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AND CRISIS CAPABLE




I have been fortunate to work with Fabiana for a number of years during some difficult times. Her calm and patient demeanor was helpful when things were not going according to plan. She has been someone I can turn to during times like this for guidance.


—Alicia Goodman


I have had the privilege and pleasure of working with Fabiana over the past decade, and I am honored to call her my friend and mentor. Over the years Fabiana has earned and continues to garner my loyalty and respect. She leads from the front and lives her truth in her daily interactions with people. What makes Fabiana an exceptional leader is her ability to push you out of your comfort zone, empower you, and then give you the space to falter and then ultimately flourish. She humanizes the employer-employee relationship and fosters connection and community. She protects her team and always uses the limelight to highlight the individual as well as the team’s efforts. She is a woman of the people, but do not confuse her integrity and kindness for weakness, because she is the strongest, most diplomatic no-bs woman I have come across. I will always be indebted to Fabiana because she made me push past my insecurities and realize my full potential.


—Tatiyana Akers


Fabiana is highly intuitive, has strong emotional intelligence, is passionate, and has high integrity. She will do as she says she will. It will always happen because she will always do what’s right.


—Clinton Allen


Fabiana is an endless inspiration to me and so many who know her because she is grounded in truth, honesty, and purpose, which she exemplifies as a leader and mentor. She shines with intellect, humor, grace, and an unmatched savviness at navigating and surmounting any challenge.


—Liz Archibald


Fabiana is a force of nature. Her no-nonsense approach to leadership demonstrates true grit, resilience, and competence. When we met, we instantly connected professionally and personally. We share a high level of intuitiveness, courage, and passion to help others and build successful, top-performing teams. Fabiana is a source of calm in a storm combined with intuition, integrity, and focused action to make her truly crisis capable. Her book is a must read for all!


—Garrett Ingram, CEO at Cipla Therapeutics, Inc.
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To the warriors in my life, and to those who are working to be warriors in their own way.




 


INTRODUCTION


When I was growing up, the living room in our home held a specific purpose. My father would always use it to have important conversations. If someone distinguished or in his network came to our house—as they often did—they would head to the living room together.


During those times, everyone else in the house, including my sister and me, knew that no one else should join them for specific discussions. My father, who was a businessman and leading figure in Argentina at the time, wanted some discussions to be privately held because they had to do with the country’s well-being: democracy and overthrowing the military dictatorship were at stake. Still, I can vividly recall the strong curiosity I had to listen in as a six-year-old. I wanted to know what was going on because I wanted to make a difference too. Even as a young child, I wanted to be involved in making things better for my country and family.


It was an intense era in many ways. One time, I heard one of my father’s friends say he was being followed. My father told him to lie low and that he would try to see what was going on. That was the conversation I heard—the fear in his voice, my father trying to reassure him. Days later, he was shot and killed. When I learned the news, I went to tell my father that I had heard their discussion. I felt bad, and it weighed on me that I had heard something I shouldn’t have heard. He told me, “You should listen to information when you’re ready to do something with it.” He didn’t want me listening to his conversations because he felt I was too young to do anything about them. When you know something, you have a responsibility. It’s up to you to decide what you will do with the information you have. The lesson learned was that you should participate in conversations where you can make a difference. Information is power as long as you can do something with it.


Perhaps that’s because, even back then, I had a strong inclination to be aware of my surroundings. In fact, being observant and mindful of what was happening at any given moment was a critical part of our daily lives. My family was living in Argentina during the 1970s, a period of unrest. When I was young, the military had power, and there were other groups fighting for control. Terrorist organizations threatened and kidnapped many during this time too. Some citizens faced a fate of “desaparecidos” (disappeared), as they were kidnapped and never seen again.1 These events had such a rippling impact on everyone. Even if you weren’t directly kidnaped, you were affected by what was going on. There was really no escaping in that sense.


My father held democratic values, and his views didn’t align with the military’s rule. However, he had strong ties in upper political and business circles, given his education and family ties. He had attended the military academy in his youth, per the custom of well-to-do families that wanted disciplined training for their children. He was absolutely brilliant and notably the top student during his time there—but he greatly opposed the military and forceful actions. His principles wouldn’t allow for violence. Though he was a natural leader, his style emulated an appearance of calm and control. When he spoke, others listened.


