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“The Power of the Only by Angela Chee is a profound exploration of how to turn being ‘the Only’ into a source of strength and leadership. Whether you’re the only woman, person of color, or someone with a unique perspective, Angela shows how to leverage your experiences to break barriers and create meaningful change. This book empowers readers to tap into their inner power, embrace their uniqueness, and thrive in any environment. A must-read for those ready to shift the status quo and become bridge builders for the next generation of leaders and innovators.”


—DR. MARSHALL GOLDSMITH, Thinkers50 #1 executive coach and New York Times bestselling author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There


“The Power of the Only is a game changer. Angela Chee redefines what it means to be ‘the Only’ in the room—transforming it into your greatest strength. With authentic storytelling, deep insights, and practical strategies, this book is a must-read for every woman, leader, and innovator. Through powerful stories, real-world examples, and scientific research, Angela equips you with the tools to communicate with confidence, lead with purpose, and thrive in any environment. More than a book—it’s a movement. Discover how to create the future you deserve while leading the way for others. As I always say, when purpose meets passion, you’re unstoppable. A must-read!”


—SHELLEY ZALIS, founder and CEO, The Female Quotient


“Angela Chee’s The Power of the Only isn’t just a book; it’s the start of a movement; it’s your precise GPS for turning what sets you apart into what sets you ahead. Angela’s personal journey and wisdom shine in The Power of the Only. Her ability to connect her stories and those of other Onlys with actionable strategies makes this book an essential guide for anyone navigating environments where they feel different. It is a masterclass in leadership, communication, and self-discovery. As someone who has written extensively about ‘distinction,’ I can promise that Angela Chee redefines what it means to stand out. She challenges us all to embrace the transformative power of being ‘the Only.’ The Power of the Only can unlock unparalleled opportunities for growth, innovation, and impact. This is a must-read for anyone seeking to embrace their individuality and amplify their influence.”


—SCOTT MCKAIN, author of Iconic and member of the Professional Speakers Hall of Fame


“Angela Chee’s The Power of the Only is the book I wish I had during my own ‘Only’ journey. Angela seamlessly blends her personal challenges and triumphs with insights from other trailblazers, making you feel seen and heard. With her deep expertise in communication and leadership development, she offers more than just inspiration—she provides insights and actionable strategies to help you find your voice and your power. This must-have book is more than a resource—it’s a call to action. If you’re ready to speak with confidence and navigate environments with grace and authority, this book is for you.”


—DEEPA PURUSHOTHAMAN, bestselling author of The First, the Few, the Only


“Angela Chee doesn’t just talk about being ‘the Only’—she’s lived it. From growing up in an immigrant household, like I did, to her successful career in media, Angela shares her personal journey along with the powerful stories of other changemakers. Her five principles provide a relatable, research-backed road map for turning your uniqueness into your greatest strength and shifting your mindset from one of scarcity to abundance.


For anyone who’s ever felt like they didn’t belong, this book shows you that being the only one isn’t a weakness—but can be an opportunity and the key to your success. Angela empowers you to break through fears, embrace your voice, and thrive in every area of your life. The Power of the Only is a vital guide for personal and professional growth—and a reminder that you’re not alone on this journey.”


—FARNOOSH TORABI, financial expert, author, and host of So Money


“Angela Chee beautifully captures what it means to be a trailblazer. In The Power of the Only, she shows us that being the ‘only one’ in the room isn’t a limitation— it’s an opportunity to stand out and make an impact. The book is relevant, relatable, and an inspiring read. Angela’s stories make you feel like you’re right there in the room with her. It’s more than a collection of experiences—it offers a clear flow of how to learn, take action, and reflect, with practical exercises that are easy to understand.”


—GINA GOMEZ, founder and CEO, Arista Management Group


“The Power of the Only isn’t just a book—it’s an awakening for those of us who refuse to fit the mold. Angela Chee shows you how to turn the challenge of being ‘the Only’ into your greatest asset, offering inspirational stories and a road map to honor your power, trust your intuition, and break through barriers. If you’re ready to stop playing small, claim your space, and step fully into your greatness, The Power of the Only is a must-read.”


—ALI BROWN, founder of The Trust


“Finally, a blueprint for being the Only without feeling lonely! This book is for anyone who’s ever walked into a room, saw zero familiar faces, and thought, ‘Here goes nothing.’ Angela Chee’s journey shows us not only that being the first in the room is possible, but powerful. A must-read for all the bold and brave ‘firsts’ who are charting the path.”


—HENNA PRYOR, workplace performance expert and author of Good Awkward


“The Power of the Only is a transformative guide to unlocking your full potential. Angela Chee turns what many perceive as a challenge—being ‘the Only’—into a powerful opportunity for leadership, innovation, and impact. Her insights not only inspire but equip you to thrive personally and professionally by embracing the strength of who you truly are. Angela provides the tools to help you reframe challenges, celebrate wins, connect with any audience, and create a bold vision for the future. It’s a must-read for leaders ready to step up, and for any company committed to supporting them.”


