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From the woman who has spent her life shifting our relationship to power, now Gloria’s giving us a master class on how to channel that power and maximize the impact that is so deeply needed today, with intention! Disruption without intention is chaos, and inside the pages of Intentioning, you will find the hard-earned roadmap to help us all, no matter our gender, get to where our ancestors’ wildest dreams imagined we’d someday arrive.

—Nathalie Molina Niño, managing director, Known Holdings, and author of Leapfrog

Many books tell women what to do to succeed. Intentioning takes a fresh approach by helping women be more authentically who we are and appreciating our unique powers of intention…. The 9 Leadership Intentioning Tools are golden nuggets of actionable skills and tips you can use right away. More important, they provide new ways of thinking that will stand you in good stead throughout your life and career.

—May Busch, CEO of Career Mastery™ and former COO of Morgan Stanley Europe

We need this book now. This pandemic has disproportionately negatively impacted women, and we not only have ground to make up, but we must take our rightful place as more equitable partners in leadership across all sectors. Our intentions, individual and collective, will drive our actions which, in turn, will manifest outcomes.

—Jacki Zehner, founder, ShePlace; cofounder, Women Moving Millions; former partner and managing director, Goldman Sachs

Few books on women’s leadership include intersectionality and racial justice; few books on racial justice include women’s leadership. Yet the two must go forward together or neither is likely to succeed. In Intentioning, Gloria Feldt weaves together the case and provides examples of diverse women’s experiences of intentioning: “Intend it. See it. It will happen.”

—Lily D. McNair, Ph.D., eighth president and first woman president of Tuskegee University

Gloria Feldt masterfully weaves her “Lead Like a Woman” framework into 9 Leadership Intentioning Tools. Intentioning’s actionable best practices deliberately position women leaders to create an equitable and more productive workplace that allows everyone to thrive. The “must-read” for every leader who is serious about positioning their organization for success in the twenty-first century!

—Dr. David G. Smith, co-author, Athena Rising: How and Why Men Should Mentor Women and Good Guys: How Men Can Be Better Allies for Women in the Workplace

Gloria is the Meryl Streep of leadership: pitch perfect in her essaying of her destined role to inspire and energize women worldwide. Ringing with purpose and power, her words set you free to embrace your ambition, love your struggling self, and touch your deepest core within.

—Dr. Harbeen Arora, founder, G100, Women Economic Forum (WEF), and Bioayurveda

If you’re ready to leave the past behind and lead with intention, this is not only a “must-read” but also a must-follow book. Gloria is the go-to expert on “taking the lead” and this guide further highlights her knowledge and expertise as well as amplifies stories of women who’ve battled back, and succeeded, with intention.

—Cate Luzio, founder and CEO, Luminary

Never has there been a better time to rethink leadership after a period of intense disruption that heightened the intense challenges already faced by women and minorities. Gloria Feldt’s book Intentioning is a fresh and liberating approach to rethinking and reaching gender parity in leadership and life.

—Juliet Scott-Croxford, CEO of Worth Media
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For the frontline essential workers who gave so selflessly during the pandemic.
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FOREWORD By Jamia Wilson


Do you recall the first time you felt powerful in your life? Although this may seem like a simple question on the surface, the revelations this query stirred in my soul inspired me to write a children’s book, Step into Your Power. Despite being force-fed a media and cultural narrative that promotes a limited definition of who we are as women, I always felt an intrinsic right to claim my power even if others weren’t ready for it yet.

I grew up wondering whether the link between power and purpose is about a state of being or more of an active movement. The one thing I didn’t question was the core and the heart of what always drove me back to my power: a sense of intention driven by values and passion. Although I remain curious about how we can all evolve our relationship with honoring our own authority, the only thing I’ve ever known for sure is that it lives within us in its most authentic and sacred form.