What he said during some of those countless conversations in our living room, I will never know. I did, however, perceive that he played an important role in many decisions. He was instrumental in restoring democracy in Argentina and served on the first cabinet after it was reestablished. With his stance and position in society came risks. Our family was among the initial targets of the terrorist organizations. Later, we were threatened by the military junta that wanted to remain in power, and that meant danger.


Though I was young, I innately knew that horrible things could and did happen. I had heard of and knew others who had been killed, kidnapped, or “desaparecidos,” and I didn’t want any of my loved ones to be among that group.


I also didn’t want my father to become a victim or a casualty based on his principles. The four of us—my father, mother, sister, and myself—lived constantly alert and ready to act as needed. We relied on guards, watchdogs, and technology to be protected. Still, we learned early on that the best protection was knowing who was around you, who you could trust, and what was the optimal way to move around in the country based on the situation at the time. One wrong move and our entire world could change. This reality was interwoven into our daily lives.


And so, as I drifted off to sleep during those early years, the occurrences of my daytime events would seep into my dreams—or rather, nightmares. In one I particularly recall, my dream began with my father in the basket of a hot-air balloon. The vessel was on the ground, and I stood nearby. Then, the hot-air balloon lifted, and my father drifted up, slowly climbing into the sky. Higher and higher he floated, flying away from me.


Still on the ground, I watched him drift further away from me. I held out my arms in an attempt to pull him back to the ground, but I couldn’t reach him. No matter what I tried, I could not bring him back. I thought to myself, “He’s gone from my life.”


I woke up crying. Tears poured from my eyes as I bolted out of bed and went to look for my father. I found him in the living room and realized it was only a nightmare.


He was sitting alone on the sofa. No other important guests were there at the time. I ran to him, still sobbing, and pleaded, “I don’t want you to die! I don’t want you to die! And I don’t want to die either!”


I went on to tell him the details of my dream. Sitting next to him that night, I shared the awful image of him floating away from me in a hot-air balloon, outside of my grasp forever and disappearing from my life.


When I had finished my tale of sorrow, my father didn’t scold me for being out of bed. He didn’t send me back immediately either. He looked at me very seriously.


Then, he said, in his calm, assuring voice, “Oh…we’re all going to die. So don’t worry about it.”


He continued, “We are like flowers. We grow, we blossom, and we die. We’re all going to die, so don’t worry about it. Worry about what you’re going to live for. Some things are worth dying for. For everything else, you need a plan.”


Those very words started me on my professional path, and these are things I live by for today.


With his soothing, practical words, my tears slowed and eventually came to a stop. His announcement of the reality of our situation, dire as it was in some ways, helped me to find a new perspective. He had emphasized, in a delicate manner, the value of living with a purpose. Those words stuck with me that night, and during the next days and years. Now, as I lead and guide others, they continue to be a driving force.


His encouragement to have a plan remained, too. That night, I sat on the sofa next to my father in the room of important conversations hearing about the need to be prepared. He was living amid a political, economic, and social crisis during that time, and he knew the difference that having a plan could make. When danger arose, if you were aware of what was going on and knew what to do, your life could be saved.


THE DIFFERENCE HAVING A PLAN CAN MAKE


In a way, recovering from my childhood nightmare based on the fear of losing my loved ones was my very first crisis management plan. I found myself returning to those words time and again during the days and years that followed. Some things were worth dying for. For everything else, plan.


And I did. My first plan was pretty good for a six-year-old. I told my parents that if I ever was kidnapped, I would ask the kidnappers to buy me dulce de leche. That way, my parents would know where to find me—I would be at a place where a lot of dulce de leche was sold. I happened to like the treat too. For me, this plan created a win-win.


All joking aside, as I moved to the United States later in life for college and stayed to pursue a career in corporate America, I carried that theme of having a plan with me. The principle I learned that night, along with the other core values I gathered from my father, family, and life experiences of my youth, opened the doors to opportunities.


