors they need to change in order to move forward in their careers.

			In this book, Leanne Meyer speaks directly to the challenges women face when they are ready to advance to a more senior role. As the former executive director of Carnegie Mellon’s Accelerate Leadership Center and the current program director of the university’s Women’s Executive Leadership Academy, Leanne’s work focuses on assisting leaders to navigate those critical inflection points where many have outgrown their professional identity and need to make a change. She guides women through the steps they need to take to identify what is important—their passion and their purpose—and then coaches them as they work to develop new skill sets and behaviors that support their goals. She understands the importance of helping successful women achieve positive, lasting change—and she recognizes what’s necessary to overcome the obstacles that may hold them back.

			In the pages of this book, you’ll find the guidance and insights that have helped countless women accelerate their careers. Leanne’s advice is pragmatic and research driven, sharing evidence-based strategies for advancement and immediately applicable executive coaching tips. She has created a road map guiding you through the transitions you could and should make to accelerate your career. She coaches you to change the behaviors that are holding you back, equipping you to navigate the steps toward a career centered in passion, in connection, and in visionary actions.

			This book is a coaching guide for women who are stalling in their careers and don’t know why. It’s also for achievement-oriented women who are not where they want to be in their careers and want sound advice to move ahead more effectively.

			As you read this book, you’ll begin to identify the specific behaviors that may be preventing you from reaching your full potential. You’ll understand that what worked for you early in your career may be the very thing you need to change to advance further. And you’ll be encouraged to look ahead to what’s next and take the steps that will lead you to that future to which you aspire.

			Yes, positive change is possible. In this book, you’ll find the tools you can use to create it for yourself.

			—Marshall Goldsmith

			Marshall Goldsmith is a two-time Thinkers50 “#1 Leadership Thinker in the World” and has been a “Top Ten Business Thinker” for eight consecutive years. He is a #1 New York Times best-selling author of Triggers, MOJO, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There.

			 

			
Introduction

			
Reclaiming and Sustaining Ambition—The Pep Talk

			We don’t find ourselves in a blinding flash of insight, nor do we change overnight. We learn by doing, and each new experience is part answer and part question.

			—Herminia Ibarra 

			When I’m invited to facilitate leadership training for a group of female executives, I begin by asking these women to identify their “passion token.” This token is an item that reflects and represents a passion they have, something that inspires or motivates them.

			[image: ]

			I want to begin this book with that same invitation to you. Think for a moment of what your passion token might be. It should be something through which you see yourself illuminated, alive and rich with meaning. It’s an object that helps you remember and connect to the aspirations and imaginations of who you are when you are at your best. But it’s not just a reflection of your past; it should also help you envisage a future where you are strong, confident, and able to share your wisdom with others.

			I’m always fascinated by the stories sparked by these passion tokens. During the training sessions, corporate leaders share with strangers the histories behind a pair of running shoes, a religious artifact, a medal or prize. I’ve seen executives produce letters from loved ones, sailing navigation tools, artwork, photos of children, handbags, prized pieces of jewelry, and even a bedazzled calculator. Each token represents a dream, a goal.

			So, what is your passion token?

			Mine is my grandmother’s wedding ring. My granny was loving and gregarious but also one tough broad. In those moments when I’m feeling scared, I draw on my memories of her spirit for strength.

			She was not well educated, but with sheer chutzpah and single-mindedness, she built a remarkable life and a strong family. She was a true matriarch, managing several businesses, supporting my blind grandfather, navigating the dramas of being one of eleven siblings, overseeing the lives of her two daughters, and still having time to offer advice on the best way to pickle pork or prune roses.

			When I was a little girl, lucky enough to spend the night at her house, we had a strict routine. First, I was expected to kneel next to the bed and say my prayers for as long a time as she felt was needed. Then she would cuddle with me in the dark and tell me stories of her mother, who had survived the Anglo-Boer War in our native South Africa, living in a burned-out corner of the family farmhouse, searching through the plundered fields for any corncobs left behind by British soldiers, and grinding those corncobs into a gruel to feed her children.