I thought about this lifelong exploration when I participated in Gloria Feldt’s 2020 Take The Lead conference in Scottsdale, Arizona, over two decades after I first embraced my own sense of powerfulness. As I approached the podium in tailored business attire with a laptop in hand, I flashed back to the first time I recited poetry at a church conference in South Carolina. Although my pigtailed and white pinafore-clad self was much smaller in physical size then, I embraced an innate feeling of immense strength. I gasped in the moment with the recognition that our power and intention to make ripples and even waves in this world are our birthright. I didn’t have to or need to ask permission to be enough to make change—and neither do you.

My first early brush with embracing my truth and trusting my instincts paved the way for me to trust that my ideas and my voice mattered then and now. As I looked upon a room full of “intentional leaders,” I realized that each of us already possesses the power to make discernments that could advance progress, yet somehow along the way, we likely encountered derailments and distractions.

More than likely, I thought, we had also received messages that conditioned us to question or contradict one another’s truths and perspectives as women in a society without full political, social, and economic parity and justice for all.

In that spirit, I focused my remarks on what I had learned about staying on mission, staying engaged, and making a difference. As much as I spoke to this bright and bold group of women, I discovered, dear reader, that I was also talking to and healing the part of myself that needed a reminder that my own intentions and my own experiences are essential to our understanding of who we are and what we can be, just like yours are and hers are.

While scanning the festive conference room, I visualized what it would mean and look like for every woman leader in the room to know, trust, and speak about the transformative power of their insights and those of one another in any environmental, political, or cultural weather.

Amplifying voices often left out of the public discourse sparks my passion because it allows us to connect through our shared experiences, learn from our differences, and bear witness.

Enlivening our intentions through our words and deeds makes the communities we represent visible and elevates our consciousness so that our recollection of history and the present is more inclusive. After I delivered the keynote, I had an epiphany. To truly claim and understand our intentions and our power, we must interrogate why we have ever questioned their presence in the first place. Nature and the animal kingdom are brilliant at staying connected to their intention—their way of being. A lion doesn’t forget that he’s the king of the jungle because he’s burned out, but as human beings, sometimes we veer off course and need to come back to ourselves. Along the way, for many historical, systemic, and cultural reasons, we have been sometimes awkwardly, jarringly, and even traumatically pulled away from the force field of our own truth.

Growth is always power, no matter how we get there along the way. And now, instead of cowing to perfectionism or diminishing my fire because someone else can’t handle the glare, I wonder, what did that interaction, that message, that failure or challenging moment teach me about how I plan to step into my power next time around with fierce intention? Intuitively, we know the way forward, but many of us (myself included) have been conditioned to seek approval, to conform to a patriarchal structure that has shown us for centuries that it doesn’t work, and to reject our intrinsic knowing and our being.

After reading this book, I am challenging myself as I enter this next phase of my life to ask the women I meet the following question: What is your core intention and how can I and we help you get there?

As you explore Gloria’s incisive and insightful book, you will see yourself and women you know. As someone who has been mentored and supported by Gloria’s visionary and loving leadership for over a decade, I can assure you that you’re in for a treat and you will be transformed. Gloria has taught me a lot of things, but most of all she has taught me to be ready to seize the moment with strategy and intention in the face of sunshine or a storm.

Yes, Gloria’s wisdom will teach you how to be your own GPS, your wayfinder no matter what dragons you need to slay. It will provide you with the tools to take the right next step or to speak the right next words, and to find the necessary courage to do so.

Get ready, in your reflection within these pages, to meet the woman who has always resided within you—the “you” you have yet to meet as she embraces, elevates, and expands into the next level of the trailblazer she was already born to be.

This book will inspire you to discover and truly accept that each of us can play an influential role in shaping a better and brighter future together. No matter what problems we want to solve or spaces we wish to innovate, through “intentioning” we can and will understand our ability to address power imbalances, to shatter the glass and break through our blocks.

I can’t wait to see you on the other side. It’s our time.



Jamia Wilson is vice president/executive editor at Penguin Random House and former executive director and publisher at Feminist Press. Early in her career, she worked at Planned Parenthood Federation of America when Gloria was its president and CEO and has counted Gloria as a mentor ever since. Gloria, in turn, feels she has learned just as much from Jamia as she has risen in leadership while modeling the power of intentioning.






