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“Overcoming fears, challenges, and self-doubt—this book is a perfect example of resilience and courage. Danaya’s life authentically portrays what it takes to conquer internal battles. Her life-changing transformation is inspiring. It immerses the reader into a realistic, evolving journey. It motivates and encourages them to rise, find their voice, and undertake their calling.”


—Susana Salamun


Senior Vice President, Alpine Bank


“By courageously sharing her sometimes very difficult journey, Danaya masterfully provides the step-by-step guide many of us need to turn our constant self-evaluation into action and greatness. May you too find it within yourself to ‘put your whole body in and shake it all about’ with the joyous abandon Danaya did as you follow her on this new road to a more satisfying and successful life!”


—Melanie Granberg


Esq.


“Wilson shares her personal journey to becoming a Changemaker through her own brand of wit, honesty, and encouragement to highlight how each of us can rise up to make an impact. Set against the backdrop of other fearless female Changemakers, these inspirational stories are the boost we need to revitalize a contemporary women’s empowerment movement ... together.”


—Loryn Duke


Steamboat Ski Resort


“Danaya Wilson speaks fearlessly about her struggles which brought her to where she is today, an example of powerful female strength and resilience. Changemakers Wanted is essential reading for women who want to lead with authenticity and compassion and includes actionable exercises to help bring out the Changemaker in you.”


—Jenny Mulligan


Cofounder and President of YellowDog
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For my daughter,


whose arrival inspired me to be bold and strive to change the world,


for her and the generations to come.




 


FOREWORD


Change We Need Now


I’m excited to introduce you to a book that I believe will change lives. That’s what Changemakers do. Danaya Wilson has created the blueprint I wish I had when I began my thirty-year career in sales and operations leadership. Danaya has based her book and her blueprint on research as well as her practical experience as an award-winning entrepreneur, and, most importantly, a woman in the specialized construction industry.


She will show you how we can challenge the status quo and redefine a new and inclusive way of operating. Danaya addresses mental health, equitable employee benefits, and childcare, all issues that continue to challenge us. She features outstanding Changemakers among us and analyzes their strategies. Most of all, she provides an optimistic and powerful blueprint that will benefit women and men alike.


I was honored to mentor Danaya at a time when she was pivoting in her business, and I was proud as I watched her take her business to the next level. I admire her tenacity and her ability to juggle a lot of metaphorical balls, both personal and professional.


Like Danaya, I have long been an advocate for women and experienced what many women of my generation did, including being hired for a position and then offered half of what the man who was leaving earned because “he had a family to support.” Danaya wrote her book for women like us: women who have worked hard, achieved success, and want to change the landscape so that we can retain strong staff members and make the system work for everyone.


Many women feel that we must be able to do everything, yet there comes a time—there did for me, and there will for you—when we must look at our business and our relationships differently. You can do everything and anything as a woman but maybe not all at the same time. In my current position, I ask myself the same questions I have throughout the years: How do I help the women in my career field, especially the ones with families? This is important to me because, as a mom, I’ve made decisions for my career because I thought I had to when, in reality, I probably didn’t. Danaya wrote this book to show that it doesn’t have to be that way. For instance, she outlines how to use individualized flexible benefits plans so that value isn’t lost on an employee who would prefer to convert that benefit to something that better fits their life. She also shows how we can alleviate the childcare crisis.


Flexibility in the workforce, for both men and women, is essential, and Danaya embraces flexibility. Simply put, folks perform better when they are present and engaged by choice, not because they feel they have no other option. Flexibility makes people more productive. If your mind is somewhere else, you might as well not be there physically.


Today’s leaders need this book now more than ever because employees’ expectations are so much more important now. Everyone has different expectations, and if you don’t have a tool belt for various personalities and needs, you are not going to get the best out of the people who work for you.


So, listen to Danaya. Be the Changemaker we need. This book will take you beyond the rhetoric to a workable, solid plan for action.


—Laura A. Sanchez


Chief Operating Officer, Shinesty




 


PROLOGUE


What If?