—JENNIFER MCCOLLUM, CEO of Catalyst and author of In Her Own Voice: A Woman’s Rise to CEO


“The Power of the Only is a must-have for anyone who has ever felt like they didn’t quite fit in. Angela Chee goes beyond stories and inspiration—she equips readers with practical strategies and mindset shifts that help you go from feeling like an outsider to embracing your true self. Through insights and case studies from trailblazing leaders and everyday clients—Angela shows you how to own your voice, communicate with presence, and lead with confidence. She shares her wisdom and actionable tools to help you nurture self-awareness, quiet your inner critic, connect authentically, and celebrate your wins. If you’re ready to thrive and step into your fullest potential, this book is the empowering guide you’ve been waiting for.”


—TRICIA MONTALVO TIMM, author of Embrace the Power of You: Owning Your Identity at Work
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To my parents, the original “Onlys,” and all my ancestors.


For every Only,


Know you are seen, heard, and valued.


You are the change you have been waiting for.
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Introduction THE POWER OF THE ONLY
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I’m eight years old, kneeling in front of the TV, and the green shag carpet presses into my knees. I’m waiting for the den den den den music and the broadcast announcer’s deep voice: “This is the Channel 2 News update.”


I lean closer. She’s about to come on the screen.


My neck strains as I try to get closer still, smiling wide at the screen.


There she is. Connie Chung.


My dad, sitting in his ’80s leather recliner behind me with his feet propped up, says, “Hey, you could be like Connie Chung!”


I look back at him in shock and then wide-eyed at the screen.


Who, me?


Connie Chung, one of the first Asian American newscasters, was the evening anchor at KNXT Channel 2 and became the first woman to coanchor the CBS Evening News. To the world, Connie Chung was a broadcasting icon, but to me, she was the lady in the box who made me feel less alone.


As a child, I noticed that no one looked like me. No one on TV or in my neighborhood. I was the only one. My dad’s suggestion that I could be like Connie Chung set my imagination on fire. I became fascinated with the power of television, and seeing another “Only” planted a seed in me that became my North Star. At the time, I didn’t even realize it. This idea was germinating and waiting for the right moment to bloom.


I wanted to be like Connie Chung.


On December 3, 2001, nineteen years after my dad’s suggestion, I started my first day as an on-air reporter at Channel 2 News in Los Angeles, now called KCBS—the same station on which I first saw Connie Chung.


In broadcasting, many of us hope to make it to the top. The road to my dream was filled with hard work, sacrifice, competition, rejection, and adventure. Achieving this dream in the Los Angeles TV market—ranked only behind New York—and in my hometown at age twenty-seven was the greatest accomplishment of my life at the time. My dad could sit in the same chair and now watch me on the screen every night.


But this dream almost didn’t happen; I talked myself out of it so many times.


Growing up in the suburbs of Los Angeles, I was a sweet, shy Chinese American girl with a bowl cut and glasses—the only Asian in the neighborhood. All I wanted was to fit in. Neighbors were friendly; kids, not always. I did whatever I could to survive and not stand out. I hated having shoes clutter the welcome mat because we didn’t wear them in the house. I’d whisper at the supermarket because I didn’t want others to hear me speaking Chinese. I didn’t want Chinese food; I wanted pizza and McDonald’s. I didn’t want straight black hair when everyone around me was blonde. I wanted to hide all the things that made me … me. The last thing any child wants to be is the “Only” anything, right?


Even after I survived the typical journey of awkward adolescence, I kept getting mixed messages. My dad had said, “You can be like Connie Chung!” but when I told my parents that I actually wanted to go into news, they tried to stop me by saying, “It’s too hard,” especially for a Chinese girl. Don’t get me wrong, my parents are my biggest supporters, but as immigrants from Taiwan, they played it safe—safe from failure— and they wanted me to play it safe too. I was often reminded not to stand out or speak up, which to me, meant that being an Only was not safe or secure.


They said those things to protect me. They had no concept of the ripple effects of their well-meaning intentions.


In college, I was ready to take on the world. But at a career talk, a reporter did not share her wisdom; instead, she shared horror stories about being an Only, leaving a trail of venom to follow. I now understand where she was coming from, but just as words can easily lift someone up, words can easily crush their ambition, too. The experience left me deflated.


That day, I decided my dream wasn’t worth pursuit. So, instead of interning at the local TV station, I tried advertising and public relations. After graduation, I worked as an assistant at Paramount Pictures in Hollywood, helping launch Entertainment Tonight China. Close enough to TV, but still far from my original dream. Despite some success, I always felt that tug to play bigger. To dream bigger.


Have you felt that tug? To do more and be more? Maybe the tug that called you to pick up and read this book?


After years of working hard, I realized I was no closer to my dream and started to feel a deep sense of regret. I was sick of saying, “It’s too hard,” or “I wasn’t ready.” I was tired of listening to the voices of the past, the voices in my head that had been cultivated by society, my culture, and those who said I couldn’t do it.


I wasn’t afraid to be the Only anymore.


It was now or never.


I started moonlighting for free at local cable stations to get on camera and accumulate some sample tapes for my reel. I took broadcast journalism classes at UCLA at night. I went to journalism conferences, met with agents and reporters, and tried improv comedy. I mailed out letter after letter and sent my reel to news directors nationwide. I even drove to cities around the country to deliver them personally if the opportunity arose.


I eventually landed my first on-air job in Palm Springs as a weekend reporter. I couldn’t afford to leave my full-time job, so I worked seven days a week for about a year; five at Paramount and every weekend in Palm Springs, two and a half hours away. Saying yes as an adult to my “childhood dream” was a major turning point in realizing that I had power all along.