INTRODUCTION [image: ] IT TOOK TWO PANDEMICS TO BREAK THE BOUNDARIES THAT HAVE HELD US BACK


I’d never broken a bone in my life until I broke my wrist one sunshiny Arizona morning in January of 2020. I was ambling down a gentle mountain slope, chatting with my friend, feeling ever so grateful for the spectacular desert views.

Then boom! I tripped on a small, jagged rock. Instinctively I put my left hand out to catch myself. I felt the snap and instantly knew by the pain that I’d broken my wrist.

Luckily a physician was on the trail behind me. She turned my sweatshirt into a sling and walked me the rest of the way down the hill where my friend dashed to get her car to take me to the emergency room. I wryly repeated one of my favorite hard-earned leadership aphorisms: It’s not the mountains that trip you up; it’s the pebbles on the path.

X-rays, surgery, a sling, and then a splint and weeks of physical therapy ensued. They slowed me down but didn’t deter me from the optimism that had ushered in the year. Looking back, I should have seen the fall as an omen. The year of broken bones is how I think of it now. Broken almost everything, it turns out, including boundaries of tradition and structure. A disruption of massive proportions.

But back then, I was sure 2020 was going to be epic. I loved the sound of it. The round numbers. That it was the 100th anniversary of the 19th Amendment to the Constitution codifying American women’s right to vote. It was a major election year too. A moment when women were poised to crack the 25 percent mark in top leadership positions across the board. Surely then it would be easy to double that to 50 percent, per my goal and the mission of Take The Lead®, the nonprofit organization I cofounded in 2013. Our aim is full leadership intersectional gender parity by 2025. That’s 70 to 150 years faster than the most optimistic projections.

We kicked off 2020 with the inaugural Power Up Conference: Unleashing the Intentional Leader Within. I had insisted it be held February 28 and 29 because February 29, Leap Day, is the most feminist of days. It bears that symbolism thanks to Saint Brigid, who secured a decree in 5th-century Ireland allowing women to turn the tables on tradition by asking men to marry them on that one and only day every four years.

Giving women greater agency over their life paths was the point of it all.

Then boom again. The week after our conference, all hell broke loose as the magnitude of the global coronavirus pandemic began to sink in. Though viruses are tiny enough to be imperceptible to the naked eye, this one was more like an impassable mountain on the road than just a pebble. It stopped the world cold for more than a year.


Stepping back, I could see that many pebbles had tripped me up along the personal trail I’ve taken. It took this mountain to put the journey in greater perspective.



My winding path began in small Texas towns in a culture and during a time when women weren’t supposed to have aspirations beyond home, hearth, and supporting others. I learned to cover my aspirations and quiet my voice to fit in. I fell into the established pattern of early marriage and children. At 20, with two toddlers and an infant, I realized that I had no employable skills. Soon thereafter, I started community college.

It would be some time before I coined the term “intentioning”—the active form of intention—but I had been slowly and painfully developing my awareness of it even during those early days. I bet you’ve practiced it at some point in your life, perhaps as unconsciously as I did at first, though experience has taught me that it is so much more effective when mindfully applied to an objective or challenge that emanates from the power within and aligns with our core purpose.

Doing such purposeful work since then has been a privilege. The unifying thread for me has been women’s equality, where I have been both a witness and a contributor to making historic gains. And though I’ve had the incredible opportunity to lead the world’s largest reproductive health and advocacy nonprofit organization, Planned Parenthood Federation of America, through enormous challenges and had the opportunity to write bestselling books, the findings of which led me to cofound Take The Lead, I still struggle with embracing the power of my own intention. What path would I have chosen if I had been intentional?

I learned leadership on the job and through the school of hard knocks, not at an Ivy League university. I took opportunities that were offered, yes. I was smart and I worked hard, yes. But I never operated from a place of clarity about my intention. I accepted the locus of power outside of myself. It has taken years of self-work to bring that power source inside so I can use it to clarify and then claim and elevate my true intentions.