I am a master at asking, “What if?” Living in the future and predicting every possible outcome has been such a native practice of mine that in the spring of 2007 upon my graduation from college, it was full-fledged second nature. It was a practice I frequented daily, and as I continued to get older and my world grew larger, I found myself overwhelmed and terrified to the point that I could not leave my house without feeling intense dread. For almost a decade, and after being diagnosed with generalized anxiety disorder with frequent panic attacks, I spent time just trying to get by with as little exposure as possible. I strictly avoided situations where my ability to control the process or the outcomes was limited. I kept out of the spotlight, kept my head down, and focused so hard on my inner dialogue that it was difficult for me to envision a world where I would not feel so hopeless. Many nights, as I lay awake before sleep, I remember feeling so alone and lost that the prospect of having anything to offer personally, let alone building a life filled with purpose and joy, seemed utterly impossible.


Anxiety plagued every aspect of my life. Thoughts predicated on “What if?” were so frequent and powerful that my body began to respond with panic on autopilot. Years of fear and dread followed my first panic attack. Times where I found myself too scared to drive home because What if I hit traffic on the way and can’t get home to fill my basic needs? There were decades of avoiding movie theaters, ski lifts, drive-throughs, airplanes and airports, car washes, and basically any rooms with closed doors. My world was getting smaller, and it was the very thing I was worried about. I was lost and desperately trying to circumvent situations where I felt confined, alone, or not in control—only to realize that the mere avoidance was propelling me more into the very thing I was trying to evade.


I spent an extensive amount of time fighting this stage in my life. I felt I was unable to truly be the person I had always hoped I would grow into. Where was that dreamer who once existed? The explorer who, in her short time on earth, had already been on teams that built a church in Mexico and painted a school in Guatemala … where did she go? My thoughts sounded something like this: Why can’t I just get this anxiety under control? What is wrong with me? What if this gets worse? What if they see me struggling?


I have always lived in the future. For much of my life, my day-to-day was upset with trauma and broken relationships, so it was easy, perhaps even safe, to seek comfort and belonging in my studies and my work. Daydreaming about what could be and how I could escape filled the spaces between the catastrophizing and panic. It became second nature for me to remove myself from the present and hyperfocus on fulfilling the needs of those around me or to fantasize about a world with less pain and anxiety. I coped by mentally removing myself from the present.


The first panic attack I had was on a plane returning home from Las Vegas in 2006. I had spent the weekend there with my friend celebrating her twenty-first birthday. What was likely a combination of partying and lack of sleep turned into my full-fledged belief that something was inherently wrong with me. During that short flight, I had convinced myself that I was not worthy of taking up space, that I was weird for feeling sick, that everyone was watching me, and even worse, that those close to me would not understand the simple expression of my having needs. Of course, I would not fully understand all these underlying fear motivators until much later in my journey with therapy. In that moment, I just panicked and became hyperaware of what was happening, further causing myself to feel unwell. This meant that I tried as hard as I could to spend most of the flight in the restroom while the waves of worry and dread washed over me, resulting in shakiness, sweating, and diarrhea. Yep, in the prologue of my leadership and female empowerment book, I’ve just introduced diarrhea.


Once the attacks started, I was committed. As I approach most things, I took on my anxiety disorder fully and let it infiltrate every aspect of my life. At the worst of it, anxious and intrusive thoughts occurred regularly, and I couldn’t separate my internal voice from the strong, confident one I used to have or from the scared, hopeless one I was now powerless against. I felt I would never get out from under the weight of this illness and that the only hope for a life of normalcy would be found through limitations and avoidances.


I would love to say that I had an “aha” moment and that pivotal occurrence led me to where I am today, but true success stories are gritty and are hardly instantaneous. Most are not linear and can be filled with periods of self-sabotage and doubt. More importantly, it takes a lot of hard work and tenacity to come from a place of such depth and fear to one of abundance, hope, and true joy.


Over the next decade, I made small attempts to recoup as much of my former life as possible. Spoiler alert: This is not ultimately what worked for me, but I am including it to shed light on the hard work that gave me my first glimpses of hope. Those little wins, when compounded, enabled me to keep going. Building from this momentum, I employed self-directed exposure therapy to the phobias that I had the most motivation to recover from. These included flying and traveling.


Most of my anxiety around flying came from the reminder and trigger associated with my first panic attack. Secondary to that were “what if” thoughts like these:


• What if there is not enough air to breathe, or what if I hyperventilate?


• What if I have to use the bathroom, and I cannot?


• What if I make it to my destination, but I cannot get back on another plane to get home?


• What if someone notices me panicking?