			If my granny wasn’t sharing stories from the family’s past, she was sharing advice. This always took the form of a lecture—not a dialogue—on one of her favorite topics, such as the importance of faith for daily living or the oft-repeated “No man is worth a woman’s tears.”

			I loved my granny, and her presence and stories instilled in me an awe of what it meant to be a woman born into our family. In some corners of patriarchal South Africa, women were viewed as somehow “less than,” as if they held less value than the men around them, but there was no sense of this in my grandmother’s stories. Her example was a birthright, a legacy of tremendous strength. She gave me a gift of potency that was somehow different from what I imagine it would have been if I was a boy, and she instilled a confidence in me that, as I moved forward as a woman, I would always be strong—that I would be better positioned to do, to cope, to find meaning.

			When I consider a potential model of leadership for women, I think of my grandmother—a woman who never set foot in a corporate environment but who instinctively understood how to blend femininity and strength.

			I think about how proud she would be of how women have excelled in the generations that followed hers.

			And I think about how dismayed she would be at seeing competent, articulate women—women like her granddaughter and like the remarkable women in the leadership programs in which I work—second-guessing themselves and struggling with feelings of being overwhelmed and alone, reaching for tokens to keep themselves grounded and strong. She would be taken aback by the conversations between these women at different stages in their lives and careers, women in positions of corporate leadership and successful business owners talking about their profound sense of isolation, of not being understood, of feeling that their lives are out of control.

			She would want to push back and point to who we already are and encourage us to continue to discover our potential instead of dismissing, discounting, and diminishing the very power, perspectives, and possibilities that we have in hand.

			What I learned from my grandmother is that women who know their stories, who understand the continuity and constancy of their lives, instill confidence in others. These are the women who are viewed as leaders.

			Pioneering Spirit

			Leadership arises through genuine participation in the spectrum of living, in being who you imagine yourself to be. Knowing what is meaningful is foundational to being a leader and to being an engaged person. Leadership is a way of living; it’s a lived response. 

			Think about the strong women in your life. Who comes immediately to mind? I’m confident that it’s a woman who is actively engaged in her world. Strong women aren’t those who are passively sitting around, waiting to meet the requirements of a situation. They are doing, often with passion and energy.

			Women are pioneers. No matter their generation, the industry in which they are working, or their stage of career, women are navigating new landscapes, shaping their lives and their choices.

			The business world is constantly evolving. There are always new risks, new opportunities, new challenges—and a need for the right tools to create a life that makes sense in this new terrain.

			Regardless of your generation, you are inevitably making choices that are different from those that were available to other generations or even to your role models. My mother didn’t make the choices I made. My granny ran a business out of financial necessity, out of need, rather than by choice.

			You may be pioneering by being the first in your family to graduate from college, or to earn a graduate degree, or to own your own business. You may be the first female executive in your firm or the first to sit on a board.

			It’s not easy to navigate that new landscape. There are all kinds of obstacles you will face depending on your age, your race, your economic class, etc. And entwined within all of those challenges is the factor of gender. As you work forward in your career, you need to understand the terrain, keep your eyes open, and determine how best to reach your destination.

			A Clear View

			My father was a doctor. As the oldest child (and the only girl), I wanted to be just like him—I wanted to be a doctor, too. By the time I was in high school, I was convinced that my future was in medicine. But one day, when I was talking about my plans to study medicine, my father laughed.

			“Darling,” he said, “you can’t apply to medical school.”

			“Why not?” I asked.

			“Because you’ve got a uterus,” he said.

			I asked him to explain.

			“You’re going to go to medical school,” he said, “and you’re going to take the place of a guy who would be there, and then you’re going to qualify, and then you’re just going to have babies and stay at home. Why would you do that? Why would you take someone else’s place?”

			Let’s be clear: My father loved me and wanted the best for me (and quite honestly, he probably knew my true inclinations were not for medicine). But like so many in South Africa, he had complicated feelings about the challenges women face as they seek to build personal and professional lives of which they and their families and communities can be proud.

			I share this story to demonstrate the clarity of vision I bring to any discussion of women in the workplace. In my experience, American women believe in a false sense of fairness. Because it’s uncomfortable to talk about gender, to talk about the intersections of gender and race, about differences in the workplace, it’s easy to forget that those differences exist and that things aren’t all equal.