Eventually, I moved to another small market, Bakersfield, before getting back to Los Angeles, where I started as a dayside reporter in the Inland Empire before becoming part of the “Dark-30 club” of morning news (up by 2:30 a.m. and on air by 5 a.m.).


And then, after hundreds of stories and years in the business—from anchoring a four-hour morning show to being on HGTV, E! Entertainment, and more—there was another shift in my career. It was time to leave the news. After my son was born, I stepped into being the Only again and launched my professional emcee and speaking career, as well as a coaching business.


This shift is what led me here, to you.


Several years ago, on the night before a business mastermind/conference, I met with my friend, Dr. Valerie Rein, a fellow speaker and author. While sharing stories, I mentioned that as a keynote speaker, I’m often the only woman and usually the only Asian on stage. In fact, most of the time, I’d been the sole Only in the room. Even as a communication/media coach, I’ve found only a few role models in the professional development space who look like me or have my lived experience.




I realized being an Only wasn’t a weakness; it was my greatest strength.





And yet, it no longer bothered me to be the Only.


I realized being an Only wasn’t a weakness; it was my greatest strength.


Have you ever had your life flash before your eyes? Like a movie montage during my conversation, I saw the wins, milestones, and challenges of growing up in a predominately White neighborhood and working my way up in the competitive entertainment and news industries. In each case, I overrode the negative messages I received, moved past my initial fears of being an Only, navigated the environment, and learned from those challenges. I felt powerful; I was no longer buying the narrative that it’s sad to be an Only.


I turned to Valerie and said, “There is power in being the Only. It’s time we step into it.”


She gave me a powerful gaze and touched my arm. “Wow, I got chills hearing you say that.”


In that moment, there was a shift inside me, like a ray of light had ignited something in my soul. I didn’t know exactly what it meant and couldn’t stop thinking about it. What if every Only could feel that power? Why can’t people see the power they have being an Only? And more importantly, how can we all step up and harness the Power of the Only?




We don’t have to wait for the world to change to step into our greatness.





In the wake of the 2016 US presidential election, the #MeToo movement, and polarizing headlines, there was an energetic shift in our world. People were starting to stand up, show up, and be counted. Then, after the 2024 presidential election, another seismic shift. The barriers we Onlys face are not imaginary and can’t always be overcome with just our mindset and determination. They are real and detrimental, so we must work hard to remove them. I am thankful for those who take on the system every day to make it better for everyone.


I also realized then that we don’t have to wait for the world to change to step into our greatness. It’s in fully embracing and celebrating being an Only, despite the often challenging environment we operate in, that we can change the status quo. We can create new rooms from the outside, but we also need to shift the room from the inside. It’s time to shift from the mindset of scarcity to abundance, bring others in, and carve a new path for more Onlys to follow.


After 2016, I embarked on a journey to explore these questions; I started The Power of the Only podcast, interviewed Onlys about their experiences, and researched strategies and tools to help Onlys thrive. I continued to discover Onlys wherever I went, highlighting their stories and gathering their insights. I did soul-searching to put the wisdom I shared with others into my own day-to-day life. The culmination of that quest is this book, and the five principles included here will help you step into and harness the Power of the Only.






THE POWER OF THE ONLY





The Power of the Only is seeing, understanding, and feeling what others don’t. It’s leveraging this unique perspective to achieve your goals and create change for yourself and others. It is cultivated through years of navigating challenges and different situations as an Only—whether you are the only woman, person of color, LGBTQ, neurodivergent, or the only voice or person in the room who sees things differently and wants to shift the status quo, break through barriers, and create something new.


The Power of the Only allows you to make the most out of every opportunity available, regardless of your environment. When you step into this power, you know the value you bring to every interaction. You don’t second-guess yourself. You know what you want and don’t want, what you are willing to do and what you are not, and you don’t accept that these decisions are unavailable to you. You will thrive in any environment and be the bridge builder for the next generation of leaders, ideas, and innovation.


So, where does this power come from?


It’s already inside us. You already have everything you need. If you are an Only, all the things that may have been challenging in the past, such as the act of hitting barriers and either breaking through them, going around them, or forging a new path, are what have helped shape you. You had to figure it out to survive. While doing so was probably draining at times, it helped you cultivate many skills. If at first you felt like being an Only was lonely and hard, it has since evolved into a strength: the ability to connect with others, be empathetic, and understand the bigger picture. It’s these experiences that shape you to see beyond, understand, navigate, process, empathize, and innovate.


Your power is already inside you waiting; all you have to do is tap into it.


I personally didn’t step into the power of being an Only during one singular moment or one grand act. It happened over a series of moments that started to chip away at the once impenetrable wall of my past and the stories I had heard and told myself. Having both good and bad experiences allowed me to gain a new perspective and the skills I needed to know I could not only survive but thrive in any situation.




Your power is already inside you waiting; all you have to do is tap into it.





Growing up as the only Chinese American girl around taught me how to navigate conversations, be comfortable, and connect with different groups. Working in competitive industries like Hollywood and TV news helped me hone my skills and know how to be seen and heard, despite others telling me it would be too hard. When I was younger, I felt like I had to hide parts of myself; now, I am comfortable in my skin. It took time and various experiences to step into all parts of my Only. Once I truly embraced being an Only, it started to make a difference in my life.