With these thoughts, I felt fear in my core. It lined my spine and infiltrated my bloodstream, flowing fast. An unforgiving force took over, and I was at the center of it all, taken aback by the rush of adrenaline-fueled terror. Seemingly without any real directive from my brain (or so I thought), my chest tightened, and I shook uncontrollably and felt as if there was no way out, no escape, no help, no reprise, no solution. All I could think was, This is how it will be forever.


The deepest fear of flying for me was embarrassing myself or those traveling with me and the possibility that my flight anxiety would get even worse—a final nail in the coffin of a once-lover of travel, a believer of immense possibility, a hopeful young girl looking to escape what felt like a predestined fate to collapse under addiction and abuse.


I could not let this take me under. I would not. There just had to be more to life than this. I decided to build my arsenal with a good therapist and a determination to face my fears.


Flying was the most important phobia I wanted to conquer, and I knew I just needed a small win to keep myself going. The first attempt involved going to Denver International Airport, parking, and having a cocktail at one of the bars outside of security. My next trip to the airport included an impromptu one-way flight to Colorado Springs; I am still ever so grateful to my brother-in-law, who drove the two-hour round trip to pick me up and bring me back to Denver. I figured if I could do a forty-five-minute port-to-port flight, then I should be able to do an hour and a half next. Then, from there, I could do three hours, right? Turns out, I was correct. After Colorado Springs, I purchased a postcard at each location I flew to. Looking at them now, I have over thirty-two postcards. Thirty-two tokens of proof that not only could I do this, but that I have done this time and time again, despite the fear—with the fear. The kicker is that now, more often than not, I forget to purchase postcards. Overcoming the fear and my phobia of flying was no longer my narrative.


Most of my anxiety around travel, flight excluded, had to do with the unknown and loss of control. I wouldn’t know what the hotel room looked like or if the windows would open or if it required stairs or an elevator to get outside. Travel brought exposure to more phobias, which was exhausting. As I began to travel more, I found my vacations full of stress—hardly the desirable fantasies I had imagined.


The good thing about my two greatest phobias being related to each other is that I was able to stack my approach and resources. The downside was that my exposure therapy was extremely hard and took everything I had to stay on track. It took time, support from my family and friends, and decades of therapy. Over time, I slowly started to experience more and more of the life that I had always hoped I would have, and that encouraged me to continue, bravely facing the fear and panic until one day, it was just an afterthought, and my “what if ” questions were about achieving my goals and creating the world I want to live in.


Through relentless determination and unwavering support, I have learned that even the most daunting challenges are conquerable. Asking “what if” did not need to be followed with a negative statement. It could be flipped. My path to overcoming anxiety was full of obstacles and setbacks, but each hurdle eventually became a stepping stone toward growth and self-discovery.


As you work though this book with me, know that I am not just a survivor; I am also a proven leader who has navigated the depths of despair and emerged with a newfound sense of purpose. My story is a testament to the power of resilience, the importance of seeking help, and the transformative impact of courage. To anyone grappling with their own battles, I offer this reassurance. Hard things are possible. We can weather the storms, face our fears, and emerge victorious. We can also face intensity and unpredictability with honesty and integrity. We can do hard things. It will not always be easy (quite the opposite in most cases), but with the right mindset and support system, we can overcome, even when it seems the cards are stacked against us.


How I Got Here


I started my first business with a singular purpose: to provide a better life for my now ex-husband. The irony in that statement is palpable, almost cringeworthy as I write it. The man had pivoted in his career, earning a master’s in education and seeking a teaching position. Meanwhile, I was immersed in running the corporate branch of my parents’ hazardous abatement firm. With the industry’s peak season coinciding with my then-husband’s availability, I knew I had to make a bold move to support us (hard to believe I felt this was my sole responsibility at the time) while accommodating his schedule. I spent the nights of 2013 to 2015 bootstrapping and teaching myself everything I possibly could to launch BetterCertify with as little self-funded capital as possible. For these two years, I didn’t take an income from my company and poured every skill I could muster into it.


While there were other motivating factors, prioritizing the needs of my partner was paramount. This focus served as a temporary respite from the snowballing effect of my daily anxiety. In devoting myself so intently to those around me, I lost sight of my own needs and became a shell, a singular reflection of others. When my marriage began to unravel in 2018, I felt like a failure, bearing the weight of blame alone after fifteen years together ended unexpectedly, although not entirely surprisingly, knowing what I know now.