That’s how and why I created the concept of intentioning. At first it was to help myself. Now it is intended to help you and all women identify your value and values, embrace the phenomenal power that I know you have (even if you don’t see it yet), and elevate your vision and achievements to your highest intentions.

As this book unfolds, I’ll make the case that female socialization around power and intention, even more than the external barriers and biases that do still remain, is the linchpin holding us back from leadership parity and equality in all forms.

Yet that same socialization has the potential to become our superpower when inculcated with intention. And we will need all our superpowers to reach gender parity because if you think about it, transforming our institutions to gender equality will be one of the most profound disruptions in recorded human history.

Intentioning the Impossible

Take The Lead started planning—or I should say, intentioning—our conference late in 2019. Although people told us that a meeting of that magnitude couldn’t be executed so quickly, the team and our incredible Leadership Ambassador and founder of the Black Women’s Collective, Felicia Davis, along with some devoted volunteers and kickass speakers, pulled it off to rave reviews, nevertheless.

Participants were effusive in their praise for the event. So many of them talked about the joy they felt in the company of newfound friends. They expressed appreciation for the diversity of the assembled group, the pervasive sense of sisterhood, and the countless opportunities they had in those two days to meet up close and personally role models they had long admired from afar. The feeling of optimism as people connected, exchanged ideas, and sparked each other to greater possibilities was palpable. An instant community formed by proximity and shared values.

Thank goodness we went ahead with what had been deemed an impossible task, because as the news of the global COVID-19 pandemic began to spread faster than the virus itself the day after the conference, life as we knew it ground to a grudging halt. Within a month fear stalked the world, the health care system was in crisis mode, and half of the country was working from home if they still had jobs. By February 2021, 5,000,000 American women, twice as many as men, were out of work either from job loss or leaving the workforce due to the pressures of caregiving responsibilities, and women’s job participation fell to a 33-year low.1 Though the gender split among new hires was almost 50/50 by May 2021,2 the country, and especially women, still have far to go to recoup job losses from the pandemic. Given the importance of mindset, it is notable that Deloitte’s Women @ Work study of 5,000 working women across 10 countries found 51 percent are feeling less optimistic about their career prospects than they were prior to the disruption of the pandemic.3

Beyond the unemployment numbers, the enthusiasm, determination, and energy generated by being with like-minded friends in physical community were gone.

Almost every other conference on the calendar had been cancelled. A prescient few organizers had shifted theirs to a virtual platform in the early pandemic months, using whatever cranky technology existed, but most others wrongly assumed that they would pick up where they had left off in a few weeks and simply postponed their live events.

Soon the parallel pandemic of racial injustice—a phenomenon as old as America itself—was out in the open for all to see at last. The murders by police of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, on the heels of an increasingly evident pattern of biased brutality, triggered a widespread reckoning as people of all races took to the streets in support of the Black Lives Matter movement.

At the same time, relooks at history as the anniversary of the 19th Amendment approached revealed that although the women’s suffrage movement led to the ratification of that amendment in 1920, it did not guarantee all women the right to vote as our history books often suggest. While the amendment declared that the right of citizens to vote could not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex, many women of color at the time still found themselves navigating Jim Crow laws prohibiting or suppressing their vote. Indigenous people and Asian Americans had to wait years to get their full voting rights. And as the election cycle of 2020 proved, women (and men) of color still had to work for full access to the polls and to overcome widespread efforts to suppress their vote in certain states. We’ll address this more in chapters to come.

As I ready this book for publication more than a year later, it’s safe to say that none of us has been untouched or unchanged by these tandem pandemics and the economic reverberations of them. We’ve all had to summon the strength to do whatever was necessary to keep going, to support friends and family, to home-school our children, and to maintain businesses whether out in the public as essential workers or within the confines of our makeshift kitchen-table offices. In the wake of these monumental events, there is not only a need to continue the work for racial and gender justice, there is a profound need to accelerate that work.