There’s no doubt that it is hard being an Only. But you understand hard; you have already been through a lot of challenges and learned how to navigate them. To access the power inside you, you must honor your journey and recognize your challenges as strengths. You have developed them through years of navigating things you may not have necessarily wanted to but polished you like a beautiful stone that is now ready to shine.




THE FIVE PRINCIPLES OF THE POWER OF THE ONLY


To harness the Power of the Only, we must break through barriers, both internal and external. We must see what those barriers are, understand where they came from, and redefine them so that they are no longer obstacles but strengths. Through my research, experience, and years of interviewing Onlys who have stepped into their power and thrived, I’ve identified five guiding principles to harness the Power of the Only:


1 Own Your Opportunity. You recognize your value and don’t wait for opportunities to come to you or think you can’t have something yet. You know that nothing is stopping you from taking the opportunity in front of you.


2 Own Your Power. You already have everything you need inside you to succeed. You don’t need permission to take up space and don’t need to change to fit in. You have internal status and agency.


3 Own Your Voice. You don’t have to find your voice; you already have one. You know what you say matters and that the words you use about yourself and others matter too.


4 Own Your Communication. You communicate in a way that truly connects with your audience. In short, it means to be heard and felt so you can create the change you need and want.


5 Own Your Future. To own your future, you need to focus on thriving, not just surviving. You understand that the mindset, habits, and skills that got you to where you are now may not be sustainable or get you to where you want to be. You bring new people in and carve a path for others to follow, amplifying the effects of your Power of the Only.







To access the power inside you, you must honor your journey and recognize your challenges as strengths.





In the following chapters, I dive deeply into each of these five principles. By the time you finish this book, you will have gained the awareness, tools, exercises, and strategies necessary to own your voice, thrive in any environment, and unlock your full, imagined potential.


But it’s not just my story that will help you navigate your own journey; you’ll hear from a powerful list of Onlys—leaders and innovators who have shattered barriers and redefined industries. From Deb Liu (CEO of Ancestry) to Gail Becker (founder of CAULIPOWER, who disrupted the $5 billion US pizza market with her gluten-free cauliflower crust). You’ll learn from Wall Street veteran Carla Harris (one of Fortune magazine’s 50 Most Powerful Black Executives), Dany Garcia (chairwoman of The Garcia Companies and owner of the United Football League—the only woman in the US with majority ownership of a large sports franchise), and Dave Noll, the creative force behind Food Network’s Chopped, who rose from humble beginnings (growing up on subsidized school lunches) to pitching hit TV shows in Hollywood.


I also share the stories of trailblazers like philanthropist Melinda French Gates, actor and producer Reese Witherspoon, and director Ava DuVernay who are reshaping the landscapes of entertainment and philanthropy. You’ll also hear from my everyday corporate and entrepreneurial clients, whose challenges, victories, and hard-earned lessons show how they’ve applied the five principles in their own lives. Their experiences offer inspiration and practical insights on how you can harness these principles to navigate your own path to success.


In each chapter, exercises help you reflect on and apply the principles. You can try them immediately or come back to them at any time. Consider me your personal cheerleader and coach through this process. Being the Only may seem lonely at times, but you are not alone.




Being the Only may seem lonely at times, but you are not alone.












AWAKEN YOUR VOICE





I want to change so many things in the world but I can’t tackle them all. That is not my gift. My gift is to help you recognize your own brilliance, awaken your voice, and empower you to take meaningful action. I aim to inspire you to not only pursue your goals but also live them fully, find sustainable success, and spark positive change in others. You have the power to do this, but first, you must claim it.


Some have always felt the calling to claim their power and step into their Only, but some of you may not feel as bold. You are the trailblazers, innovators, and thought leaders who haven’t quite stepped into your full potential or created the impact you envision. Maybe you don’t feel ready or find barriers are holding you back. Or maybe you don’t know how to navigate the systems and the resources around you or how to communicate to move forward. However you feel and whatever the why behind this feeling, it is okay. These fears and barriers don’t have to define who you are.


Stepping up doesn’t look a certain way and there is no right or wrong way to do it. It doesn’t matter how big or small your actions are. You don’t have to prove anything. You get to decide and create what comes next. By stepping into your imagined potential, everyone wins. When Onlys embrace their power—not power over, but power within to uplift themselves and those around them—they generate transformative energy. This energy can be harnessed by companies, organizations, communities, and entire societies to see the world from new perspectives, take innovative actions, and reimagine our future.


We need Onlys more than ever.


We need you.


It’s time to step up into the gift you were given.
















PRINCIPLE 1 OWN YOUR OPPORTUNITY






1.1 Own Your Opportunity


1.2 Recognize It’s Not All Your Fault


1.3 Reframe Your Challenges as Power


1.4 See Being an Only as an Opportunity, Not a Burden













Chapter 1.1 OWN YOUROPPORTUNITY








Never be limited by other people’s limited imaginations.


—MAE JEMISON





With my heart pounding, I pulled out of the KCBS-TV studios in Los Angeles and onto the streets of Hollywood. It was rush hour and I was the noon anchor and reporter in Bakersfield the following day. Bakersfield is only about two hours away from LA, but that day, the drive was one of the longest of my life.