Yet, from this loss emerged an opportunity for self-discovery and empowerment. Stripped of everything, including my dream home and the manicured garden I cherished—now a place I sometimes “secretly” drive by only to see it changed, a forgotten relic of a time existing only in my faded memories—I was forced to confront what I truly wanted from life. The only things I fought for in the divorce were my company, jewelry, and a Peloton. I walked away from a lot more than I felt I should have. More than anything, I wanted an end to the immense pain and failure I felt; I was quite honestly treading water. I was grasping at anything just to feel better, safe, accepted, and loved.


Embracing this time when I found my cup empty and my energy depleted, I immersed myself in education, travel, self-exploration, and further entrepreneurship. I committed to taking every opportunity to act as if I were fearless. Despite the less-than-ideal motivations behind starting my company, I found solace in the continuation of building something of my own—a testament to my hard work, independence, and resilience.


It was in this period of my life that I said yes to every opportunity that was in alignment with building my career. This personal commitment gained mainstream attention in 2015, when Shonda Rhimes detailed her own transformative journey in her book Year of Yes. Inspired by her example, I embraced the power of action and vulnerability.


Two questions became my guide: “What would I do if I were not afraid?” and “What would this look like if I said yes?” These simple yet profound inquiries propelled me into unfamiliar circles and events I would never have considered attending otherwise. They served as a constant reminder of my determination to rebuild and grow. I yearned to engage with individuals who were smarter and more successful than I was, and I used these questions to push my boundaries until my world began to expand.


Through this approach, I forged invaluable connections and found mentors from diverse backgrounds, including seasoned founders, C-suite professionals, and leaders often a decade or more ahead of me in their careers. Despite the rarity of individuals my age, particularly from the construction industry, in these settings, I leveraged my unique perspective to gain insights from both the past and future women’s movements. I observed a notable trend among those closer to retirement, where some seemed to separate and focus heavily on their exit strategies, a phenomenon I recalled as “senioritis” in high school. While many still generously shared their experiences and invested in younger generations, this observation underscored the importance of staying actively engaged in driving progress forward at every stage of one’s career, especially when passing the metaphorical torch to future women leaders.


Reflecting on this dynamic, I am struck by the potential implications of strong leaders withdrawing, even just slightly, from their respective industries and corporate communities as they approach retirement. With fewer opportunities for next-generation leaders to engage and learn from their seasoned counterparts, the path to effecting meaningful change becomes increasingly challenging, particularly in the face of the dynamic change this book calls for. This realization prompts an urgent, and perhaps assertive, plea from us millennial and younger generations: “Don’t leave us! We need you!”


Why I Wrote This Book


Eleven years ago, Sheryl Sandberg ignited a fire with her book Lean In, and we eagerly listened. We envisioned a world where the choice between family and career was no longer a burden, where we could pursue our aspirations without feeling pressured to compromise our personal lives. We dared to believe that it was possible to have it all, and we placed our trust in the systems and people around us to support this vision.


However, over the past decade, the flame of women’s empowerment within corporate culture has flickered and, I am afraid to say, dimmed. While there have been scattered sparks of progress and recent victories, they are mere glimpses of what truly needs to be achieved. Today, we find ourselves in need of a revitalized, contemporary movement—one that is characterized by strength, solidarity, and, above all, tangible change. We cannot continue to rely solely on hope, projections, and quips that tell us what we can do. Even worse, we often hear more about what barriers we are likely to face as we navigate careers and perhaps build families. We crave camaraderie and deep connection. We need true examples of hard work and a blueprint to ensure the continued successes of future generations. Overall, we need unity across all organizations, and I am here to make the case that now, in the present, there is no better time for this.


Eleven years is an immense span of time, yet the stage of women’s empowerment has not seen the transformation it deserves. We stand at a critical juncture, yearning for a resurgence of power and unity. All the while we find ourselves burned out by the chaotic double duty we women and we mothers experienced during the pandemic (and still are experiencing). It is imperative that we move beyond mere symbolism and rhetoric; we must translate our collective aspirations into concrete action. For without this, I worry that another decade will pass, and we will be upset with the lack of progress and change.


I wrote this book to reignite the flames of empowerment, to inspire and lead a new team of Changemakers who are committed to reshaping the modern landscape of corporate culture. Through sharing my journey and experiences, I hope to encourage you to join me in this quest for meaningful progress and investment into future generations.