As it turns out, the Leap Day that occurred before the pandemic lockdown and the long period of loss and suspended reality that consumed the remainder of 2020 and parts of 2021 bears as much symbolism now as it did during our PowerUp conference, for it augured the giant leap forward we are poised to take today.


We are in a season of disruption; we are in a season of rebirth.



The two have much in common. What we once thought of as normal will never be again, but both disruption and rebirth provide opportunities to normalize entirely new realities—to create purposefully and provocatively a better future for ourselves than we’ve ever enjoyed. Boundaries of thinking that were rigidly dictated by tradition or patriarchy can open up just like that, because in times such as these, innovations are necessary for us to survive and thrive.

Now that we are on the cusp of wrangling the pandemic to the ground and you’ve boldly ventured to pick this book up, my hope intention is that you are well and safe, and on your way to normalizing a new future—the future of your choice—because the positive side of massive disruptions such as COVID-19, economic crashes, and racial reckoning is that the borders that previously organized our lives and institutions are breached. Gaping holes in the prepandemic structures can now let the light of new ideas in by the power of our intentions. But as Gloria Steinem has observed, “The first problem for all of us, men and women, is not to learn, but to unlearn.”

Our institutions are organisms. They have structures that can become rigid over time. But they are also like amoebas in that they can alter their shapes as needed when a change in environment coerces them to adapt and flow in new directions. Institutions tend to be resistant to change until they have no other option except to think differently. Ridding themselves of old ideas is difficult and that’s what keeps them from letting new ideas in until they absolutely must. Massive disruptions such as wars, economic depressions, and pandemics force those rigid boundaries to become malleable as a sheer survival mechanism.

For instance, who would have thought two years ago that women-led countries would be recognized for managing the pandemic better than other nations? That we’d actually maintain deep, human connections through screens on our devices—the same devices that frequently threatened to isolate and divide us before? That shopping in stores would give way to shopping online at a pace four times greater than economists had predicted? Or that something called “the mirror” would turn even the smallest apartment into one’s own private gym? Adaptation and change are visible in both subtle and substantial ways.

Who could have predicted that the Black Lives Matter movement, which had been growing steadily for several years, would finally explode into such a massive global movement for comprehensive racial justice in response to the murder of George Floyd? Who could have predicted that geography would cease to matter for local chapter-based organizations such as Golden Seeds, an angel investor collaborative that invests in companies led by women? Now this organization, and others like it, can connect their investor members with prospective start-up companies regardless of where they are located. That altered reality literally opens up a world of potential investor-entrepreneur connections that might not otherwise have happened. And it has increased, rather than decreased, the number of people who are able to participate in any given event.

Also consider how many law firms no longer need expensive office space or how many companies are genuinely working for the first time to turn the fine words about diversity on their websites into real actions for equity and inclusion.

Vaccines and improved treatments are enabling us to be physically together again, to great feelings of relief and the joy of hugging our loved ones. My bones are healed. But even so, few of us wish to return fully to our society’s old model. What better chance will we ever have to rethink caregiving as an economic necessity and a social good? How obvious has it become that women and men can work more flexibly from home much of the time and remain just as productive as before, making the old 9-to-5 routine a relic of the past?


These moments of disruption and rebirth are the best opportunities we will ever have in the foreseeable future to create innovative new ways of living and working. Intentioning: Sex, Power, Pandemics, and How Women Will Take the Lead for (Everyone’s) Good is a call for us not to waste this precious moment in time. If we put women at the center of the recovery, the result will be a more equitable, prosperous, and healthy society for all.



The “Lead Like a Woman” framework and the “9 Leadership Intentioning Tools” you will find in the following pages provide the roadmap for career and life successes you will need as you go forward in this changed world, whether you have to pivot your career out of necessity, want to rethink your purpose because your old one no longer has meaning for you, or you simply aim to elevate your highest and best intentions to achieve a greater purpose than you might have imagined previously.

I began writing this book before COVID-19 stopped us in our tracks because I wanted to help women of all diversities and intersectionalities embrace their phenomenal power. The power to identify and act on their intentions. The power to elevate their own lives. The power to assume leadership roles. And the power to help all women attain equality in position and pay to their male counterparts in their respective professions. The inspiration and practical tools shared in these pages are needed now more than ever.