My contract, my job, my savings, and my childhood dream were all on the line.


As I cruised along the I-5, I pondered all my hard work over the years. Through the winding, dry hillsides, with the LA skyline in the rearview mirror, all I thought about were the phone calls, rejection, working nights and weekends for free, and mailing out endless tapes to find my first job. I thought about all the early mornings in a small television market, doing news cut-ins alone, before non-linear editing, and powering the script with a foot prompter. I thought about covering stories from raging wildfires to massive storms, the hours and days standing outside court houses and visiting the local fair and community events with mediocre equipment and limited staff.


The phone rang once. Twice. I held my breath and answered.


It was the assistant news director at KCBS Channel 2 News Los Angeles, the number two market in the US. The same station where I first saw Connie Chung on TV. The same station that would determine my entire future.


“We really enjoyed meeting you today and would like to offer you a reporter position. When can you start?” he asked.


I held back the urge to scream at the top of my lungs.


“My contract is up in a week,” I replied. “I can start immediately.”


After the call, hands shaking, I gripped the steering wheel for support and pulled off the Grapevine onto a side road. I wanted to celebrate with joy but something else happened instead.


I started to cry uncontrollably as the floodgates of emotion opened. I had just achieved my lifelong dream.


But my joy was clouded by anger. I was able to get the job in Los Angeles all by myself and I was proud of my determination. But I did it despite others telling me it wasn’t going to work or there were no opportunities. Despite all that opposition, I made it happen.


When I finally calmed down, I felt I could breathe for the first time in months, and to be honest, it was probably the first time in years—or maybe even my entire life.


To understand how dire this moment was, let me rewind. At the time of this phone call, I had worked in Bakersfield (market number 123) for two years. I started as the early morning cut-in anchor/reporter and moved up to the weekday noon anchor/reporter. Ratings were good, I enjoyed my job, and our newsroom was like a family. My contract with them was almost up, and a month before its expiration, I was given an ultimatum: Sign on for another four years or leave.


Without a pay increase, I couldn’t survive financially. I had saved for years while working as an assistant in Hollywood, but to pursue my dream of being an on-air reporter, I had taken a 50 percent pay cut. I was out of money. If I accepted Bakersfield’s terms, I couldn’t accept another job or move on for four years. When I asked for a shorter contract or more pay, they simply said, “No, take it or leave it.”


My station saw me as valuable enough to lock me in for four more years, but not valuable enough to pay me what I was worth.


I was devastated. I gave my heart and soul to that job every day. I worked hard and never complained. The show was doing well. I was active in the community and got along with my coworkers. They hoped I would be grateful I had a job, not complain, and just take it.


I was furious and told my agent there was no way I was taking their offer.


She countered, “We don’t have any other options right now, not this soon before your contract is up.”


I had been interviewing at midlevel markets, thinking I wasn’t yet ready for Los Angeles. But then I thought, Why not? I have nothing to lose.


“What about LA?” I asked.


“No, it’s not possible.”


“Can I at least get an interview?”


“It’s hard, and there aren’t any openings right now.”


I read between the lines. What she was really saying was, “The stations you are interested in already have an Asian reporter. Take the Bakersfield contract!”


How many times have you been told You can’t, It’s not possible, or There isn’t room for you? I had been underestimated before but always figured out a way. So, I did what I had to do; I networked nonstop, making calls, writing letters, and sending out tapes. I didn’t sleep. I couldn’t sleep. The clock was ticking. Each day, my anxiety levels rose.


Then, one week before my contract was up, I got an interview at KCBS in Los Angeles. I was floored. I did it! I got myself in the door despite my agent’s pessimism.


Then I got the call. And then I got the job. I had finally made it to the “big leagues.”


That longest drive of my life turned into the most life-changing drive of my career.


The morning after the LA interview, my Bakersfield news director called me into his office to talk about the contract. I immediately said, “Thank you for your offer, but my last day will be next week.”


He was in shock. He started to get flustered, and with a panicked look on his face, rambled and offered me other options. I don’t recall the details, but I remember feeling him backpedal when he realized I was leaving.


I replied calmly, “No, thank you. I appreciate the offer, but it’s time to move on.”


When I walked out of his office, I had never felt so proud of myself.


Even before receiving the offer from LA, I had already made the decision to leave Bakersfield; to bet on me and my future, even if it meant I would be out of a job. I knew they didn’t respect or value me and it was time to leave, even if the job in LA hadn’t come through. Luckily, it did.


The next week, I said goodbye on air, packed up a U-Haul truck, and drove to Los Angeles over the weekend. Monday came quickly, and soon it was my first day at KCBS Channel 2 News.


Now, my dad could watch me on the news.


I went from the verge of unemployment to working in the second-largest TV market in the country, quadrupling my salary, and achieving my lifelong dream. While this was just the beginning—and by no means the end of all my challenges, sacrifices, and triumphs—it all started by owning my opportunity.








BELIEVE YOU CAN





Not all stories of risk end in a happily ever after. My story could have turned out very differently, but I still believe we should not wait for opportunities to come to us.


Owning your opportunity isn’t just saying yes to the opportunities in front of you; it’s also showing up when others say there are no options. You don’t listen to the limiting messages from society, the “You can’t do this,” or “You shouldn’t do that.” You see what is possible and believe you can achieve it.