I need you. We all do.


Let’s take this slow-clap ramp-up of twenty-first-century feminism and turn it into a full-on charge, challenging the status quo and redefining a fresh and inclusive way of operating. Let’s discuss mental health, challenge corporate leadership pay structures, reinvent employee benefit plans, and dissect the childcare crisis, spotlighting those remarkable individuals driving change and analyzing their strategies to emulate their progress. It’s time to shift the narrative from heavily focusing on insecurities and barriers to adopting an optimistic and powerful stance on changing the world.


What we need is more Changemakers. Let’s go beyond being leaders and let our truly dynamic, strong, and committed women unite; let’s not only call for change but also join the front lines of infliction. This is you. I’m certain of it, simply because you have picked up this book. Your interest signals a readiness to engage, learn, and perhaps most importantly, act. It indicates a recognition of the power you hold to bring meaningful change, not just in your immediate environment but also in the broader tapestry of our world. You are the very Changemaker this era needs: insightful, brave, and unyielding in the face of obstacles.


As an avid reader with a deep commitment to personal growth, I have immersed myself in numerous business and self-help books over the years. While these readings have fueled my growth and provided invaluable insights, I noticed significant gaps that needed addressing when I set out to write this book. Many of the popular self-improvement and business books are written from male perspectives and often overlook the unique challenges faced by women, especially those who embrace motherhood later in their careers, when they have already established themselves professionally.


I’ve designed this book as a comprehensive guide not only for addressing these overlooked challenges but also for exploring broader issues such as childcare and the dynamics of returning to the workplace. My aim is to bridge the gap by emphasizing ethical leadership, advocating for investment in people over short-term profits, and encouraging equitable treatment across all levels of a company. Instead of draining resources and exploiting those who built them, we must focus on creating sustainable, supportive environments where everyone can thrive.


While many books offer insights into overcoming barriers and discovering personal strengths, they frequently fall short of providing actionable steps for what comes next. I aim to fill this void by offering a clear, step-by-step pathway designed to ignite a global movement, empowering readers to recognize their potential and strategically plan their next actions.


Additionally, I address the often-neglected intersection of mental health and leadership, a topic, as you’ve already seen, I have firsthand experience with. I explore critical topics such as what it means to lead while managing mental health issues and what resources are available to support mental well-being in demanding roles. I hope that this book will enable Changemakers to foster environments that respect and destigmatize mental health challenges. I also hope it creates a space for open discussion and transparency.


Intended for those navigating similar paths, this book is an invaluable resource for established executives, particularly women in mid- to senior levels who are balancing personal and professional responsibilities. It serves as a tool for empowerment, offering not just insights but also practical strategies for leading effectively while fostering an inclusive and supportive workplace culture. I intend for it to inspire and light a fire.


My passion for educating began early in my life. When I was growing up, my mother ran an in-home daycare, and my favorite activity was playing school with the younger children. I would set up makeshift desks using large Rubbermaid storage bins, and, together, we would spend our days learning the basics. For some reason, I particularly enjoyed teaching about currency, and still to this day, those makeshift desks bear the markings of the value of a penny, nickel, dime, and a quarter!


I am passionate about educating, especially when it comes to taking the overly bureaucratic or cumbersome and converting it in a way that increases comprehension and, ideally, student engagement. I have built my business using my unique ability to reformat curriculum and concepts so that they consider not only the learner but also the end use case of the material. I always like to say, “You would not teach someone about the safety and mechanism of a particular tool if, for example, they would never use that tool in the course of their work. It takes a unified focus of the learner, the task, and the training outcomes—both required and desired.” This is a mantra I commonly reiterate—that just because you can (in my case) teach it, does not mean you should. Valuable and retained lessons come from a learner-centric approach.


In elementary school, my class had the opportunity to attend Young AmeriTowne, where we were assigned various jobs and spent several hours role-playing real-life scenarios. I was thrilled to be appointed to the role of college director because it provided another memorable opportunity for me to educate and lead. Looking back, I see clearly how indicative this experience was of my future professional path.


While most of my formal education has primarily focused on business, I was delighted to discover a master’s program that offered an emphasis in e-learning and curriculum design, which I completed in 2015. This program allowed me to further develop my passion for restructuring common, antiquated, or convoluted information and learn options for presenting it in innovative ways.
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