			I don’t forget. I know that it’s not fair. Growing up as I did, I never questioned whether or not I was loved when my dad would say things like his comment about medical school or when my brothers would tell me that my position as the oldest child didn’t matter because I was “only” a girl. I knew that I was a girl, I knew that I was fabulous, but I also knew that history has equipped me with a very clear view of the challenges gender poses to an ambitious and determined woman. And I think that clear view is critical.

			I frequently meet women who are at the midpoint of their careers who encounter an obstacle in the workplace, one related to their gender, and they are surprised that gender is “still” an issue. They are shocked to discover that, even today, being a woman might be holding them back.

			I think that there’s a place for an honest, frank discussion of what those obstacles might be. I’m not interested in casting blame or making excuses. But I know that there’s a time and a purpose for open conversations about gender issues in the workplace, not because I think women are great—I do!—and men are bad—I don’t!—but because I think that the only way women can achieve their career goals is by a thorough, nonjudgmental appraisal of the challenges they face.

			Workplaces are complex environments with many different personalities and relationships, and it’s important to remember that company values on a page don’t make a culture. We have all heard the many corporate statements of “At (company name), we believe …” but the “we” rarely includes everyone. Too often, there’s an impulse to pretend that we are all the same, that unconscious bias doesn’t exist, or to reduce the discussion to a “girlboss!” mantra that’s misleading and fails to honor the myriad choices women want to make, personally and professionally.

			The reality is that the working experience is not the same for men and women. Studies show that women start off their careers with more ambition than men, but after two years of work experience, aspiration and confidence levels plummet by as much as 60 percent.1 Although more women than men are graduating from colleges and universities with degrees at every level, women tend not to constitute more than 17 to 20 percent of any senior leadership team across industries and countries.2

			What women are struggling with is largely universal, no matter the nation, although how it appears may be a bit different, depending on whether you are working in Taiwan or Toronto. And I believe there is a call for us to share our experiences as we have the difficult conversations about gender, about the obstacles we’ve encountered. As we share the stories of the women who’ve inspired us and mentored us.

			It’s important to note that while research shows that all kinds of women face similar challenges throughout their careers, Black women, disabled women, queer women, and other women of color are disproportionately passed up for promotions and recognized for their contributions in comparison to their White coworkers, not to mention the fact that they experience a considerably higher level of microaggressions, isolation, and undermining of their authority on a daily basis.3  While the focus of this book is gender, gender alone does not determine how women are developed and promoted but rather the intersection of gender, race, age and ability, and other sociopolitical factors. I recognize that your story, your career, and the choices you make are unique. I also recognize that I am speaking from the perspective of a cis, White, straight, nondisabled woman, bringing a particular set of experiences and context, along with my own biases, to the lessons I’ve learned in the workplace—and to the advice I’ll share in this book.

			We’ll unpack these facts and talk more about bias and privilege as we dive deeper into speaking about gender. My intent is to bring my whole self to this conversation in an attempt to share what I’ve learned to help all women thrive in their workplaces. To that end, I’ll be discussing differences between how men and women are socialized and how expectations for these genders play out in the workplace, recognizing that the real picture is much more complex and nuanced. Other facets of your identity will come to play in your workplace, affecting you differently across race, age, gender identity, sexual orientation, ability, and a myriad of other factors.

			The conversations we’ll have in this book aren’t abstract or academic; they reflect real stories and real lives. It’s critical to view your career as a marathon rather than as a sprint and to prepare for the rigors and demands of each different stage.

			What’s Ahead

			I want to help you figure things out. I want to help you navigate each stage of your career in a way that makes sense for your goals and your aspirations. I want you to recognize your sources of strength and to celebrate the differences that have brought you to this place in your life.

			Earlier, I challenged you to identify a strong woman. It’s important to remember that whomever you thought of didn’t emerge as a fully formed leader. There were steps she took that offered key training and guidance.

			My hope is that this book will offer that equipment and guidance. We’ll engage in a frank conversation about the socialized differences between men and women when it comes to perspective and behavior. We’ll discuss strategies you can use to leverage the qualities that represent your personal strengths, enabling you to engage in a leadership style that aligns with your values and serves your goals.