I could have listened to my agent when she said there were no jobs for me in LA. I could have believed my only option was to stay at the station that inflexibly constrained me and offered neither a pay increase nor the ability to work anywhere else. I could have listened to all the societal voices in my head passed down from generations before me that insisted, “What you have is good enough.”


I could have done any one of those things.


But I didn’t.


I knew my value. I knew I was ready for the next level—or at least I wanted the chance to try. So, I chose to believe in my sense of self and went looking for the opportunity that I had always wanted.


Award-winning director Ava DuVernay spoke to a room full of reporters at the prestigious Venice Film Festival ahead of the screening of her 2023 film Origin. “The only way to be able to combat those ideas— ‘You can’t do this; they are not interested in you’—is to go out and do it!”


Origin is a narrative film written, produced, and directed by DuVernay that brings the story of Pulitzer Prize–winning writer Isabel Wilkerson to the screen. Inspired by Wilkerson’s groundbreaking book Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents, the film explores the deep historical theories of caste systems intertwined with Wilkerson’s story of her life and how she came to write the book. When asked at TEDWomen what inspired her to make this film, Ava joked, “People told me it was an unadaptable book, so the only logical thing to do was to try to adapt it.”


Despite being an Oscar- and Golden Globe–nominated and Emmy-winning filmmaker behind Selma, 13th, and When They See Us, despite being the first Black woman to win Best Director at the Sundance Film Festival, despite having a long list of awards and credits to her name (including being named one of Time’s Most Influential People), despite her arts and social impact collective, ARRAY, winning a Peabody Award, DuVernay still had naysayers. People told her no one would go to press conferences or screenings of Origin. They tried to talk her out of even applying for the festival.


DuVernay’s response? “As Black filmmakers, we are told people who love films in other parts of the world do not care about our stories. I can’t tell you how many times I have been told, ‘Don’t apply for Venice, you won’t get in.’ And this year, it happened.”1 In 2023, Ava DuVernay was the first Black woman in the festival’s eighty-year history to have a film compete for the Golden Lion. Not only did people attend the screening, but they also gave her a standing ovation.









WHY MOST DON’T OWN THEIR OPPORTUNITY





For my whole life, I was taught to be grateful and not make a fuss. It was the built-in template of my immigrant parents. While I don’t believe their behavior was the result of their culture or personality, I do believe parts of it were passed down to me. It was their form of a coping mechanism, and I made a conscious act to not fall victim to it.


If I had conformed to their template, I probably would have thanked my boss, accepted the subpar contract, and waited patiently for someone else to give me a green light to my future.


All of us have a set of internal rules that shape our decisions, feelings, and, ultimately, our lives. These rules can be influenced by our families, life experiences, workplaces, and communities. And sometimes, these rules can block us from our true potential.




All of us have a set of internal rules that shape our decisions, feelings, and, ultimately, our lives. These rules can be influenced by our families, life experiences, workplaces, and communities. And sometimes, these rules can block us from our true potential.





Some of us Onlys don’t always own our opportunity because we simply don’t think we can, or we don’t think we are ready. Sometimes, we don’t own our opportunities because we don’t know how to make the change or are unclear on our path forward. Fear keeps us from even trying. We may have internalized societal, cultural, and generational messages that subconsciously limit us.


Tom was a successful, well-respected leader at his company. I was coaching him for a big presentation where he would be sharing his breakthrough research. Tom had never spoken at an industry conference before and told me that his team usually presented in his place. When I asked him why, he said, “It’s just easier that way. I don’t really like to stand out.” Then he changed the subject.


After working together for a few weeks, Tom opened up to me. “I always felt a bit awkward and didn’t feel like I fit in because I was short and introverted.” He grew up in an Irish Catholic family, and his mother always told him not to talk too much, to stay humble, and to stay private. He recalled a faint memory of speaking up in school and being criticized, which only reinforced his mother’s words.


Tom hadn’t realized how much his upbringing impacted how he showed up in his life and work. For years, he had been fine to stay out of the spotlight but knew deep down that his work could help a lot of people. After all that time, he saw that he was the Only one who believed in this project and realized it was time to finally step up.


Sometimes, we Onlys don’t own opportunities because the external environment is not working in our favor and we don’t see a path ahead, so we either move on or give up. We could have the will and the confidence to forge ahead, but some opportunities may still be out of our control. If you’re further along in your career or have previously seized opportunities but encountered setbacks or didn’t achieve the desired impact, you might be feeling exhausted and burned out. As an Only, you sometimes face limited possibilities or even bias or discrimination, making it even more challenging to own your opportunity.


Before TV news, I had experienced working in the entertainment industry as a teen. I would only get opportunities if they were looking for a specific type—which was limited in the late ’80s for an Asian girl, and I was used to being typecast. When I walked into a casting room, everyone else waiting looked like me. These were the occasions when I wasn’t the Only in the room. Several times later in my career, I waited for a position to open, but since the “other” Asian hadn’t left, I was stuck in limbo.


Things in the 2020s may be shifting a bit, but during most of my news career, scarcity in the industry was so deeply rooted that I didn’t get offended by it. I played along, and to survive, I had to play it smart. I learned to accept this reality, face disappointment, and strategically create other paths. I’m sure this real, external limitation held me back from owning my opportunities. But I had to stay focused and navigate the landscape of the industry I desired, even if it wasn’t the landscape I wanted.