When I was a young professional, I rose in ranks quickly and earned my credentials fast. My superiors recognized that with my upbringing and attitude, I had emotional intelligence, self-confidence, and an ability to think clearly and strategically in complicated and tense situations. I had navigated crises even as a youth and managed through them. I was a warrior, and I knew how to inspire and teach others to be warriors, too.


Today, I’m a C-level compliance executive with more than thirty years of experience and have held senior roles at some of the world’s most widely recognized companies. Throughout the years, I have successfully advised and influenced top leaders on critical matters such as product commercialization and marketing, FDA and OIG compliance, mergers and acquisitions, joint ventures, and corporate governance. I’ve become an expert at building strategic compliance programs across Fortune 100 organizations and have successfully negotiated and implemented corporate integrity agreements and deferred prosecution agreements for US corporations with extensive global operations.


As I reflect on my career and personal life, I’m convinced that having a reason to live and creating a plan can help anyone build strategies for both their professional and personal paths. The right skills and the commitment to your set of values play an essential role in navigating a crisis. Just as I have drawn on my unique background and traits, you can use your own experiences to bring a powerful and diverse voice to the table. As you move into leadership roles, you’ll be able to build your own team of warriors—that is, staff members who can be trained and equipped to be able to respond rapidly and effectively during a critical moment.


In the pages that follow, I’ll walk you through the chapters of my own life, with the goal of providing lessons I’ve learned along the way that can be applied in both the corporate and personal realms. We’ll begin by delving into a time when my family was in imminent danger, and I learned, firsthand, the power of intuition and situational awareness. We’ll move on to a critical moment when I faced kidnapping attempts and leaned into my ability to quickly observe and assess a situation to make a decision. I’ll tell of a time my father taught me the “Six-Month Rule”—meaning you shouldn’t make decisions that you don’t have to make, and by waiting until you have better information you can gain clarity on what to do. I’ll share how this can be applied to corporate America and leadership roles. If you have patience, adaptability, and can think critically, you’ll set yourself apart from others who do not. You’ll be able to look below the surface to find out what’s really going on, identify challenges, and then create solutions.


As we move on, I’ll tell of a time when I negotiated for a relocation package and realized that another worker at the company asked for a relocation package as well—for ten times more than what I requested. We both received what we asked for, and I committed to always self-assess and advocate for myself from that point on. You’ll learn the power of knowing your worth and then understanding how to negotiate to get the results you want.


I’ll also discuss the importance of being socially aware and picking up signs, and how these skills can be applied to all aspects of our lives. If you have the opportunity to help someone else move up or improve their current situation, it will likely be incredibly fulfilling for you, and they will also be motivated to reach out and lend a hand to others they know.


We’ll study how the negotiating process can play out and recognize that we all react to risk differently and process information in many ways. While there are no clear “black-and-white” settings, I’ve learned to embrace the “grays,” to interpret the factors at play, and to make sense of the nuances—and I’ll show you how to do the same.


Have you ever walked away from a situation that didn’t seem right? I have. I’m a firm believer in living according to your values, and I respect others who do the same. We’ll spend some time exploring how to let your values guide you and leverage them to make key decisions. Along those same lines, we’ll look at how to surround yourself with individuals who have different capabilities but the same values. When this is done the right way, you’ll add incredible layers of expertise, knowledge, and emotional intelligence to your team.


Let’s face it. The world is changing fast, and to keep up and move ahead, it’s essential to know how to make quick decisions, maneuver through tricky settings, and apply emotional intelligence to every situation. When you do, you’ll notice a difference in both yourself and your surroundings. Get ready to uplevel your life, to ask for what you’re worth, and best of all, to get it. And when you do, you can look to the next person who may not be able to speak for themselves and reach out a hand to help them step up too.


Together we can inspire change, build diversity, and be prepared for whatever comes next. In the pages that follow, I’ll lay out the tools you need to lead confidently in a crisis and successfully navigate crucial situations. Because at the end of the day, a life guided by values is one worth living and fighting for.




 


CHAPTER 1


RED SHADOWS


“They’re too close,” Valeria, my sister, told my parents and me. “They’re looking at us.”