			In the pages that follow, we’ll examine unconscious bias and consider why women are often uncomfortable acknowledging that they’ve been treated unfairly. We’ll address the impact of cultural factors as I share more of my experiences living and working in different parts of the globe. Because the heart of this book is you—your experiences and goals for your career—I’ll encourage you to take a careful assessment of your career and begin to identify the obstacles that may be preventing you from achieving more or progressing further. This is a book designed for you, no matter where you are in your career, so we’ll review three different transitions you may need to make to help you advance to the next level. Finally, I’ll share specific coaching tips to help you develop a mindset and skill set designed to support optimal career growth.

			My goal is for this book to be a resource you can turn to, again and again. My hope is that each chapter will provide insightful moments that will help you better understand where you are in your career today and identify the skills you’ll want to build to advance further. As you read, know that you are understood—you are not alone in your experiences or frustrations. We can work together to identify what has held you back and address any obstacles that are preventing you from moving forward.

			Most of all, I want this book to inspire you with fresh energy for your career. I’ve noticed that, whenever women come together at the meetings I facilitate or the discussions I lead, there’s a unique and specific energy that’s released.

			You can harness that same energy by stepping back and taking time to reflect before pressing ahead. Each time you pause to consider “Why am I here? What’s my purpose? What do I want to do?” and then, equipped with the knowledge that answers those questions, you return to your workplace or family to try something new, you’ve harnessed a bit of that energy. That movement in and out, in between reflection and action, generates strength and vigor.

			I see career growth as both inner and outer work. By regularly defining and reflecting on what matters—on what’s important to you—and then bringing those intentions to life in your everyday behaviors, you’ll find it much easier to reclaim your energy and your ambition.

			
Chapter one 

			
The “Icky,” Awkward Conversation

			One of the criticisms I’ve faced over the years is that I’m not aggressive enough or assertive enough, or maybe somehow, because I’m empathetic, it means I’m weak. I totally rebel against that. I refuse to believe that you cannot be both compassionate and strong.

			—Jacinda Ardern 

			Are you a feminist?

			Pause for a moment and think about your response to that question. How you answer—how you define feminism—says a lot about our world and how the core concepts of feminism have been impacted by political posturing.

			For many women, feminism has become a label from another era, one that no longer seems to fit our contemporary goals and values. BIPOC, nonbinary, and gender nonconforming individuals may feel alienated by the concept of feminism or excluded by a movement that they view as lacking inclusion.

			I do not pretend to have all of the answers. I proudly describe myself as a feminist because I firmly believe that men and women should have equal rights and equal opportunities. I’ve seen, again and again, the unique qualities that women bring to the workplace.

			Regardless of the identity you claim, in this book I will encourage you to be proud of who you are, to choose without fear to do well in your life, and to expect to be treated equally in the workplace.

			Conversations about gender can be uncomfortable, as can conversations about the intersection of race and gender and about equality. But in this chapter, we’re going to have those uncomfortable conversations, examining the data and acknowledging the challenges that women face in their careers. I may not always get it right, but having these conversations is vital. I’m not afraid to talk about those challenges, and you shouldn’t be either. It’s important for you to view your working landscape honestly and to acknowledge things like unconscious bias, the motherhood penalty, and how men and women experience the workplace very differently.

			Some of the data I’ll share may be discouraging, but I’m not interested in spending too much time reflecting on the problem. I want us to work toward solutions. We’re going to face the obstacles honestly, study the numbers, but then create strategies that you can use to change some of those numbers.

			We all look forward to the time when workplaces are environments marked by equality. But until that happens, we’ll focus on the real world and the real challenges and obstacles women face—and how to navigate them.

			Michael Kimmel is a sociologist who specializes in gender studies. He uses a question for groups that I’ve adapted for my own leadership training. When I’m standing in front of a group of female executives or young aspiring business leaders, I’ll ask them, “How many of you had a grandmother who worked outside the home for more than ten years?” Very few hands go up. Next, I’ll ask, “How many of you had a mother who worked outside the home for more than ten years?” and more hands will go up. Then I’ll ask, “How many of you plan to work outside the home for more than ten years?” and every (or nearly every) hand will be raised.