HONORING YOUR GIFT IMPACTS OTHERS





Despite all the logical, personal, external, and probably very good reasoning as to why you didn’t own your opportunity in the past, you can change and learn to navigate your reality with the goal of owning your opportunities in the future. You don’t have to be on television or be an award-winning filmmaker. Everyone deserves to own their unique and desired opportunity, whatever it may be.


To own your opportunity, you must first acknowledge that some circumstances are not your fault and that you can’t fix everything. Other—often uncontrollable—factors and barriers affect how you show up and whether you can own your opportunity. When you can see that situations are not always in your control but don’t internalize this lack of control as a personal flaw, you can more easily access your power and move forward.




When you understand where your barriers are coming from, you can honor your past, see it as a gift, and use it as fuel for the future.





Then, you must reframe your challenges. What was once a weakness can become your greatest strength.


When you understand where your barriers are coming from, you can honor your past, see it as a gift, and use it as fuel for the future. But most importantly, you must view being an Only not as a burden, but as the most important opportunity that you own. Having the ability to navigate diverse perspectives and serve as a bridge builder is a true superpower.


You have the power. Take it. And use it for every opportunity to come.


I believe being an Only can be an honor. If you can make an impact, it is a gift. If you have a seat at the table, it’s up to you to lead the way. When you’re just starting out in your career, owning your opportunity is about stepping up to what is in front of you despite the circumstances or your environment. Even when you have achieved what others would call success, it’s still important to continue to own your opportunities, not just for you but for what it can represent for others and the impact of the act itself. What we do has a ripple effect. While we may not always have control and create the impact that we envision, it is an honor and gift, even a privilege, to be able to try. I didn’t always have a voice growing up, my parents didn’t have a voice, and many still don’t.


I believe owning our opportunity is the way forward. In the following chapters, we’ll look at ways to own your opportunity.




EXERCISE


Let’s start by exploring your ideas about opportunities. There are no right or wrong answers; this is only an exploration that leads to possibilities. Share what comes to you naturally, even if it’s only a few words.


What are some of the opportunities you see for yourself today in different areas of your life, such as work, health, relationships, or maybe opportunities related to your family, community, or spiritual growth?


Like Tom, are you aware of any circumstances that block you from stepping into your opportunities? Consider both external and internal circumstances and write them down so you can acknowledge them.


Think of one or two things you’re tolerating in your life that you could say no to, if not right now, with a little planning and foresight. Saying no to things that are no longer working is a powerful way to make room for better opportunities to take their place.


Just a few minutes of engaging with these questions before moving on can make a tangible difference. Now let’s dig into the next part of the Only journey.



















Chapter 1.2 RECOGNIZE IT’S NOT ALL YOUR FAULT








Remember, no one can make you feel inferior without your consent.


—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT





Vinh Giang, an international keynote speaker, magician, and communication coach, didn’t own his opportunity for years. To step into his gift, he didn’t just have to break through his personal barriers and inner voices, he had to override the expectations of his parents and community. He had been working at one of Australia’s Big Four accounting firms. All his friends were accountants, lawyers, and doctors, so he followed that path; it’s what was expected of him. But every day after work, he performed magic for different departments and loved it. He’d been at the firm for five years when one of the partners saw him perform and called him into his office. The partner told him, “Two things will happen in six months. One, I will fire you, or two, you can quit.”


Vinh was shocked. He feared he’d been distracting the workers. That he hadn’t been focused enough on his own responsibilities. He conjured up reasons for his dismissal, only to find out that none of them were true. Vinh’s boss had called him into his office not to destroy Vinh’s opportunity, but to help him own it. His boss recognized Vinh’s unique gift because he had given up on his own decades before.


A man in his mid-seventies, Vinh’s boss walked around with his left hand in his pocket but never said why. That day, for the first time, he pulled his hand out of his pocket and shared his story with Vinh.


“The biggest love of my life was piano; I gave it up at thirty-five to build this firm. I’ve never played piano again. I had the opportunity to travel and play with orchestras worldwide, but I gave it up, which was a mistake.”


Hearing the pain and regret in his boss’s voice shook Vinh to his core.


Vinh’s boss had kept his hand hidden due to arthritis; a physically and emotionally painful reminder of the path not taken. He told Vinh, “You are on the wrong career path. You would make an amazing accountant but are not meant to be one.”


Vinh could finally see his opportunity within reach, but he had another, potentially more challenging hurdle to conquer. He looked up and asked, “Do you mind telling my dad the same thing?”2


That one conversation with his boss changed the trajectory of Vinh’s life. That, and when his boss went to dinner with Vinh’s family to help them see something they hadn’t because they’d been too afraid. Afraid because they didn’t know another path to success.


Vinh’s parents escaped Vietnam in 1979 and spent two years on Refugee Island before landing in Australia. They faced adversity and financial pressure, and they craved safety and certainty to survive. His parents supported Vinh in the end, but it took many conversations. Vinh was the only one in his community wanting to do something different from the template of doctor/lawyer/accountant. Vinh wanted to make his parents happy but couldn’t fake his own happiness any longer. He finally expressed his sadness and the suffering he held deep inside. “In that moment, I realized there was so much beauty in not hiding your true emotions from your family. My parents finally realized, ‘We didn’t escape war to trap our son. We wanted to give our son the freedom to fly, not clip his wings.’”