She was just four years old when she spoke those words while we were at our weekend home on the river in rural Argentina. She could see that something was out of pattern. Usually, we saw lights from the guards that were watching us, as they made their rounds. They always walked the same path, so their beams came in at a similar angle. This time, however, she noticed that the lights seemed closer than usual.


We had arrived at the weekend home to get away from our city residence for a couple of days, as we often did. This time, my sister realized a change in the pattern. Someone besides the guards, she was convinced, was watching us through the home’s large bay windows.


Indeed, we were being watched, my parents assured her. They assumed it was the security guards who patrolled the perimeter of the property night and day. It was the 1970s in Argentina, during a time that the military dictatorship was in power. The group went after those who threatened their rule, and those who did not share their thinking or values. There were also revolutionary groups opposing the military regime. One of these was a terrorist group called the Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo. Most people were caught in the middle, and it was hard to know with whom to align or choose. Though my father didn’t subscribe to harmful acts, he was a leading figure and businessman during that time, and he held influence in many circles. His views, which differed from the military, put him and our family at risk.


Being surrounded with security guards was part of daily life for my younger sister and myself. While we had to be constantly monitored and were continually aware of the danger at hand, we carried on. Even as children, we knew not to tell people where we were going to be and when we would arrive. For his part, my father maintained his belief that democracy should prevail, and he wasn’t in agreement with the violent acts and oppression he saw around him during that time in history in Argentina. During this time, with so much disruption and fighting for power that the people in Argentina suffered, human rights were violated, and everyone knew. It was hard to live a regular life amid so many kidnappings and disappearances.


So when my sister noticed that something seemed off and recognized that the pattern had been broken, she said something. She felt that whoever was looking into the window was closer than the distance that the security guards usually kept while walking the perimeter of the property. As such a young kid, it was hard for the adults to believe her. They simply shrugged off her observations and assured both of us that all was fine.


But it wasn’t. And I knew it. I believed my sister. I, too, sensed that something was wrong. At a very young age, we had learned to trust and rely on each other. The hours that followed brought defining moments in our lives and ultimately equipped me with greater self-confidence and a stronger reliance on my intuition.


*  *  *


Before I continue my story, I want you to consider a few questions. Firstly, what do you do when a situation doesn’t seem right? More importantly, how do you know if something is amiss? What are the signs to look for? And what skills do you need to have to quickly assess a scene and make a decision?


The following sections will address all these questions. I’ll share what happened after my sister thought she saw someone watching us too closely. I’ll expand on how we both intuitively doubted that the figures in the window were really the security guards, an important concern at a time when kidnappings and disappearances took place so often that we didn’t have the luxury of “comfort,” or feeling 100 percent safe, at any time. I’ll also share insights on how to have situational awareness and ways to recognize and rely on your intuition. When you’re able to harness these capabilities, the impact that you’ll see in both business and personal settings can be significant and lasting.


A DREAM BASED ON INTUITION


After my sister stated that she thought we were being watched by someone besides the guards and my parents dismissed her thoughts, our concerns continued. In addition to the large bay windows where something seemed off, the home had other entry points. The side door coming from the pool was particularly noticeable. It was paneled with red glass. If someone stood on the outside of the side door, you could see their shadow from inside.


That night, after my sister saw something out of pattern at the bay window, I had a dream. In it, I saw red shadows on the other side of the red glass moving toward the house. The image shook me awake and out of the dream. I ran to my parents’ room and woke them up. I told them of the dream and how I had seen something shifting outside the red glass-paneled door. I described the shadows that were so frightening.


Just as they had told my sister that nothing was out of the ordinary, they did the same with me. They calmly explained to me that we were safe and sent me back to bed. I went, although I wasn’t convinced that all was okay.


MINUTES TO SPARE


When we spent the weekends at our home on the river, we usually returned to the city on Monday. Our typical routine was to leave the weekend house at 6:00 a.m. on the start of the work and school day. My sister and I would be dressed in our uniforms, ready to be taken straight to school. That weekend, despite my sister’s observance and my bad dream, we continued with the schedule and aimed to leave around 6:00 a.m. to get to school on time.
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