			It’s a clear illustration of how dramatically women’s aspirations and life goals have shifted in a generation or two. The working world has had to adapt to this flow of women into the workplace, and that evolution is still being felt in nearly every workplace in the world. It’s also important to note that, historically, different occupations and careers have been available for men and women. Gender norms (based on unconscious biases, stereotypes, and socialization) have led us to tag tasks as male or female, both in the workplace and in the home. There are “men jobs” and “women jobs.” For example, there are so few men in nursing that we use the phrase “male nurse” to describe them. Regardless of the kinds of work earlier generations liked, or where their talents/aptitudes lay, certain jobs were deemed more appropriate for women and others for men. Women have more career options available to them today than they would have had in my granny’s time, but there are still echoes of these historical biases, reflected in the diminishing numbers of women as you move up the corporate ladder.

			During the COVID-19 pandemic, I led a workshop for a group of twenty-five female attorneys. These women have been identified as up-and-coming partners in their law firms, career focused and successful. But the shutdowns and social distancing mandated by the pandemic meant that they were all working from home.

			These women were generally ambitious in our discussions and guarded about any display of emotion or vulnerability. But after spending one month working remotely from their homes, these top performers revealed that they were suddenly confronted with an array of domestic duties in addition to their professional responsibilities. Some were forced to juggle caring for young children with the demands of their work or homeschooling children whose schools had been closed by the pandemic. Others were challenged by the need to prepare more meals instead of relying on restaurants or delivery services. And for several members of the group, the greatest challenge was the reality of additional time dedicated to cleaning a home or apartment, loading and unloading a dishwasher, or simply spending many more hours with a partner at home.

			“This isn’t what I expected.”

			“I hate this.”

			“I’m no good at this.”

			Never have I heard women verbalize so strongly what they didn’t like about domestic roles, the work and responsibilities that, two generations ago, women would have been expected to assume without complaint. Their comments were visceral and honest and came from a place of deep frustration.

			They had worked hard to excel in their careers. They were proud of their accomplishments and felt deeply frustrated at the expectation that they would quickly pivot to assume a new set of responsibilities in addition to those they were juggling professionally. They were struggling, confronted for the first time by the reality that many less privileged women wrestle with each day. These domestic-facing requirements were fully at odds with how they understood themselves, personally and professionally.

			Not every woman’s experience is the same. We are all pioneers, as I said at the beginning of this book, navigating new landscapes as our lives change, as the world around us adapts to new challenges, and as our choices lead us in new directions. But there are vestiges of the old world still clinging to us as we push into the new, and those expectations can hold us back when we least expect it.

			The Gender Issue

			Before I go any further, I want to pause and acknowledge that, while I speak of gender as binary, our culture is increasingly recognizing a much more fluid spectrum of gender identities.

			I frequently lead workshops and classes on leadership and negotiation, and I like to use an exercise inspired by gender expert Barbara Annis as part of our discussion of gender issues. I invite the students and participants to the front of the classroom if possible. I then ask them to look at the walls on either side of us and imagine that those walls represent a continuum. I point to the wall on the left and say, “On this wall belong all of the uber alpha males.” Then I point to the wall on the right and say, “This wall is where all of the uber girly girls belong.”

			Next, I direct the class to consider how they would position themselves on this gender identity continuum, regardless of the sex they were assigned at birth. Gender identity—that internal sense of who you are—can line up differently from person to person. We can use gender expression as an external representation of that identity via behaviors and signals such as clothing, hair, movement, voice, and body.

			So, where would you place yourself? Alpha male? Girly girl? Somewhere in between? Somewhere beyond?

			What I love is that, each time I invite students to participate in this exercise, the results are similar. Nearly every female student positions herself closer to the masculine wall, and many of the male students put themselves in the middle.

			It’s a visible demonstration that gender is a continuum, and how we identify ourselves is impacted by a variety of factors far beyond physical characteristics. Regardless of how we understand ourselves, unconscious biases around sex and gender, stereotypes and socialization shape the water in which we swim. They impact how we view ourselves and what we will have to address to be successful.
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