As Onlys, there will be barriers that aren’t our fault. Like Vinh, we need to see there’s nothing wrong with us, but there may be deeper challenges to navigate. Vinh didn’t just break through his own internal wall but had to chip away at a much larger cultural one. It wasn’t until his boss forced his hand and advocated for Vinh that he could step into the possibility.


For some, these challenges may be cultural; you may have a language barrier or be restricted by cultural norms. Maybe you are ruled by family values or parental expectations, like Vinh. Others may face economic or social barriers that can limit access to opportunities. Systemic injustices like discrimination and gender inequality can also play a role. It’s important to recognize your true value and realize that there’s not always something to fix or prove.




It’s important to recognize your true value and realize that there’s not always something to fix or prove.





Sometimes, you may feel a bit exhausted and feel like no matter how hard you try, it’s not enough or there’s another level to break through. It may take longer to own your opportunities than others if they don’t have to overcome the same hurdles you do. These obstacles can slow you down, but you don’t have to let them stop you. To own our opportunity, we first need to take a deeper look at where these external and internal barriers come from and what is ours to carry.








EXTERNAL BARRIERS EXIST





Even if we see what is possible for ourselves, people may tell us it’s not. They may be well-meaning, like Vinh’s parents, but others may not have our best intentions at heart. It could also be that bigger-picture systems and environmental factors make things difficult.


While explicit and systemic discrimination can’t necessarily be measured, it does exist. A 2023 Monster poll found “an overwhelming 91% of workers said they have experienced discrimination in the workplace. Likewise, 77% said they have witnessed an act of discrimination at work. Workplace discrimination, of course, can take many forms and can stem from a number of conscious and unconscious biases related to age, race, gender, sexual orientation, even a person’s physical appearance, name, or accent.”3


According to the 2023 Women in the Workplace report by McKinsey & Company, women—especially women of color—remain underrepresented in corporate fields. Progress is even slower in middle management. In a typical company, men end up holding 60 percent of manager-level positions, while women hold just 40 percent. As a result, there are fewer women to promote to director, and the number of women decreases at every subsequent level. The data also shows that women experience more microaggressions than men and are “twice as likely to be interrupted and hear comments on their emotional state. For women with traditionally marginalized identities, these slights happen more often and are even more demeaning.” This leads to more stress and can create more barriers. Women are four times more likely to almost always feel burned out and three times more likely to think about leaving their companies.4


It’s important to be aware of potential barriers so you can navigate your environment realistically; however, you shouldn’t let these statistics—or the people who perpetuate them—dominate your headspace. If you allow the negative or limited perspectives of others to control your thoughts, it can control your potential, drain your motivation, stifle your creativity, and affect your overall well-being.









OVERCOMING INTERNAL BARRIERS





Besides contending with the external barriers that many Onlys face, we also need to overcome many internal barriers that keep us from owning our opportunities. I’ve interviewed and coached thousands of executives, celebrities, entrepreneurs, and everyday people, and you know what I’ve learned?


We are not alone. Most of us struggle with the same things.


As a coach, I work with men and women of different ages, backgrounds, and industries, and while each person’s experience has nuance, many of the barriers we are trying to break through are more similar than you may think. Once you peel off the masks and filters, we all have limiting beliefs and insecurities that, unfortunately, hold us back from our true potential. We are all human, and at our core, most of us are asking the same question: Am I enough?


However, unlike most people, being an Only means that those negative inner voices may be a bit louder, the barriers a bit harder to break through, and challenges a bit more complicated to overcome. Whether you’re an obvious Only or an Only striving to break new ground, challenge the status quo, or disrupt entrenched industries or beliefs, you’re likely to encounter additional obstacles. When these challenges are reinforced by stereotypes, societal norms, and media portrayals, overcoming them can be even more daunting.


I was coaching two men and one woman for their radio show, videos, and media interviews. When I listened to their show, I thought the woman (let’s call her Jen) was quite good. She had a strong voice, sounded credible, and was the most relatable out of the group. One of the men (Scott) was personable, energetic, and just wanted to be better. The older man (Michael) had a powerful voice but used a lot of business jargon and was not connecting with the audience. In Jen’s presession questionnaire, she expressed that she felt like she sounded too young and was not as experienced and credible as her male counterparts.


During our group session, these barriers kept coming up for Jen. She would get nervous and apologize, saying, “Sorry, I don’t sound as good.” When her cohosts and I reinforced that she was doing great, she was surprised to hear it. Surprisingly enough, Jen’s barrier wasn’t that she was the only woman of the group; it was that she was the youngest. Where did this internal barrier that told her she was too young to be good come from?


After spending some time together, I discovered that Jen was not only the youngest in the company, but she was also the youngest in her family. She was reliving a pattern from her childhood. Jen had put a lot of pressure on herself to measure up to her two overachieving sisters, and she didn’t realize how this pattern impacted her confidence and self-awareness as an adult at work. She was succeeding at the company yet still felt like she had to prove herself. Jen didn’t need to fix anything, but she did need to recognize this self-imposed barrier and reaffirm that she already had everything necessary to be heard and respected. Like Jen, we need to take a deeper look at the source of our internal barriers.
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