Women must be at the center of the recovery if it is to be a robust and enduring one. We cannot afford to squander women’s talents, especially when rebuilding a shattered economy lies in the balance. I created a hashtag that I urge you to use often until it becomes true: #putwomenatthecenter.

I also created the verb “intentioning” from the noun “intention” to signal action, not just thought. I wanted to indicate to you and the rest of the world that intentioning is different from having mere ambition. It’s more than a state of mind. It’s the conscious act of seizing the moment and creating the life and career that you want—one that benefits all of society by providing greater balance and harmony. If we set about intentioning, using all of the resources provided here, there is no end to the personal and societal good we can put into motion.

Intentioning, when understood not only by women but by all, enables companies and governing bodies to retain and accelerate women into and up through the leadership pipeline where their different experiences and perspectives can inform the positive changes we are seeking.

This book is not about a single pandemic, though COVID is the current disruption that sent the world to its knees. It’s about how we lead through disruption with the help of that thought and action process I call intentioning. There will be other pandemics. There will be other massive disruptions—technologies that change how we work and live, weather events from hurricanes and tornadoes to all-out climate change, global conflicts, economic depressions, and, of course, infectious diseases. And there will be the constant individual disruptions we all face in our lives, from business setbacks to losing people we love. So the concepts and leadership intentioning tools in this book are evergreen, relevant far beyond the current turbulence.


By reading Intentioning and embracing the process, you will answer for yourself your inevitable next question: the power to WHAT? Because as humorist Will Rogers once said, “Even if you’re on the right track, you’ll get run over if you just sit there.”



Your potential is tangible. The means to using it wisely is laid out in these chapters, which now rest in your very capable hands.






PART ONE FROM EMBRACING POWER TO INTENTIONING THE NEXT LEVEL OF LEADERSHIP







CHAPTER 1 [image: ] YOU’VE ALWAYS HAD THE POWER, MY DEAR


If you are a Wizard of Oz fan as I am, you will remember Glinda the Good Witch telling the protagonist Dorothy that all she had to do was click her heels together and she would achieve the intention that led her to have so many adventures and misadventures along the yellow brick road—that she would finally be able to go home to Kansas. “You always had the power, my dear,” Glinda reminded her. “You just had to learn it for yourself.”

As you dive into Intentioning, remember that my goal is to help you and women of all diversities and intersectionalities embrace your phenomenal power TO lead with confidence, authenticity, and joy.

Embracing your power frees you to practice elevating your intentions so you can get the lives and leadership roles you want in a healthy way. What’s more, every woman’s individual progress helps all women reach equal power, position, and pay. In turn, families rise out of poverty. The toll from economic stress on both men and women is reduced, enabling them to provide better education, nutrition, and life experiences to their children. So when I say “for everyone’s good,” it’s true.

And there are systemic benefits too. When companies use these methods to elevate the intentions and embrace the power of their female employees, they increase retention and lower recruitment and onboarding costs, all while accelerating women’s progress through the leadership pipeline.

Show me a solution to any challenge where there is a bigger payoff all around than advancing women into leadership parity with men.

I dedicated this book to those exemplars of intention: the frontline workers who sacrificed so much to care for the sick and keep essential services going and to those who suffered from or lost their lives to the horrible coronavirus. The frontline workers, who are disproportionately women and people of color, are proof positive of the public good that is so needed and can occur only when we #putwomenatthecenter.

It is further imperative that we #putwomenatthecenter of the recovery, so the rebound will be robust and the trajectory toward gender equality in leadership will be hastened, and in turn will further the evolution of a more just and prosperous world.

My mission, my passion, is to see gender parity in leadership achieved throughout every sector of business and governing in the next four years. It was a big, bold goal before the pandemic and it’s a big, bold goal even now, but in many ways the path has been cleared by the storm that tore through our society. We have to stake a claim to the new territory unveiled to us in the aftermath of that storm.
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